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  Prologue – Who Decided That the Romantic Comedy Starts From Volume 2?


  “Ah, Uenohara!”


  On a Sunday morning. Under an overdue clear May sky.


  I parked my motorbike and rushed over to my “childhood friend” who was standing in front of a plaque that read “Kyougoku City Library.”


  When Uenohara noticed my arrival, she stowed her phone into her bag and turned to face me.


  “Sorry I’m late, I got stuck in traffic. Did you wait long?”


  “No, not really.”


  Replying with that same blank expression she always had on her face, she swept her hair over her shoulders.


  Regardless of what she said, she probably arrived at least fifteen minutes ago. That’s when the only bus she could have caught arrives. Good grief, what a tsundere.


  “Must’ve been hot. You should have waited inside. Upright as always, huh?”


  “Wouldn’t it be too difficult to find each other if I went inside? You were definitely going to notice me if I waited here. I also didn’t want to waste any time.”


  She said in an emotionless voice. Yes, yes. Whatever you say, tsundere.


  There was a sudden breeze, and her hair fluttered.


  Uenohara wore a thin parka over a simple T-shirt and had a large tote bag slung over her shoulder. Below, she wore a pair of wide pants that were as blue as the sky. Exactly the kind of outfit someone would wear on a day out.


  “…Yup. You look good in that outfit.”


  “Flattery won’t get you anywhere, you know.”


  “I’m just saying what’s on my mind. You do know that when you give a compliment, you have to give it properly, right?”


  “Sure, whatever you say.”


  As she replied, Uenohara fiddled with her hair. Tsun—Sigh.


  I shrugged my shoulders, then turned to face the building.


  “Let’s go inside then. We need to find seats.”


  “If that’s what you’re concerned about, I already reserved a private room for us. That should be better, right?”


  She quietly glanced in my direction, avoiding eye contact.


  “Hmm, I guess that’s true… You’ll feel more comfortable if nobody’s watching us. I don’t really care who’s watching though.”


  “Idiot. That’s obviously out of the question, isn’t it?”


  Uenohara shook her head with a reluctant look on her face. No need to be shy, you—


  “Right. Let’s go.”


  “Yeah.”


  We were at the library, on our day off.


  We were dressed casually, instead of our usual outfits, and had met each other without telling anyone else.


  Now that it’s just the two of us by ourselves in a private space…


  “Let’s proceed with our preparations for the Romcom in Reality Plan!”


  “See? You made a big deal out of nothing. Isn’t that why we had to reserve our own room?”


  

  * * *


  On the eastern side of the city, Kyougoku City Library is a facility with a modern feel. During holidays it’s packed with not just citizens but also students who are there for self-study.


  Although I said students, none are from our high school—Kyougoku Nishi High, commonly known as Kyou-Nishi. It’s a long way from our school. The prefectural library that just opened in front of the station is more beautiful and spacious, so our students usually go there instead.


  Besides the low rate of encounters with acquaintances, it’s possible to rent a small meeting room equipped with a projector and other facilities if you apply. I’ve occasionally used it as a meeting place on days off.


  Incidentally, another big reason is that it has all the materials we need for today’s investigation.


  “Phew. For now, I’ve brought everything they had.”


  I closed the door behind me and placed the Kyougoku City Community Magazine bundle under my arm on the table with a thud.


  Then, I casually picked one up and flipped through the pages.


  “It should be somewhere in here… Ah. There it is.”


  After opening it to the relevant pages, I showed it to UenoharaEvil God of Sugar, who was already snacking on sweets.


  “…Nishiji-ku Cleanup Activity Report?”


  “That’s right. I was thinking of summarizing the results today.”


  Uenohara took a sip from her pack of strawberry milk, and with an Ahh, nodded.


  “I’ve more or less understood the gist of things. So, it’s an investigation for use in the next Community Cleanup Volunteering?”


  “Ohhh, as expected of a renowned Accomplice. You’ve got the events that are important for a romantic comedy down pat.”


  “I’ve got no idea at all what’s important, but that’s the only event that’s coming up.”


  A school-wide event is held toward the end of June every year.


  The Community Cleanup Volunteering.


  The point of the event, as the name suggests, is to contribute to the local community by picking up trash around Kyou-Nishi. It’s an annual event that takes up the entire afternoon on a weekday, and it’s established practice that the whole student body participates.


  “Still, you do get that Do we really have to cut class time for this? feeling. Not to mention that it’s also during the rainy season.”


  “That’s because it’s the only time when there’s a gap in the schedule. Also, it seems like they ostensibly claim to be contributing to the community; they’re really just trying to please the neighboring residents. After all, we cause them much trouble, like noise from club activities and traffic control for the school festival. And so, a little bit of rain, trash, or dirt? We’re told to just bear with it.”


  “Though I think that backstory is a lot dirtier.”


  “I’m sure there’s a lot of similar things going on in the background that has allowed Kyou-Nishi to be a festival school. From building up supporters to manipulating public opinion, if you don’t lay the groundwork, you can’t have a romantic comedy.”


  “My understanding of romantic comedies just gets worse and worse…”


  Uenohara brought her hand to her forehead and sighed.


  You haven’t been very diligent, have you? Good grief. Hurry up and read the light novels I’ve been promoting.


  “But the task is still to pick up trash, right? What does that have to do with the Plan?”


  Uenohara asked me a question while bringing a mini monaka to her mouth. As always, her rate of consumption is appalling. Just how many of those have you had already? It’s a good thing I bought the assorted value pack.


  [TN: Monaka is a Japanese sweet made of azuki bean paste sandwiched between two thin crisp wafers made from mochi.]


  “That might have been true if it was just a simple cleanup activity, but it’s a little different at Kyou-Nishi. At the behest of the student council, which organizes the event, it has turned it into an inter-class competition where the winner is determined by the amount of trash collected.”


  As is typical of a festival school, our high school likes to add an element of excitement to every event. This year’s Community Cleanup Volunteering is no exception.


  “Each class gets asked in advance which block they would prefer to be in charge of, and they compete to see how much trash they can collect within the time limit. I’ve heard that the class in the first place gets a little prize, and since it’s like a warm-up to the school festival and sports festival, it’s usually quite exciting.”


  There are no other inter-class events like this during the first semester. It’s probably also a good way to relax.


  “Also, it goes without saying that school festivals and sports festivals are important events in romantic comedies. And since there’s this event of a similar nature happening first, there’s no reason not to take advantage of it.”


  “Hmm… so you’re saying you want to use it as an avenue to practice before the real thing?”


  “That’s right.”


  Nodding my head, I turned my thoughts toward the event.


  “As the class fights as one for victory, this fosters a friendship with the Friend Characters. Then there are the rapid developments in the relationship with the Main Heroine! It’s the exact templateroyal road for a romantic comedy!”


  “Though I don’t think picking up trash is that great for development.”


  “Not to mention the chance that the Main HeroineKiyosato-san trips over a pile of trash and almost falls, creating a lucky pervert moment when you catch her. Or even the chance of a lucky see-through moment when she slams into a puddle of water!”


  “That’s not happening. Also, the worst way of thinking ever.”


  “Well, as expected, we can’t have her stalker show up and then get beat to a pulp like in some romantic comedies…”


  “Ahh… In that case, Kouhei, can’t we just have you play that role?”


  “The Protagonist’sMy role isn’t to be a stalkerthat, you know?!”


  As I said, we’re properly investigating within the limits of the law!


  I was annoyed by Uenohara’s nonchalant face as she drank her juice. Still, I calmed myself down, thinking of it as an everyday occurrence. Seems like we’ve also gotten used to this kind of interaction, huh.


  “Cough. Anyway, to make the competition as exciting as possible, it’s best to make it a winner-take-all fight for victory. In the case of this event, the deciding factor is the amount of trash—in other words, it all depends on whether or not you can take charge of a block that looks like it has a lot of trash.”


  There will be a difference in the amount of trash between blocks containing well-cleaned facilities such as art galleries and blocks with a lot of freely usable space such as parks and riverbeds. Naturally, the latter is the one you want to choose.


  According to the results from previous years, the riverside block is the most popular and a regular winner. But the west block, which is neither good nor bad, seems to be an unpopular area treated like leftovers.


  “Oh, I see. So that’s why you want to use this to collect data beforehand.”


  Pon-pon, she tapped the pile of local public relation magazines.


  As expected, she sure is an outstanding Accomplice. It’s helpful that she’s quick on the uptake.


  “The Cleanup Activity Report from the neighborhood association is data that’s closest to the actual state of things, after all. While also referring to the garbage collection volumes published on the city’s official website, we’re going to calculate the Garbage Potential Value and try to find out which block is the best.”


  “Yeah, there’s nothing wrong with the methodology, but you’re taking it so seriously that it’s creepy.”


  “Even your disses are the same as always, you tsundere.”


  “It’s really annoying how you’re making a face like you’ve won the argument with one word.”


  Uenohara furrowed her brow in disgust, then sipped away a pack of strawberry milk she seemed to have bought from a vending machine. Still, strawberry milk with Japanese wagashi sweets? Let’s put a little more thought into the combination, okay?


  [TN: Wagashi sweets are traditional Japanese confections that are often served with green tea, especially the types made of mochi, anko (azuki bean paste), and fruit.]


  “Then, let’s get started. I’ve sent you a data sheet for the inputs, so please use your phone to key in the numbers.”


  “That’s all well and good, but… in the first place, are you in a position to take charge of the block you want?”


  “Hmm? Do you mean how there’s a possibility of conflict with another class?”


  Since it’s a system based on preference, there’s naturally a possibility of overlapping with other classes’ preferred blocks. In such a case, the winner is decided by lottery. And if you aren’t selected, it’s usually the case you will be passed on to your second or third choice.


  “Well, as expected, it’s impossible to control the student council’s lottery. So I was thinking of dealing with it by collecting information about the preferences of other classes in advance and choosing places with no overlap.”


  That’s another reason for the investigation into garbage amounts. Instead of being misled by vague impressions, verifying things based on the numbers, there’s the possibility of finding a hole-in-the-wall block.


  Uenohara was silent for a moment, as if in thought, and then opened her mouth.


  “I think it’s more of a concern whether or not the people in Class 4your class will agree. You’re going to work as a class, so there’s a need to make a collective decision before submitting your preference, right?”


  “Ahh… you have a point.”


  I guess it’s a legitimate concern.


  “Then again, the majority of the class was accepting of the romantic comedymy groove. Worst case scenario, so long as I bring it to a majority vote, it should pass.”


  Judging based only on the reactions to the Uenohara Childhood Friend-ification Event the other day, and the investigation results into people’s impressions of me, I can at least estimate that the majority is likely to agree with me.


  “Hmm, is that so?”


  Uenohara replied, still looking troubled.


  Was there some other problem? Ah, is that it?


  “Or are you concerned about the movements of the Katsunuma Group?”


  The Katsunuma Group, led by Ayumi Katsunuma with a Romcom Aptitude of E.


  It’s been a while since I joined the school, but I still haven’t built a favorable relationship with them. At any rate, it’s too much to expect when I’m hated by Katsunuma, the central figure.


  I’ve tried to avoid confrontation whenever possible. I haven’t been harassed or interfered with since the last Event, but the fact that it’s a risk factor still hasn’t changed.


  “Katsunuma-san…? Not really. Uh, yeah, I guess there’s that too.”


  For some reason, Uenohara denied it once and then corrected herself, nodding.


  Hmm?


  “Well, there’s certainly a good chance that Katsunuma will resist, so I do agree that we need to keep a close eye on her.”


  “Hmm…”


  “Hers might be the largest faction, but even so, it’s only about ten people in total. Even if the whole group ends up opposing the motion, I think it’ll be fine.”


  Unanimous consent would be the best, but in practice, that will be challenging at the current stage of things.


  Without answering, Uenohara put a hand over her mouth and looked down.


  “To begin with, we don’t know how she’ll react to group action. We don’t even know how much influence she has. I don’t think there’s anything to gain from disrupting the scene, but…”


  She mumbled to herself, nodding her head incessantly.


  Ah, it’s her serious thinking mode. I’m curious about what she’s thinking, but she probably won’t tell me anything except the conclusions even if I ask her. Since she doesn’t say anything fundamentally wrong, I guess it’s okay…


  At any rate, it seems like there’s some cause for concern. I suppose that it can’t hurt to be careful.


  “Understood. In any case, there’s still time before the deadline for submitting the preferences, so I’ll put it on the agenda for the next homeroom meeting and see how it goes. How does that sound?”


  “Okay. I think that’s a good idea.”


  She gave me a clear nod of approval.


  All right then, that sorts out our plan for the time being.


  “Well then, it’s time to get to work. There’s also the meeting room rental time to consider, so let’s make this quick.”


  “Ah, before that, I’m going to the convenience store to get more sweets first.”


  “So even a value pack wasn’t enough, huh…?!”


  

  * * *


  The next day was Monday, the beginning of the week.


  I arrived at school at the usual time and quickly got ready for class.


  In the classroom, I could hear the sounds of laughter everywhere. The reserved atmosphere that existed at the beginning of the school year had pretty much disappeared, and the word homeroom had finally become appropriate.


  “Sup, class rep.”


  “Hmm. Hey, Tokiwa.”


  Having come to school after finishing his morning practice, the Best Friend character—Tokiwa Eiji—tapped me on the shoulder and greeted me.


  “Ahh, I sure am hungry. Time for some food.”


  “Hey, what kind of choice is pork cutlets this early…?”


  The morning bento he spread out on a neighboring seat was made up of densely packed cutlets with scrambled eggs, tamago toji style. It’s fine that you like meat, but you should not be eating something that heavy in the morning, you know.


  “These are yesterday’s leftovers! My mom brought them home, see?!”


  “Ohhh, that’s right. You work at a set menu restaurant, don’t you?”


  I quickly pulled up the information from the Tomodachi Note in my brain and answered. It’s because the topic came up for a moment during the Detour Event (IV) that happened the week before last. Nothing escapes my memorydata.


  “Well, that’s right… but yesterday the cutlets didn’t come from work, we kind of got our relatives’ mujin leftovers…”


  “Ohhh…?”


  By the way, the term mujin refers to a regular drinking or dining party held mainly with close friends or colleagues. Attendees will set aside a budget every month. If they’ve saved up enough, they may even go on trips together. It seems to be a custom unique to our area since you apparently won’t hear the term being used in other prefectureselsewhere.


  Still, a family reunion, huh. I get the feeling that kind of thing is unusual nowadays, but the Tokiwa family is from the countryside, so perhaps it’s like a relic of the past?


  “Well, at any rate, you’d best eat up quickly. That much food is going to be tough to finish if you don’t hurry, don’t you think?”


  “Thash shroo—”


  Before I could finish speaking, Tokiwa had started shoveling his bento into his mouth.


  “Wan a bite, clash rep?”


  With that, Tokiwa picked up a cutlet with his chopsticks and held it out to me.


  “No thanks, but I appreciate accept the gesture. Also, don’t do that Ahh feeding thing with guys.”


  “Wait, but didn’t you have a turn eating at the ramen place the other day?”


  “That’s not the same. There’s a big difference between an Ahh and sharing a bowl that’s being passed around.”


  Look, the genre is different. If you do that kind of thing, you’ll be pestered by rotten girls, you know. They’ll start saying things like Toki x Naga. Well, not that there’s any such thing as a beautiful fujoshi in elsewhere a real classmy class!


  Seeing Tokiwa happily stuffing his cheeks, my mouth felt lonely. So, I settled for some caffeinated bottled chewing gum.


  “Sorry, one for me too.”


  “Oh… good morning, Torisawa.” 


  The one who had swiped a piece of gum from the bottle as he passed by was the Capable Ikemen character, Torisawa Kakeru.


  Since he’s rubbing his eyes sleepily, he must have been up all night again.


  “You stayed up until morning again today, didn’t you? Haven’t you been doing that a lot lately?”


  “I’m not going to make it on time otherwise… I just have two more songs left to compose.”


  “For your next live performance, was it?”


  “There’s also the gig for club activities. They asked me to do one after my new song went viral.”


  Torisawa replied in his languidly handsome male voice with a yawn.


  Just last week, Torisawa had uploaded a YouTube video of a new song he had written. He composed, performed, and sang it by himself. It was well-received and got over 10,000 views in less than a day. Incidentally, the comment section was filled with ikemen one-liners. It’s troubling how ikemen that ikemen are.


  “Anyway, don’t worry about it. If there’s anything else that I can help with, let me know. I’d be happy to assist with typing up the score or other details.”


  “Sure…”


  Torisawa walked unsteadily to his seat.


  Hmm, it’s rare to see him looking so exhausted. I wonder if he’s overexerting himself…


  “I’ma bit worrd afaout Torifawaa.”


  “I know, right.”


  Perhaps I should pass him some Minmin Daha later.


  [TN: Minmin Daha is a medicinal drink used to prevent busy people from falling asleep.]


  Just as I was considering doing so…


  “Good morning, Nagasaka-kun!”


  A voice rang out from behind me, sounding as clear as a bell.


  The Main Heroine of my Plan, Kiyosato Mei, made her entrance.


  “Good morning, Kiyosato-san.”


  “Mee-shan. Mowwing!”


  “Good morning, Tokiwa-kun. That’s a hearty bento you’ve got this morning.”


  She flashed her angelic smile as usual.


  “Chewing gum, Nagasaka-kun? Is it to help you stay awake?”


  “Ah, I just felt like chewing on it after seeing Tokiwa’s bento. I don’t have anything else to eat, so I thought I’d use this to endure.”


  “Ah-ha-ha, I see. Oh, I do have some biscuits, want some?”


  “Eh, are you sure?”


  “Yeah. Just a hundred yen each!”


  “Isn’t that kind of expensive?!”


  And yet the price is low enough to be affordable, how cruel!


  “I ran out of pocket money after buying books yesterday. So this is the only luxury I have left this month.”


  “Oh, really? …I suppose payingSuper Chatting a little money won’t hurt…”


  “Ha-ha-ha, just kidding! But, you know, I’ll accept any amount if you’re donating.”


  Grinning, Kiyosato-san rummaged around in her school bag.


  Retrieving a box of biscuits from deep inside, she proceeded to tear open the seal. It was one of those that came in small packs of three pieces each.


  “Here, feel free to take one. I bought them on my way here, so they’re fresh!”


  “Biscuits? Fresh? Actually, this is more than one piece. Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, I can’t finish the whole box anyway. I planned to share it with someone from the start.”


  Tilting her head ever so slightly, she politely offered me the box that quietly rested on top of her two outstretched palms.


  Ahh, that 2D-like pose is so cute… I love it…


  I thanked her, took a packet, and quickly opened it.


  Kiyosato-san smiled at me once more, then put the box away and left.


  Man, she sure is a natural Heroine all the time. Always smiling, and always caring.


  More than anything, it’s incredible how she can talk to people without making them feel self-conscious. And that’s not even mentioning how she manages this feat for all of her classmates.


  For example…


  When dealing with the alpha male of the otaku group:


  “Oh, Kiyosato-san. Mornin’!”


  “Good morning, Anayama-kun. Ah! Here, I’ll be returning the manga I borrowed from you the other day!”


  “Yay! How was it? That was my number one pick for recent battle mangas, you know?”


  “Yeah, it was super fun! The battle in hell was so crazy that it gave me the shivers. I really liked the character with the braids.”


  “I totally get that! Well, then. For next time, there’s this other one from the same magazine that I highly recommend…”


  When dealing with the leader-like girl in her sports club:


  “Mei. I found a tennis ball lying in front of our club room. I told you to tidy up properly, didn’t I?”


  “Ah, Izumi! Thanks for picking it up! Hmm, maybe it fell out of the basket?”


  “Of course, something’s going to fall out if you cram them all in like that. You’re so careless.”


  “I’m at that age where you want to get it done in one trip, you know… I mean, the tennis courts are so far away.”


  “Just how old are you?”


  When dealing with the boy who’s a mood maker in the flirtatious group:


  “Oh, Mei-chan! You’re looking super cute this morning!”


  “You too Ide-kun, you’re looking super handsome this morning!”


  “No, no, no. I’m the same as always, aren’t I? Do I really look different?”


  “You changed the way you do your hairstyle! It looks great, good job!”


  “No way, you serious? Amazing, I should have known Mei-chan would notice!”


  “Ah-ha-ha, of course I’d notice. If you look carefully, you can tell right away!”


  And so, well, it’s just like that.


  She’s the only person who’s already good friends with everyone and can interact naturally with all of her classmates. Despite that, she doesn’t act self-important or condescending, which makes her extremely well-liked.


  “Mei-chan sure seems to fit in well wherever she goes, huh…”


  Tokiwa suddenly muttered while resting his chopsticks.


  Yes, that’s exactly it.


  No matter who she’s talking to, no matter what group she’s in, she fits in very well doing all that.


  Perhaps that’s why despite her good looks and characteristics, she somehow doesn’t seem to stand out.


  Maybe it’s because she fits in too well everywhere, but it seems like Kiyosato-san’s own impression has grown indistinct without my noticing it.


  If I used an analogy, she’d be like the air we know exists, but we’re not usually conscious of


  “Hey, could you please get out of the way? Senpai.”


  Suddenly, a voice came from my flank, sharply piercing my ears.


  Oh, come on.


  This development sure feels like déjà vu.


  “…Hey, Katsunuma. Good morning.”


  “Tch, didn’t you hear me? I said you’re in my way.”


  She deliberately clicked her tongue, then crossed her arms and looked down at me irritably.


  A long blonde hair with a flat-out perm applied to it. The make-up was done to perfection. An informal and casually styled school uniform and using speech had neither class nor consideration.


  Romcom Aptitude: E. First on the list of Unsuitable Persons, Katsunuma Ayumi makes her appearance.


  I sighed.


  You’ve been rather quiet lately, but now you came back to nitpick, haven’t you? If you keep coming at me with such timing, I’ll get tired of all the repetition.


  “You say I’m in the way, but… this is my seat.”


  “Huh? So what? I’m saying to get out of the way so I can talk to Eiji.”


  Well, that’s very sassy of you, isn’t it?!


  “Look, I even asked politely. Like seriously, come on. Also, why do I have to use honorific language with someone in my class? Such a pain in the ass.”


  I’ve got nothing but tsukkomis for you, bitch!


  I was thinking of something to respond to her for being so presumptuous when Tokiwa interrupted my musings with a troubled look on his face.


  “I told you Ayumi, that’s no good. You can’t act like that.”


  “What the hell?! Eiji, you always… always take this guy’s side!”


  “As I said, there’s no such thing as friend or foe. I even told you this yesterday.”


  “Ahh, it’s fine. It’s fine. I’ll go pick up the handouts as sensei asked me to.”


  I sighed once again and got up from my seat.


  After all, in this situation, no matter what I say it will have only the opposite effect. The least offensive course of action is to leave the area.


  Katsunuma clicked her tongue again and then loudly plopped down on top of the desk I had just vacated.


  Hey. Since I went through all that trouble to get out of the way, at least sit in the chair, won’t you?


  “Well then, Tokiwa, see you later.”


  “Hurry up and scram, you damn ronin. You smell like squid.”


  “Squi…!”


  That’s the worst provocation ever! At least make it virgin or something, because then it still barely qualifies for the romantic comedy category!


  I headed for the exit of the classroom while feeling mildly dizzy, all the while wondering if her Speaking Aptitude should drop another level.


  Somehow, the hustle and bustle sounded more subdued than before.


  

  * * *


  “Now then, I’d like to talk to you all about the upcoming Community Cleanup Volunteering.”


  During the final short homeroom of the day, I made an announcement from the teacher’s podium.


  Our homeroom teacher Tooshima-sensei wasn’t around, having finished the end-of-day assembly earlier. Because of that, the class was filled with a relaxed atmosphere.


  “As some of you may know, this event is class-based. The outcome will be determined by the amount of trash collected.”


  “This is just like Classroom of the Elite! If we lose, we might be expelled!”


  [TN: Literal meaning is along the lines of a system of ability-based supremacy.]


  I could hear the chief otaku of the class, Shun Anayama, discussing the turn of events with his neighboring otaku friends from his seat by the wall. It was in whispered voices, but they seemed to enjoy themselves.


  Uh-huh, not at all a bad atmosphere.


  I nonchalantly picked up the topic and continued.


  “Nonetheless, it’s a kind of relaxed contest where the winning class receives a small freebie from the student council, so there aren’t really any penalties.”


  “There’s no such thing as a relaxed contest, you know?”


  This time, I heard a strong, opinionated remark from a seat by the window. It was the central figure of the athletic sports clubs, Ao Koizumi-san.


  Then came scattered comments from people saying things like Koizumi, you’re too hot-blooded and Well, Izumi doesn’t even hold back in P.E.


  Excellent. Why don’t we go with the flow?


  “Actually, isn’t picking up trash really boring? It’s something you see a bunch of old people from the neighborhood association does, right?”


  The next response came from a seat in the middle of the room, speaking in a flippant tone of voice. It was the biggest mood maker among the flirtatious boys, Masanari Ide.


  “By the way, the winner’s prize will be handed over by a super beautiful senpai member of the student council. Ide, if you like, how about becoming the representative?”


  “Eh, you serious? I forgot to mention this, but I’ve always had an interest in the volunteering event.”


  While tugging on his somewhat long bangs, he replied lightheartedly.


  Then came the jeers of It’s super obvious that you’re aiming for the senpai and How many rejections will this make? from those around him.


  Uh-huh. It’s good that he’s always this simple-minded. After all, that kind of character scores rather highly, romcom-wise. Definitely gets my thumbs-up.


  With this and that, each classmate expanded on the topic with their close friends. The atmosphere in the classroom was very positive, and there didn’t seem to be any issues.


  Okay, looks like this will work. Perhaps I can jump straight to the point.


  “Now, we need to submit our preferred block to the student council. It seems that every year, the teams aiming for the number one spot usually request the block along the riverbed.”


  Incidentally, the riverbed also received the highest Garbage Potential Value. I guess this means that the previous years’ track records aren’t mistaken.


  “However, requesting that does come with its fair share of competition, so… I think that we should choose a secretly superior block.”


  A part of the class buzzed at those words. Heh-heh-heh, they’re surprised. Nice.


  Because of the preliminary investigation with Uenohara, I found a wonderful block with surprisingly high Garbage Potential Value despite its unpopularity, and where a certain event has been scheduled to be held on the day just before the cleanup. It’s an irregular place to hold such an event, and it seems to be a special case for just this year, so the probability of someone finding out about it in advance is quite low.


  It’s a secret spot that won’t only pass through as the first choice but will also be sufficiently good enough to make us a contender for the championship.


  “Now, about that block…”


  But just as I was about to pompously reveal the results of the investigation…


  “Argh. This is such a pain in the ass.”


  At the sound of that clearly dissatisfied voice, the class instantly fell silent.


  Everyone’s eyes simultaneously swiveled round to focus on the speaker.


  “Actually, explain to me why we should be forced to volunteer?”


  Damn it.


  So you’ve chosen to interrupt me at this time, have you, Katsunuma?!


  Resting her chin on her hands, Katsunuma crossed her legs and made a stern expression.


  “Don’t you think so too, Hibiki?”


  “Uh-huh, like, it’s suuuch a pain.”


  The one who languidly responded to her call was the person closest to Katsunuma—Hibiki Tamahata.


  Then, with those words acting as a rallying cry, several others from around the room raised their objections.


  “Why can’t we just have the people who want to volunteer go?” “At best, the freebies are packs of juice, right?” “How much pay is that per hour?” “So, we’d be better off working part-time then, huh.” “I really don’t want to get dirty picking up trash in the first place.” “It’s been pretty hot these days, what happens if we get heatstroke?” “That’s it! Why don’t we choose a place with karaoke so we can pass the time?” “Great idea!”


  Wait, the entire group?


  As expected, the number of voices was too much to ignore. Despite my inner anxiety, I carried on.


  “Um, like the Ouen cheer practice, it’s a school event for all years and all classes, so you can’t just skip it.”


  “Then how about this? Can’t we just go to karaoke and take the trash from there? I’m a genius, aren’t I?”


  Katsunuma looked around at the group with a look on her face as if she had just come up with a brilliant idea.


  Upon her doing this, they all expressed their agreement in unison.


  Naturally, taking trash from stores or private housing isn’t allowed, as it goes against the point of the event. Each class will also be monitored by the student council, and anyone caught doing something of the sort would be instantly disqualified.


  “No, if we did that, we’d be disquali—”


  “Oh, you’re so annoying! Just shut up and they won’t know!”


  As if to obstruct my words, a loud voice roared through the classroom.


  The air seemed to crack.


  Not good. This is not a good mood.


  Getting a bad feeling about this, I clapped my hands twice to get their attention.


  “Alright, quiet down! At any rate, I’d like us to take a vote.”


  This is no longer the time to put on airs. We need to decide and fast.


  Looking at the reactions up to this point, no one outside the Katsunuma group was distinctly opposed to the idea. If I can just push it through by a majority vote, it should pass!


  “First of all, those in favor of choosing a block where we can aim for victory, please raise your hands!”


  But…


  “…”


  The classroom fell completely silent, and not a single person attempted to raise their hand.


  Huh? Why?


  “Ah, umm…”


  No response? Seriously, no response?


  I glanced at Anayama, but he was all curled up in his seat, looking at his phone with a somewhat subservient expression on his face.


  It was as if to declare that he had said nothing and wouldn’t be saying anything.


  “Sigh… This is such a bummer.”


  As I was puzzling over how to deal with this unexpected turn of events, I heard a voice from a window-side seat.


  “Ko-Koizumi-san?”


  “It’s already time for club activities. I’m fine with anything, so feel free to decide without me.”


  She stood up from her seat with her bag in hand.


  What? Wait, how did it come to that?


  “Umm, please wai—“


  “See you.”


  Seemingly uninterested in what I had to say, with that, she walked out of the classroom.


  As if in response to her reminder, the members of the sports clubs stood up one after another. They all seemed to have a cold air about them, and their earlier enthusiasm had dissipated as if it had never been there, to begin with.


  “Hey… Hey, guys, we still haven’t decided on…”


  “Ayumi’s awesome! I knew that doing karaoke would be so much more fun!”


  With a clatter, Ide stood up from his seat and raised his voice as if to cheer her on.


  Oh, come on. This is the problem with simpletons! Don’t be so quick to change your mind!


  Katsunuma glanced at Ide. She had an indifferent look on her face.


  “I’m just stating the obvious. Also, your voice is too loud. It’s annoying.”


  “Ah, sorry about that…”


  Having been cut to pieces, Ide twitched his nose and slunk back into his seat in low spirits.


  The mood in the class had totally deflated, and only the Katsunuma group was still chattering away. The rest of the class appeared to have lost any interest, looking like they wanted to be released soon.


  Tokiwa looked at Katsunuma with a dazed and confused expression, Torisawa lay face down on his desk, breathing in and out while fast asleep, and Kiyosato-san just smiled awkwardly.


  Of course, it was hardly the time for a majority vote now.


  Argh, damn it.


  As expected, my reality… won’t let me put on a romantic comedy so conveniently.


  Chapter 1 – Who Decided That I Can’t Visualize the Mood in Class?


  After school. At the usual Conference Room M.


  I was holding my head with both hands in the now regular seat at the far end of the room.


  “Damn it! Far from taking a vote, the agenda itself is in limbo! Curse that Katsunuma. What does she have against romantic comedies?”


  “…I see. That happened, huh.”


  Uenohara crossed her arms and fell silent with a look of difficulty on her face.


  It’s a good thing I checked in advance. If it were just before the deadline, this would have been checkmate.


  Sitting in front of me, Uenohara simply muttered Hmm, and then took a sip of orange juice.


  “But what part of it does Katsunuma-san disagree with in the first place? What possible motive for interrupting the event could she have?”


  “According to the [information]^[data], it’s because she ‘Can’t stomach that a loser who failed their entrance exams is running the show like a leader.’ Rather than having issues with the event, it’s probably more about her not wanting me to take control.”


  It seems like she says that to the members of her group all the time, so it’s highly reliable information.


  “I see. In other words, her motive is opposing you, Kouhei.”


  Uenohara patted her lips thoughtfully, then shook her head.


  “The other unexpected thing was how the mood in class immediately became sour when Katsunuma and the others protested. Despite how until then, the atmosphere was in such a good romantic comedy-like mood…”


  “So she’s looking for any opportunity to start a fight? Seems like it’ll be a hassle if things ever become sour and draw Katsunuma-san’s attention.”


  “Maybe this means that everyone isn’t invested enough to bother with pushing through the hassle…? The previous success of the Uenohara Ayano Childhood Friend-ification Event probably made me overestimate how well they’d get on board…”


  “Whatever it is, I’m positive it’s nothing as simple as the aptitude of your classmates or the number of Unsuitable Persons. The overall mood of the class is unclear, and it’s not something you can see, like a person’s influence.”


  “That might be true…”


  Regardless of how high the Romcom Aptitude of the Main Characters is, if the place where they can demonstrate that is unstable, it’s meaningless, I suppose.


  As expected, Environmental Maintenance will be necessary.


  “…It can’t be helped. Maybe it’s time to reconsider the foundation of the Plan here.”


  “Foundation…?”


  “That’s right.”


  Pulling out my phone, I typed out a quick message on LINE.


  “Thanks to a helper, the development of a new weapon is gaining speed. Using that, we’ll be able to operate more efficiently.”


  “Hmm… wait, a helper? Is there someone else who knows about the Plan besides me?”


  With a straw still in her mouth, Uenohara’s eyes blinked as if she had been surprised.


  Oh, crap, she’s asking about that part.


  “Uh, well, they don’t quite know about the Plan, and they’re actually more like an adviser…”


  “Someone from school?”


  “Well, something like that.”


  “Why are you hiding it?”


  Uenohara narrowed her eyes in suspicion.


  I mean, if I told her, she would probably… No, she would definitely get angry.


  After reading the LINE reply I had received, I coughed and cleared my throat before continuing.


  “Ahh, sorry, let’s call it a day. We’ll meet again when the thing is complete.”


  “Oh, is that so?”


  Uenohara, who was fiddling with her straw as she looked toward the window, spoke in a voice that showed indifference.


  “By the way… what’s the new weapon? Don’t tell me that’s a secret too?”


  “It has a lot of features, so I’ll only explain them all in detail when it’s ready. But just so you know…”


  I suppose I can at least tell her the name.


  I haven’t given it an official name yet, but if I were to base it on the original material…


  “The next weapon in the Romcom in Reality arsenal after the Tomodachi Note and the Spot Note. Its name is… Q-U-L!”


  [TN: It’s suppose to sound as “cool.”]


  “Ugh, lame.”


  “Are you kidding me?!”


  I thought the naming was really on point!


  

  * * *


  After parting ways with Uenohara, I went back to school. All to be present for Detour Event No. 4 with Tokiwa.


  The bicycle parking station was bustling with people who had finished their club activities. After leaving my bike there, I immediately walked toward the club building.


  Being a powerhouse that regularly participates in inter-high school tournaments, Kyou-Nishi’s basketball club always holds its club activities until the last minute of the school day. Because of this, it was difficult to match the going home times of the other Main Characters such as Kiyosato-san and Torisawa, so it had become customary to arrange a Going Home Event separately.


  Now then, normally this would mean meeting each other by chance at the bicycle parking station, but… today, perhaps I’ll try to be more proactive and go all the way to the club room.


  I’ve already established a relationship with Tokiwa to the point of handling the so-called Everyday Events naturally, such as having lunch together or playing sports during break times. At this point, it shouldn’t be a problem to invite him normally, without having to rely on coincidence.


  Walking in a carefree manner with these thoughts in mind, I spotted a figure as I approached the corner of the club building.


  Oh, it’s Tokiwa.


  “And that’s more or less the situation. That’s why I’m a little worried. …Sorry about this. Thanks for always staying so late.”


  Huh? Is he talking to someone?


  They seemed to discuss something in a small, empty space in front of the club building. I could see Tokiwa, but the person he was talking to hid in the shadow of the building, just out of sight.


  I paused for a moment to think.


  Should I just talk to him, or should I wait?


  I’m also interested in the contents of their conversation, but…


  “Well, good work at the club today! See you tomorrow!”


  But while I was thinking about it, Tokiwa ended the conversation and ran my way.


  Ahh, this is no time to be thinking anymore. Let’s just call out to him normally.


  “Hey, Tokiwa. Good work today.”


  “Whoa there. Huh, class rep?”


  Perhaps because of the unexpectedly high speed at which he was going, Tokiwa slid to a stop on the sand.


  He then turned around and exhaled while putting a hand on his chest.


  “Oh, that surprised me. What’s up, are you on your way home now?”


  “Yeah, I was studying and lost track of time. I’m craving some sugar, so if you’re free, how about we stop by a dagashiya store together?”


  [TN: Dagashiya are the traditional stores that sell dagashi or cheap candies and snack foods.]


  “Okay! Then, I’ll have some Butamen!”


  [TN: Butamen is a mini cup of instant ramen marketed mainly towards children produced and sold by the Japanese food company Oyatsu Company.]


  Grinning, Tokiwa accepted the invitation.


  Ahh, the joy of taking a detour with no obstacles. I can feel my relationship with the Best Friend Character deepening…


  Indifferent to how deeply moved I was, Tokiwa walked again.


  Hmm, that’s right. Perhaps I should do some light probing.


  “Ah, come to think of it, weren’t you talking to someone just now? A fellow club member?”


  “Hmm? Oh…”


  Here, Tokiwa showed a rare sign of hesitation before replying.


  “It was nothing… I was just asking a friend for advice.”


  “Is that so…?”


  A friend, huh.


  Since he’s reluctant to say it, does that mean it’d be a problem if he revealed the other person’s identity? Or else, is it the content of the discussion he wants to keep secret?


  Wait, no way, was he confiding with the female manager (suspected to be a beauty ranked 23rd in the cute girl rankings and a reliable type from Class 3) about being a victim of stalking? Maybe even the romantic comedy thing where she says Then, how about I act out the role of your girlfriend? and before you know it, they end up becoming lovers?


  You thieving cat. There’s no way I’m handing over my [Tokiwa]^[Best Friend] to some random nameless character! Come back when you’ve prepared at least one past setting!


  As I raged about it in my mind, Tokiwa grinned at me.


  “Anyway, don’t mind it! It’s not something I’m super troubled about it or anything! Thanks for caring, man.”


  “…Ah, okay.”


  This won’t do. He showed concern for me instead.


  Seriously, Tokiwa sure is a naturally nice guy. So much of a nice guy that I’m worried about him getting involved with the wrong crowd.


  “Ah, class rep, that reminds me.”


  As if suddenly remembering something, Tokiwa spoke.


  “Sorry about what Ayumi did earlier. Going and interfering with the majority vote…”


  Hmm… So that’s the next topic, huh?


  For a moment, I was at a loss for words, but I smiled back and give him a brief peace of mind.


  “Well, I can’t say I don’t understand how Katsunuma feels. In any case, it wasn’t something we had to decide by today.”


  “Oh, that’s good, then.”


  Tokiwa patted his chest in relief.


  “Truth be told, Ayumi is supposed to be the hardworking type. She might be spinning her wheels a bit.”


  Hmm…?


  What? Katsunuma, a hard worker? You won’t find that [information]^[data] anywhere in my Tomodachi Note, you know.


  “She gets emotional easily, but she’s not a bad person at heart. So please don’t be too hard on her. I say this often enough myself.”


  Then, Tokiwa smiled, hiding the worried expression in his eyes.


  Sigh… Whether it’s Tokiwa or Kiyosato-san, I wonder how people good at heart can cover for others so naturally. It’s really quite amazing.


  While feeling a sense of respect, I gave him a clear answer to at least not make him worry.


  “It’s fine. Although she does make me a little angry at times, it’s not as if I dislike her.”


  We were only butting heads because of a simple conflict of interest. I didn’t really find fault with her personally. Though as expected, I wouldn’t be able to see her in the same light as a heroine like Kiyosato-san…


  “Still… I guess it’s to be expected from someone who’s been friends with Katsunuma from way back. You sure know her well.”


  “…It’s nothing like that.”


  Tokiwa choked on his words for a moment and then smiled.


  Oh? What’s that about…?


  “Well, perhaps we should get going.”


  But the next moment, he was entirely back to his usual self and moved forward.


  Oh, I guess I’ve lost the atmosphere for more questions. It can’t be helped.


  Mentally noting the circumstances, I followed Tokiwa.


  Apparently, the dagashiya I had planned for us to stop by was temporarily closed for the day.


  As soon as I let my guard down, I get this?!


  

  * * *


  A few days later, after school. Sitting in a rented meeting room at the city library.


  Having arrived at the site first, I was quietly preparing for the meeting.


  “Thanks for waiting.”


  The door opened with a thud, and Uenohara entered the room.


  “Ah, sorry for making you come all this way. It’s just that I wanted to use this thing today.”


  I tapped the projector, which was now plugged in.


  “It’s not long-distance by bike. Since there aren’t any hills, it’s actually easier than the road home.”


  Lowering herself onto a pipe chair as she spoke, Uenohara took out a towel from her school bag. Then, using one hand to lift the hair behind her head, she wiped the sweat off her neck.


  It sure is humid today. This sweaty time of year must be tough for girls with long hair.


  “Here, this is for you.”


  “…Thanks.”


  I handed her a frozen sports drink I had bought in advance.


  Taking the bottle and pressing it to her cheek, Uenohara let out a sigh of relief.


  “So, that secret weapon with the lame name is complete, you said?”


  “It’s not lame, but that’s correct.”


  I stood up and turned off the lights in the room.


  “Now then, without further ado, let’s get to the development reveal. Ah, but before that… It’s a good opportunity, so maybe I should start by providing a brief update of the Plan’s progress.”


  Saying this, I opened my tablet and brought the PowerPointexplanation document up on the projector screen.


  “Now then, as previously stated, the first stage of our Romcom in Reality Plan is Character Selection. We’ve made good progress on this, and the selection of the Main Characters in my class is now complete.”


  The main group of characters—also known as the Friends Group—had been formed, consisting of Kiyosato-san, Tokiwa, and Torisawa, with Uenohara as an observer. Our classmates also seemed to perceive the four to be on good terms, so it was probably safe to say that their presence as a group had been secured.


  “The first stage will continue until all students across all years have been assessed for their romcom aptitude. Right now, we’re just finishing up with the first years and are starting to extend our scope to the seniors.”


  As collecting data on senior students is more challenging than for those in the same year, it’s expected to take a little more time. I’m hoping to have tangible data before fall when many school-wide events will be held.


  “And as the first stage progresses, we gradually enter the second one, which is Raising the Characters’ Favorability. This involves deepening the relationship with the selected characters through various events.”


  This second stage of the Plan is the hardest.


  At the moment, Going Home Events and Detour Events are the norm, but I plan to add to that by utilizing school-level occasions such as the upcoming Volunteer Cleanup Activity and school festivals as Romantic Comedy Events.


  From there, we’ll deepen the bonds with the characters, and gradually build up the Story.


  “We’re still a long way from the third stage, so leaving it out, that’s the current situation. Are there any questions so far?”


  “Is there a need to treat it seriously like this every time? Don’t you find it embarrassing?”


  “Very well, since there aren’t any questions, let’s proceed.”


  Elegantly ignoring Uenohara’s diss that was phrased like a question, I moved on to the next slide.


  “Now, I was planning to use the Community Cleanup Volunteering as an Event to form part of the second stage… But due to our surrounding environment, that is to say, the class environment, there is a possibility that it wouldn’t work.”


  As I said this, I displayed the next slide. It contained a pyramid-shaped diagram.


  “Over here you can see a schematic diagram of the surrounding environment that forms the foundation of any romantic comedy. I call it the Three-Layer Model of a Romantic Comedy Environment. A prerequisite for carrying out the plan is that this pyramid remains unshaken.”


  In this pyramid, the lowest layer is the school environment, the middle layer is the class environment, and the uppermost layer is the group environment. The lower the layer in the pyramid, the larger the scale and hence the larger the size.


  “If you take the bottom layer to be Kyou-Nishi, that’s bedrock. It’s an ideal environment with many events and an active student council, and the teachers and PTA are very supportive. The top layer relates to the Friends Group, so that’s no problem too.”


  [TN: PTA - An abbreviation for parent-teacher association.]


  I used a laser pointer on the middle layer, moving it in a circle.


  “And so, right now the unstable part is the middle layer, the class environment. If we don’t have this in order, we’re likely to have problems sprout up in events like now where we have to work on a class-by-class basis.”


  “Not to mention, it’s fundamental that the super important, romantic comedy-like events like sports festivals and school festivals are carried out as a class. If something similar to what’s going on now were to happen then, it wouldn’t be a pretty sight.”


  There’s the gathering of materials for the famous mural art, stage performances, flea market, food stalls, and so on. A wide variety of social gatherings, all of which are class-based.


  The Community Cleanup Volunteering is just a prelude to the battle, and even in the worst-case scenario it fails, it’s still within the realm of choking back tears. But you could well say that a romantic comedy where the school or sports festivals aren’t exciting isn’t a romantic comedy.


  “And that’s precisely why…”


  I quickly activated the slide’s animation.


  “Right now, this is what should be our top priority. Readjustment of the class environment. In other words, building up a class that’s suitable for a romantic comedy!”


  Ta-da, the words Constructing a Romantic Comedy-Optimized Class appeared on the center of the screen.


  “Class 4’s disposition is undesirable for the realization of a romantic comedy. We’re going to take this opportunity to make some serious revisions.”


  Here’s another raised hand from Uenohara. I hope it’s not another diss.


  “Yes, Uenohara-san.”


  “This stuff about class optimization and the class disposition not being romcom-like is a little abstract and hard to understand. So in short, it’s about what could have made things go better?”


  Oh, just as you’d expect from a logical thinker. I had suspected that was coming.


  “You’re quite right. The disposition of the class—the so-called atmosphere or mood, the influence of others, and the power of speech are invisible to the eye. You can’t even tell if your interventions are having the intended effect. So, what’s the solution?”


  “…Hold on. No way.”


  Uenohara looked as if she had just realized something.


  “It’s simple. To see what can’t be seen, just use numbers.”


  Grinning, I moved on to the unveiling of the new weapon.


  “This is it. The brand-new weapon to quantify the disposition of a class and derive the romcom aptitude of a group. The Measurement Test for Group Romcom Aptitude also known as Q-U-Lcool!”


  Along with a cha-ching sound effect in my brain, I advanced the slide.
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  Uenohara looked at the screen with a dumbfounded expression on her face.


  Heh, I can see that my devilish approach has left her at a loss for words.


  “The official name is Questionnaire-Utilities of Love (Comedy). If you take the first letter of each word, that gives Q-U-Lcool. It’s a psychological test in a sense, but by plugging in behavioral data from the Tomodachi Note and data acquired from surveys into this thing for analysis, you can instantly assess if a class is in a desirable state for a romantic comedy.”


  [TN: Reference to an actual psychological test employed in Japan and applied to school life, “Q-U.” For an example, visit this website.]


  Unlike my earlier, personal-level romantic comedy aptitude tests, this one is based on a proper psychological test that has been extensively modified. So, it’s much more specialized than the previous ones.


  “The detailed formulas and charting mechanisms are already built into the special calculation sheet, so analysis can be done with a single click. But that’s not all. It’s an extraordinary product you can even use for trial calculations, and figure out exactly which parts need to be changed to improve the numbers!”


  My only concern is that it’s a fresh beta version so I’m yet to finish verifying its viability. However, I did have theoretical reinforcement from my helper, so the results should be more or less correct.


  “Although it’s definitely the most powerful measurement tool out there, I’m yet to find out what kind of results will actually… Ah.”


  I’d been enthusiastically presenting things when I suddenly looked in front of me and saw Uenohara staring at me with an unusual look of extreme dissatisfaction.


  Hmm, why do I have a bad feeling about this?


  “…Uh, is something the matter?”


  “Listen, could you please stop conversing with someone’s mother behind their back?”


  “Wha— How did you find out?!”


  But I hid it so well!


  Uenohara let out a huge sigh, then turned her face away, resting her chin in her hands.


  “Good grief. That woman is simply… I did think she was in unusually high spirits these days, but…”


  “I-I mean, she’s a real expert! I just mentioned it in passing, and then things got really exciting…”


  I’ve been acquainted with Uenohara-sensei (mother) ever since the time of the Uenohara’s (daughter) Childhood Friend-ification Event. When I dropped by her office with a box of sweets to thank her for the last time, we suddenly talked about the class.


  I asked her if it was feasible to measure the traits of a group of people, and she answered yes, and then shared the original test with me. I was so excited that I got lured into a heated debate, and before I knew it, we were close enough to chat occasionally, ignoring the daughter…


  “Don’t worry! It has nothing to do with liking the mother and not the daughter, I promise!”


  [TN: A possible reference to the Japanese light novel series Musume ja Nakute Watashi (Mama) ga Suki nano?! (You Like Me, Not My Daughter?!).]


  “That’s detestable, even as a joke. Just how gross can you get?”


  “Wh-What’s that, you disrespectful brat?! Damn you, are you mocking Mother-type romantic comedies?!”


  “Kouhei, you’re the one I constantly mock.”


  “You’re saying I’m being mocked all the time?!”


  

  * * *


  The two of us prattled on for a while, and once we were both tired, we restarted the conversation.


  “Anyway, with this, it’s possible to understand the situation in a class by using numbers. Got it?”


  “Sure, whatever. So, what are the results of Class 4?”


  After taking a few sips from her sports drink that seemed to have finally started melting, Uenohara opened her mouth.


  “Hmm. It’s the same as the normal Romcom Aptitude, where the ranks go from A to E, and the passing grades are B and above. As for the class’s Group Romcom Aptitude…”


  Poof, a table summarizing the results of the analysis appeared on the screen.


  “C minus. The minus means a C that’s close to a D.”


  Using the pointer to circle each of the aptitude values displayed on the screen, I presented the analysis results in detail.


  “As you can see in Figure 1, the aptitude value is computed as an overall evaluation of five items. For example, my class did poorly on Openness, Assertiveness, and Unity, and relatively well on Intimacy and Cooperativeness.”


  To summarize—without going into the specifics—my class doesn’t have terrible relationships and is cooperative to some level. But they’re partially closed off, lack a positive attitude, and are easily influenced by the prevailing atmosphere.


  “Hey, what does openness mean? The rest I kind of understand.”


  “That’s an item which indicates the relationship between friends or groups. It indicates whether the relationship is open, where you can communicate with anyone without distinction, or closed, where you are only able to communicate with certain people.”


  With Class 4, the relationships within each group are good and accompanied by active communication, but there is hardly any interaction across groups. In other words, they are always hanging out with a specific set of people.


  Until early May, everyone had been interacting with each other without discrimination, but now that the groups had been tightly divided, such interaction has pretty much disappeared. The only exceptions to this were the members of the Friends Group.


  “In addition, due to the poor numerical values for Assertiveness and Unity, all movements tend to be specific to the situation at hand, which isn’t good. It’s the reason why the data assessing their impression of me was unreliable.”


  The reason I got done in by Katsunuma the last time was most likely due to this disposition.


  She didn’t react to the earlier Uenohara Childhood Friend-ification Event, and I think it’s fair to say it went well because the one controlling the atmosphere there was me.


  “Looking at the result as a whole, the assessment is that the class is not suitable for a romantic comedy.”


  “…I see. Still, it’s much easier to understand when laid out in detail like this.”


  Uenohara nodded her head approvingly.


  Ooh, a rare sarcasm-free acknowledgment!


  “Heh-heh, don’t you think so? To be honest, I had a super hard time. The reference papers were so confusing, it felt like they weren’t even in Japanese.”


  “It’s ridiculous that after doing all that, your final destination is a romantic comedy.”


  You really had to end it with a diss, huh?


  Feigning ignorance, she took a sip from her drink before continuing.


  “By the way, what would an E here mean?”


  “Everyone is indifferent to whatever goes on in class. Everyone lacks motivation and skips school events, everyone makes all their decisions on the spot on a whim, and everyone’s movements are scattered all over the place.”


  “…”


  “In addition to that, there’s shunning and bullying of certain people, and classmates arguing with and attacking each other…”


  “…Classroom chaos, huh.”


  Exactly. Well, not that I believe there are any cases in Kyou-Nishi that fall to that level.


  “Anyway, the minimum requirement is to somehow raise the current C minus to a B.”


  “I see. So, what exactly does that mean?”


  “I’m glad you asked. Let’s go over the intervention plan.”


  Navigating the PowerPoint presentation once more, I proceeded to the next slide.


  “Figure 2 shows who’s influencing each item and how.”


  “Ohh?”


  With a look of curiosity on her face, she murmured to herself.


  “Anayama Shun, Koizumi Ao, Ide Masanari… You’re saying these people are the main cause of the C minus?”


  “Strictly speaking, each group tends to have its own vocal power, but you can think of these people as near-equals.”


  “And so…”


  I continued.


  “I’m going to acknowledge these highly influential people as those key figures in romantic comedies—the so-called Sub Characters—and work with them as a starting point for any intervention.”


  “…Sub Characters?”


  She tilted her head.


  Oh, come to think of it, that’s the first time that term came up.


  “It means the characters who have little to do with the main story, but play an active role in certain situations, or add to the excitement of some given occasion.”


  “When you say sub, it sounds like it refers to just about anyone, though.”


  “No, you should treat them as completely separate from mobs. Do you know those good supporting characters you see in movies? Think of it as that kind of role.”


  From a romantic comedy standpoint, I suppose the named classmates in Toradora! are quintessential. Speaking of works from the same author, the guy nicknamed 2D-kun also stands out. He’s a university student, though.


  [TN: A reference to the character Satou Takaya, better known as 2D-kun, from the popular Japanese light novel series Golden Time. Toradora! and Golden Time are both written by female Japanese author Yuyuko Takemiya.]


  “Ahh… So you mean those kinds of characters, not the extras. I see.”


  She nodded.


  Since she seemed to have understood, I returned to the topic at hand.
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  “Anyway, as you can see in the diagram, the Otaku Group led by Anayama negatively affects Openness. They fall into the category of closed and internally-oriented individuals and are characterized by their reluctance to associate with anyone outside their group.”


  Since they actually get along well within the group, disposition-wise they’re different from being so-called loners or gloomy types.


  “Then there’s the Sports Club Group led by Koizumi, which has a big negative impact on Assertiveness. This group is indifferent and neutrally-oriented, meaning that they have no interest in the class, to begin with.”


  This group isn’t as tightly knit as the Otaku Group, but it’s larger. As a result, they also have a strong influence on the decision-making of the class.


  “Our immediate goal is to reduce the negative effects, so we’ll start by working on these two groups first.”


  “Hmm…”


  I placed the laser pointer on my desk and continued.


  “By the way, I’m thinking of having the Friends Group lend a hand with the intervention. They’re well connected, and Events take place easily with them around.”


  I have a strong affinity with the otaku crowd, and Tokiwa can handle the sports club guys. Through his semi-independent position, Torisawa offers the power to speak from different angles. It’s probably the perfect hub for connecting the different groups.


  “Well, to be frank, a star structure with Kiyosato-san in the middle would be the most efficient, though.”


  “Ah.”


  Uenohara, who had just taken a sip from her drink, suddenly froze in place.


  With Kiyosato-san, she’s a complete wild card who can get along with anyone and everywhere, so having her symbolize the idol at the center of the class would be the easiest and most effective method.


  “But if we do that, it feels like we’ll be competing with other groups for her. Even now, it’s hard enough to book a place in her schedule, and we can’t be putting any more pressure on her, either.”


  “…Well, that’s true. I think it’s for the best.”


  Saying this, Uenohara rebooted from her state of complete stillness.


  Rather unusual movements she’s got there… Kind of like a frozen robot.


  “By the way, what about this guy? Why the dotted line?”


  She pointed to the part of the diagram.


  “That’s Ide. He’s the flirtatious type of guy that’s sycophantic and instigation-oriented. You know, the type to ride the mood and try to spread it. Simply put, he’s a mood maker.”


  These people can help liven up the place when they work in the right direction, but right now they’re just generating noise for whatever seems to be the strongest opinion in the room.


  “It’s just that, unlike the other groups, people like him aren’t really isolated. So I added dotted lines to indicate indirect influence.”


  “That reminds me… this one’s that guy, isn’t he? The one in the Katsunuma Group making his high school debut, who—”


  Then, as if something had occurred to her, she froze for a second.


  “Actually, why can’t I find Katsunuma-san anywhere in the diagram?”


  “Well, here’s why.”


  I continued to the next slide—the one with the Katsunuma Group added to the diagram.


  “…Wow.”


  Seeing it, she frowned slightly and muttered.


  “Minuses for all items?”


  “That’s right…”


  I sighed.


  “Katsunuma is aggressive and exclusion-oriented, which means her disposition is to reject anyone she doesn’t like. There are strengths and weaknesses for every item, but fundamentally the overall impact is negative. Not to mention that it’s very difficult to improve the numbers.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “The influence of Katsunuma alone is too great. It’s more of a one-man show than the other groups, so her presence can hold us back entirely.”


  Sighing, I leaned back against the backrest of my chair.


  “She has a certified low aptitude, an E-rank for everything from speech to behavior. Trying to improve on it would be a near-impossible task. Any half-hearted intervention would be counterproductive.”


  It’s not just that we wouldn’t stand a chance. She’d likely turn the tables on us if we do any half-hearted proselytizingeducation. If I got caught in her field, things could well end up as a bloody eat or be eaten scenariodevelopment.


  “That’s why I’m leaving her for later. At the same time as we intervene in other groups, we’ll try to find a way to somehow reformromcom her, or at least search for a compromise which can resolve her antagonism.”


  “But there’s no way we can let her go completely unchecked, is there? After all, there’s a good chance she’ll also try to interfere in the future.”


  Muttering this, Uenohara covered her mouth with her right hand in her usual thinking pose.


  “For now, as a general rule, we’ll work out of her sight. As long as she’s not there, there’s no way for her to interfere with whatever event is about to take place.”


  “No choice but to adopt a workaround, huh? Though the risk is still there no matter what…”


  She groaned with a difficult look on her face.


  “Actually… if you’re saying she’s the only problem, can’t you just find some way to cut her loose or something?”


  As if she had suddenly had an idea, she looked up.


  “For example, setting up a trap so that she digs her own grave, or spreading bad publicity to reduce her influence…”


  “No, that method is unacceptable.”


  I clearly stated my position.


  She came to a quick stop, perhaps surprised by my unexpectedly strong denial.


  “…Why? It seems logical to me.”


  “From a theoretical standpoint, yes. But that approach is contrary to the principles of the Plan. You can’t just choose to attack and eliminate an antagonist, no matter how much of an obstacle they pose.”


  I stared into her eyes, who looked unconvinced, and told her the following.


  “It’s true that struggles for supremacy and caste-based setups with winners and losers are one of the mainstays of youth romantic comedies. But what I’m aiming for is a bright, fun, moderately bitter romance & comedy, and not that kind of a realistic story.”


  It might be fine in a light novel, but in real life, attacking and ostracizing people you don’t like is no fun. It just ends up being plain disgusting.


  I’ve personally experienced it to a painful degree in my own episode from the past, you know.


  “In my Plan, there’s no such thing as an enemy to be eliminated. In the first place, the fact that there’s no distinction between friend and foe is one of romantic comedy’s strong points.”


  In other words…


  “Let me tell you about the Optimal Class for a Romantic Comedy I have in mind. There are classmates with distinct personalities, everyone has a laid-back relationship and can crack jokes with each other, they band together as one and get really excited about events, they are happy when they win and are frustrated when they lose, and sometimes they may fight and sometimes they may cry, but in the end, they will definitely laugh together. It’s that kind of class where everyone can share that same experience.”


  Since I had said this all in one go, I took a breath.


  “And so, elimination is unacceptable. We’ll figure out another way.”


  Uenohara looked at me in silence. Given her usual lack of expression, it was impossible to read what she was thinking.


  Perhaps I came on a little too strong.


  “Nevertheless… Uenohara, it’s natural that you’re concerned. I know it’s not a problem that can be resolved by leaving it alone. I’ll be thinking of a breakthrough solution at the same time as I plan the events, but until I come up with one, I’ll do my best at evasion.”


  “…If that way works, then fine.”


  Uenohara stared into my eyes for a moment before taking a short breath, as if she had given up.


  “…Anyway, it’s not my decision to make, either. If that’s what you want to do, then there’s no choice but to go along with it.”


  “Sorry about that. You gave me your opinion, and I denied it.”


  “It’s nothing. I know that Kouhei is a romantic comedy idiot. Besides…”


  Uenohara muttered, shifting her gaze slightly to the side.


  “It’s my role—the accomplice’s role to support the principal offender, you know.”


  With an expression as if to say Good grief, she smiled thinly, then gulped down the rest of her now fully melted drink.


  You really are a reliable comrade.


  I’m really glad that I entrusted the Accomplice position to Uenohara.


  In high spirits from those feelings, I suddenly thought of a good idea and clapped my hands.


  “That’s right! Do you want to go out for cake next time? It has nothing to do with the Plan. It’s a bit far away, but I found a nice place while researching for the Spot Note.”


  “…Eh?”


  With a puzzled look on her face, Uenohara’s eyes widened.


  “Huh, you don’t want to?”


  “Ah, umm… well, if you’re offering to treat me, I don’t see why I should refuse.”


  Uenohara restlessly ruffled the back of her hair.


  Hmm? I simply wanted to express my thanks, but why… Ah.


  “I got it! It’s that, isn’t it? You were bracing yourself because it’s a romcom-like invitation, right?! Don’t worry, this isn’t an Event, so it’s fine if you don’t raise your favorability!”


  “This big stupid idiot.”


  “Why?!”


  And here I was, even trying to be considerate because I thought she didn’t like that kind of thingromantic comedy… It just doesn’t make any sense.


  Backstage 1 – Mislead


  I pondered alone after parting with Kouhei.


  So far, the Main HeroineMei has yet to make any conspicuous moves.


  Luckily, for now, it doesn’t look like Kouhei has any immediate plans involving that girl. Now isn’t the time to be making any careless moves, so I had been ready to stop him if things seemed to head that way.


  At the row of cherry blossom trees, Mei had warned me to keep it a secret, so there was no way I could tell Kouhei about the truth. If she found out, she would turn hostile for real.


  If that were to happen, the plan would undoubtedly suffer a hard blow.


  That’s why for now, I should only focus on collecting informationdata and thinking of countermeasures.


  I know Mei wishes to maintain the status quo. She doesn’t approve of getting caught up in the unexpectedtrouble, and she wants to live a high school life that is neither good nor bad.


  So, what will she do when the environment around her is set to change because of this intervention?


  Will she pass it off as irrelevant, or will she work to impede it?


  More important, I wonder if Katsunuma’s behavior this time was purely coincidental, or if it was a deliberate trap, as it was in my case.


  For what reason does Mei, who’s hiding so many abilities, yearn for normality?


  Her true motives are yet to be seen.


  I’d really like to be more proactive in my search, but I can’t just go around questioning people at random as I did before. After all, I don’t want to make that mistake again.


  Mei will also be careful of my movements, so any rash investigation is a no-go.


  However…


  If I show her any kind of move, Mei will have to be careful.


  For example, if I take advantage of Kouhei’s event to intervene on the front stage, or even dare to make him realize what’s going on behind the scenes.


  It’s hard to imagine that she would keep quiet in that situation, so she’s bound to show some kind of reaction there.


  For that reason, all I have to do is cause diversions and observe Mei’s reaction while also supporting Kouhei’s plan to run smoothly.


  In addition, I also need to investigate what is at the core of Mei’s mind.


  At the moment, I’ve been assigned this role… the role of Accomplice that only I can play.


  “Sigh, good grief. This really is a troublesome role.”


  Nonetheless… I suppose it isn’t anything I can’t handle.


  Nodding, I pumped up myself.


  About those cakes… I’ll be ordering three varieties.


  Chapter 2 – Who Decided That Sub-Characters Aren’t Necessary?


  With the time limit for the rental conference room expiring, we ended the meeting midway through and decided to reconvene the next day.


  “Now then, let’s go over the specifics of the Event.”


  Uenohara nodded her head while chewing on a sake manju snack. I receive a lot of those for free from my neighbors, after all. It’s the best option in terms of cost effectiveness.


  By the way, today I’ve come fully equipped with both tea and sweets. It’s going to be a fairly long haul, so water and food are a must.


  “For starters, I was thinking of taking down the more easily captured Otaku Group in a one-shot event. Many of the members have a high affinity with me and they have a similar sense of values, which makes them easy to predict. By the way, do you remember Anayama, the sub-character I mentioned last time?”


  “If I recall correctly, unlike you, he’s a respectable otaku, right? Well versed in common sense.”


  “Sorry for being such a senseless, unrespectable otaku.”


  When you put it that way, it makes me sound like a rather dangerous guy. How offensive.


  “There’s also some information that’s been updated since last time, so I’ll just be going through all the important stuff to avoid any omissions.”


  Saying this, I brought the information from the Tomodachi Note on-screen.


  Anayama Shun. Student Number 2. Member of the Manga Research Club. Romcom Aptitude B.


  His traits are a slightly plump build, naturally curly black hair, droopy eyes, and “ハ” shaped eyebrows.


  He’s the type of otaku with high communication skills, and gives subculture impressions on his social media account which has tens of thousands of followers. Recently, he has even been streaming propagation videos and managing offline meetings. He specializes in manga and anime, and is not obsessed over any particular genre. As for light novels, he enjoys them in moderation.


  He possesses a high-spirited, cheerful and harmless personality, and tends to be a talkative, rapid speaker with people who share the same interests. On the other hand, he has an inclination to draw a line when interacting with a non-otaku. Always repeating that “Otaku talk is just creepy when done in real life,” he seems to think that there’s no place for him in class except within his own group.


  His motto is “2D rules.” Rather than despairing of three-dimensions, he is the type that is fascinated by the splendor of two-dimensions. From how he cried out “I was approached by a cute girl!” after Uenohara’s face-to-face investigation last time, it seems that he still has feelings for the real world. Furthermore, he is a member of the “Flat Is Justice” faction.


  End of excerpt from the Tomodachi Note.


  “…And that’s about it.”


  “Yeah, pretty much as I remember. Except for that last bit of useless information.”


  Ah, crap, I forgot to delete that!


  “Ah, um, well, anyway! The weak point of these guys is that they are completely confined to their own group. They’re in a state of seclusion with no intention of interacting with classmatesnon-otaku.”


  Although the group’s size is small, its numerical scores are extremely low, resulting in a strong negative impact on the class.


  “Actually, isn’t it just that they’re not very good with people? Or maybe they don’t see the need to talk with people who don’t match them.”


  “Hmm, it doesn’t feel like that either. It’s more like they’re overly reclusive or perhaps arbitrarily deciding that it’s creepy for otaku to play an active role in class, and then withdrawing so as not to get in the way.”


  Perhaps it’s the manifestation of them not wanting to be disrespected or bullied by the extroverted types, but even so, I think they might be overdoing it.


  They’re never in the classroom during break times, and when talking within their group, it’s always in lowered voices. Perhaps the only exceptions would be when talking to me or Kiyosato-san.


  “That’s in spite of how it’s not uncommon for people to have otaku hobbies nowadays. There’s no need to be so demeaning about it. Q-U-L’s investigation data includes a questionnaire about resistance to anime and games, and the results show that most respondents don’t harbour any negative feelings about them. Uenohara, even you don’t particularly mind, right?”


  “Well, as long as it’s not Kouhei-like, then I don’t have any issues. Although, me not being interested in that kind of hobby to begin with means they’re not people I would actively get involved with.”


  “My bad for being Kouhei-like.”


  Doesn’t it feel like my name has already become an insult?


  “To begin with, wouldn’t they be content with the way things are right now? They get along well within the group, right?”


  “Well, they might not be dissatisfied, but they’re certainly not in the very best state of affairs. Basically, those guys are the type of people who enjoy proselytizing—spreading the word and talking about the things they like.”


  It would be different if they were the type that forever spends their time alone immersed in their otaku hobbies, but each and every one of them is someone who is constantly engaged in a battle to spread their beliefs, creating manga or anime song accounts on the internet and actively trying to connect with complete strangers.


  “And that’s especially true for Anayama. After all, he has more than 50,000 followers. He even has viewers from overseas watching his regular TwitCasting streams. That makes him a fully-fledged influencer, you know?”


  “Huh, for real? That’s a lot more than I expected. Also, I recall that you can make money from Super Chat, right?”


  “In his case, he uninhibitedly spends all the money he earns on his otaku hobbies. There are even times when he’s received complimentary goods for use in propagation. Simply put, his objective isn’t to make money, but to share the fun and excitement with as many people as possible.”


  Although his belief in 2D is something that I share, in contrast with me who seeks a reality that won’t lose to 2D, Anayama is trying to show the world the greatness of 2D itself.


  “Hmm… I’m not too familiar with that kind of thing.”


  Looking away from the screen, Uenohara idly toyed with her bangs.


  Hmm, I wonder if the missionary thinking of otaku is too difficult for commoners to understand?


  “Anyway, even though they’re normally not the type to stay in their shells that much, they’re being overly considerate of their surroundings by keeping quiet. That’s why I want them to be more at ease. That alone will lead to better numerical values, after all.”


  “Right. So, how do you intend to reach out to them?”


  “It’s nothing complicated. I’m simply going to demonstrate to them that their enthusiasm can function for their other classmates too.”


  Having said that, I closed the PowerPoint.


  If we’re talking about strategies to conquer an otaku, I’ve already completely mastered them through the two great holy scriptures of modern romantic comedy. The rest is just a matter of replicating it by necessity.


  “And the farther away those classmates are from the general otaku image, the greater the effect will be. For example, an active sports-minded type, a cool type of ikemen who is in a band… or perhaps even a trendy JK.”


  “……Hmm?”


  I pretended not to notice Uenohara tilting her head and launched the web browser.


  “Hey, what are you planning now?”


  “Naturally, we’re prepping for the event.”


  Ignoring Uenohara, who seemed to be having trouble grasping my intentions, I navigated to a video streaming site.


  “All set. And so, we’re going to watch anime now.”


  “…Huh?”


  Hearing my words, Uenohara gave me a blank stare.


  Sigh, this is the problem with amateurs.


  Don’t you know that irrespective of the era or country, it has always been common practice to use a large screenprojector for anime viewing gatherings?


  *


  The day of the Otaku Group Capture Event.


  With the sound of the chime, the last class before lunch came to an end.


  “…Well then, that’s all for today. Make sure to finish up to page 16 of your workbook by our next class.”


  “Eh, come on Toshikyo, isn’t that a bit much?”


  “Iiide! How many times do I have to tell you to address me as sensei, huuh? I’m not one of your friends, you knoww!”


  [TN: The teacher is speaking in an accent.]


  “I-I’m just kidding! I was just talking to myself, y’know!”


  “‘Y’know’? Don’t give me thaat! I’ll be sure to pick you next time, so prepare yourseelf!”


  After shouting at Ide in a threatening voice, our Japanese teacher and also homeroom teacher, Toshikyo… ahem, Tooshima Kyouko-sensei, flipped her lab coat. Actually, Ide never learns his lesson, does he? How many times does this make?


  Incidentally, Tooshima-sensei is one of Kyou-Nishi’s celebrated teachers, a capable person with a reputation for improving the grades of all the classes she’s in charge of. However, allow me to clarify that she is 51 years old, married, and even looks like a regular old lady. Actually, why does someone like her who is obviously not a capture target have such a particular manner of talking? Was it really necessary to make her character so strong in that department? This is the problem with reality.


  After she left, the classroom instantly turned noisy. As for me, I immediately checked the movements of today’s target, Anayama.


  The moment he merged with his group members, Anayama quickly left the classroom.


  Good, it’s the regular pattern. This’ll work.


  After sending a message to Uenohara telling her to proceed, I took a deep breath and put my feelings in order.


  In order to progress for today’s Event, it’s necessary to visit the school cafeteria. In addition, there’s a need to involve Kiyosato-san and Torisawa, who usually have lunch separately.


  Normally, there’d be no way of knowing if they would accept such a sudden offer, but…


  For the Tomodachi Note which has evolved to a higher level of precision, nothing is impossible.


  “All right! Finally, some food!”


  Next to me, Tokiwa was starting to unwrap his bento, so I quickly stopped him.


  “Sorry, Tokiwa. I didn’t bring a bento today, so why don’t we drop by the cafeteria?”


  Tokiwa is the type to bring his own lunch, and 91% of the time he also goes to buy extra food after eating. Provided that the volume of today’s morning bento is on par with normal, and he’s in a healthy condition, then the chance that he’ll agree to go to the cafeteria comes out to…


  “Oh, I don’t mind. I guess I’ll have the gyoza set or something.”


  95%. Tokiwa, clear.


  Continuing, I also called out to Kiyosato-san, who was in the middle of getting up from her neighboring desk.


  “Kiyosato-san, were you planning on eating at the cafeteria as always?”


  Due to her parents’ work circumstances, she doesn’t bring her own lunch, instead using the school cafeteria 80% of the time. Normally, she would meet up with her fellow clubmates for that, but today, the other members of the club are on tennis court maintenance duty, and shouldn’t be able to join her.


  As such, the probability of her buying lunch is…


  “No, I thought I’d drop by the school store today. After all, the girls I usually eat with aren’t around.”


  81%. As predicted.


  I immediately launched into the next proposal.


  “Ah, then, Kiyosato-san, would you like to join us?”


  In this situation, if nobody invites her to join them then she will definitely go to the school store. But if invited like this, there’s a 60% chance that she accepts.


  To improve the odds even further, using her recent spending situation as a corrective element…


  “Actually, there’s some business I need to settle. If you’re willing to help, then lunch is on me, you know?”


  I supplemented it with a proposal to treat her to something.


  And if I can give appropriate answers to the questions to come, the success rate will be…


  “Oh, really? What kind of business?”


  “I want to try the new summer menu that starts today. The plan is to cover all the seasonal items for my report.”


  “Oh, so that’s it! If I recall correctly, you’re helping write a school cafeteria review article?”


  “That’s right. It’s not much, but I’ve received a budget from the student council. If you could just share a small portion with me, that’d be great.”


  “If so, I’d be happy to!”


  92%. Kiyosato-san, clear.


  Right, now all that’s left is Torisawa.


  Torisawa is difficult to predict in some respects, but if I were to persuade him….


  “Hey, Torisawa. Won’t you help out too? You’re the only one I can rely on to beat the limited-edition hot habanero mince cutlet.”


  “Huh? I don’t plan on eating, though.”


  “I was thinking we might as well play Russian roulette. We’ll mix it up with the regular one and the one who gets it loses.”


  “Ohhh…?”


  If you add a thrill factor, there is a positive correction to the probability of him accepting. However, that’s not the end of it.


  As if trying to determine my true intentions, Torisawa gave me a sharp look, so I undauntedly returned his gaze head-on.


  If I back down here, it’ll be a sure failure.


  But on the other hand, if I take up an even more provocative attitude, the chances are…


  “Well, what do you say? It’s fun to do something unusual once in a while, don’t you think?”


  “…Sure, okay. I’ll take you on.”


  85%. Torisawa, clear.


  All right, with this, the party members are all set.


  He-he… As long as the data is assembled, this much is a piece of cake.


  Finally, I looked around the classroom to check what the Katsunuma group was up to. They seemed to be just leaving the classroom, each of them holding a bento.


  Excellent, another standard pattern. The weather is nice today, and they appear to be going to eat near the usual connecting passage. With this, it’s unlikely that they’ll be anywhere near the cafeteria for the first half of lunch break.


  “Well, shall we go?”


  Now then… on to the next challenge.


  *


  The school’s cafeteria is located on the ground floor of the south school building, with the entire room next to the school store used as an eating area.


  It’s generally unpopular among students because the portions are small for their price and the taste is only so-so. Since students are encouraged to bring their own lunches to school, and since the school store also has a better lineup, it’s a lonely, deserted spot that nobody actively uses except under unavoidable circumstances.


  Perhaps because of this situation, there are no local rules like having to be a second year or above to use the seats, or that the seats in the back are reserved exclusively for the top riajuu students. People simply sit wherever they like on a first-come-first-served basis.


  [TN: A reference to the Japanese light novel series Chitose-kun wa Ramune Bin no Naka (Chitose Is in the Ramune Bottle).]


  I stepped into the room, which was quiet despite it being peak hours, and took a quick look around.


  Target’s position confirmed. Clear.


  As for the neighboring table… yup, there’s a handkerchief to secure the place. Clear.


  Feigning ignorance, I headed straight for the meal ticket counter.


  “… Kouhei? You’re using the school cafeteria? How unusual.”


  “Ugh, Uenohara…”


  And so, I happened to run into Uenohara, who was holding a meal ticket.


  Excellent. Just like we discussed, at the perfect timing, without a hint of unnaturalness! As you’d expect from a great accomplice, she’s perfectly in sync!


  “Ohhh, Ayano-chan, it’s been a while! What a coincidence!”


  “Huh, Tokiwa-kun, you too? Actually, isn’t the full line-up from Class 4 here?”


  Uenohara glanced over at Kiyosato-san and Torisawa.


  “Yoo-hoo! Nagasaka-kun said he’d treat me, so I came along!”


  “Same for me.”


  “Ah, me too, then.”


  “Not you, Uenohara.’


  That wasn’t in the plan. Don’t casually try to carpool.


  “Ayano, do you always eat at the cafeteria?”


  Suddenly, Kiyosato-san stepped in front of Uenohara.


  Without changing her expression, Uenohara quickly brushed her hair off her shoulders.


  “Not really, today’s kind of special. There’s a new menu item starting this month that I wanted to try.”


  She replied smoothly, waving the food ticket in her hand at us, which read “Yutaka-Nishiki Compote.”


  [TN: A type of cherry grown in Yamanashi Prefecture. For more info, click here.]


  When Tokiwa heard her response, his face immediately lit up.


  “Oh, then how about joining us, Ayano-chan? You’re alone, right?”


  “Eh, really? Are you okay with that?”


  “Of course! You’re more than welcome to!”


  Saying this, Tokiwa smiled amiably.


  Nice, now that’s what I call a Best Friend Character! It’s less artificial than me extending the invitation, good job!


  Uenohara then nodded her head after a brief display of appearing a little upset (it was an act, of course).


  “Well then, I’ll take you up on that. I’ve set up camp at a table over on that side, so see you there.”


  “Okay!”


  Smiling back at Tokiwa, who was giving her a thumbs up, Uenohara headed for her designated position without a single glance in my direction. Hmm, commendable job on not losing focus until the end. As always, she sure is naturally friendly when dealing with Tokiwa, though…


  Well, whatever it is, we’ve cleared all the conditions needed to start the Event. We just need to order and then we can get on with it.


  “At any rate, what a coincidence, Nagasaka-kun.”


  In a movement that matched the sound effect of something popping up suddenly, Kiyosato-san suddenly peered at me from the side. The swaying of her black hair allowed me to catch a glimpse of the mole under her right eye.


  Whoa. You’re suddenly so close. That startled me, you know.


  Although flustered by the slight unexpectedness of the situation, I pulled out an explanation from the collection of anticipated questions and planned answers in my brain.


  “Nah, it happens quite a bit… accidentally running into her, that is. Can’t say I like it, though, since I usually end up getting extorted.”


  I answered with a sigh, all the while carrying in my body the soul of a protagonist who is being pushed around by his childhood friend.


  By replying in this way, it’ll be easier to explain in the future if there are any problematic near misses. It’s a romantic comedy model solution, combining both attack and defense.


  “Ah, childhood friends like the two of you sure understand each other. Don’t you think alike, the way you both desire to try the seasonal menus?”


  “It’s nothing of the sort. I’m doing this for work, while she’s just going through withdrawal symptoms from her sugar addiction.”


  This much was true. Actually, there’s no doubt that the reason she’s expressly gone for the seasonal menu is because she’s trying to pass it to me as an expense. That’s the kind of thing she does.


  “I see, I see. If they have dessert, will you be treating me to that too, I wonder?”


  “Ah, ah-ha-ha. Go easy on me.”


  Anything over budget has to be paid from my special accountsavings, you know… If only the student council would subsidize it a little more. No, well, I’m just grateful that they do so in the first place.


  Kiyosato-san smiled again, then straightened up and got back in line behind me.


  

  * * *


  I picked up my order ahead of the others and headed to the seats where Uenohara was waiting.


  There were two long tables arranged next to each other in a row, each table able to seat five or six people. Uenohara was seated at the left end of the table alongside the wall. The farthest position from the neighboring table.


  I took the seat diagonally across from her.


  “Well, if it isn’t Anayama and the rest of the gang! What a coincidence.”


  Turning around, I spoke to the group of otakus who were seated directly beside me.


  “Fwaa!? …Oh, so it was you, Shishou. Ahh, that sure surprised me.”


  Anayama whipped around to face me and then exhaled heavily as if relieved. A splendid reaction befitting a restless, fast-moving type of otaku.


  By the way, Anayama addresses me as Shishou (Master) on a routine basis. It probably started around the time I jumped aboard the bookshelf reveal project on Twitter… I remember him telling me, “Six tiers filled with only romantic comedies is insane!”


  “How rare for Shishou to be in the cafeteria. Don’t you always eat in the classroom?”


  “I didn’t bring a bento today, so I thought I’d drop by for a change.”


  “Oh, by the way, did you yesterday’s episode of the second season of Kag*ya-sama? Wasn’t that wild? Isn’t Kag*ya-sama simply too cute?“


  [TN: A reference to popular Japanese rom-com manga series Kaguya-sama: Love Is War (Kaguya-sama wa Kokurasetai: Tensai-tachi no Renai Zunousen).]


  “Oh, were you guys talking about that? Man, that’s the thing, she’s so smart and yet so silly, and the balance between “tsun” and “dere” is so good! It’s seriously cute. Ah, but I’ve always been a Tsub*me-senpai fan. After all, I’ve adored her since the beginning. I won’t accept any other opinion.”


  [TN: Refers to Tsubame Koyasu, a supporting character in the above-mentioned series.]


  “Aye-aye. Shishou, you were a senpai fan, huh? Are you the type who prefers troublesome girls? Or maybe you have a fetish for tawawas ”


  [TN: Japanese slang for “well-endowed.”]


  “Don’t you dare say troublesome or heavy. More like, how about an angel who treats even a gloomy guy on their first meeting as an equal, or how about a virtuous, orthodox heroine who’s considerate and caring? As for the tawawas, well that’s a bonus. Just a bonus, you hear? They’re not the main factor, okay?”


  “You know, they’re leaking, your desires are leaking!”


  We all laughed together.


  Mm-hmm, otaku comrades sure are nice! You can talk without having to be consideratemild in the same way you deal with a commoner!


  “Excuse me, Kouhei.”


  “I’m in the middle of something, can’t it wait?”


  “Just look here already.”


  What is it? You’re bothering me… But when I shifted my attention to the side, I saw Uenohara pointing to my glass of water while resting her chin in her hand.


  Seeing the “Command” instantly brought me back to my senses.


  “Cough. Ahh, my apologies. I lost control there.”


  “Huh, a sudden switch to ‘Sage’ mode?”


  I scratched the back of my head, then sat down quietly and sipped my water.


  Uenohara’s signal just now, the “Cold Water Command,” had the meaning of “Cool Off.” Originally, it was one of the commands to be used if I was acting strangely after encountering an irregularity, but to think that it would be used in this situation…


  But seriously, that was a close call. I was on the verge of using up all my material before the Event even started. Otaku talk is terrifying.


  I used my eyes to convey my gratitude to Uenohara, upon which she sighed a long sigh. What an embarrassment on my behalf.


  “Just a moment, Shishou.”


  “Hmm?”


  “As I thought, that girl’s Shishou’s childhood friend, isn’t she? The flat-chested tsundere…”


  Anayama whispered into my ear.


  Yeah, you made the right decision to mumble that. After all, if she heard you, we’d both be reported.


  “Well, I suppose so.”


  “So you’re enjoying a nice lunch together, don’t you? Congratulations, you ria-2D-juu.”


  “‘Ria-2D-juu’? You sure came up with a weird new expression…”


  Grrrr, the fact that someone’s envious of our relationship is a classic romantic comedy trope and it feels fantastic. But it’s difficult to be thrilled about the crucial childhood friend bit because it’s a “setting.”


  Anayama snuck glances in Uenohara’s direction restlessly.


  That reminds me, she’s probably close to his type. After all, Uenohara’s ranked seventh for visuals, and Anayama’s also a bit of a small chest lover.


  [TN: Originally written as ochipai (小ちっπ). O (小) is a prefix used to represent “small” or “slight,” chi (ち) means “breasts,” and π is the symbol for pi. The latter is an allusion to oppai (おっぱい) which also means “breasts.”]


  “If you’re so curious, why don’t you just talk to her? You know each other, right?”


  “Huh? No, no, no, we don’t really know each other. She’ll be annoyed if an otaku she’s only spoken to once approaches her as if she’s a friend. I don’t want to exacerbate this type of misunderstanding.”


  Anayama refused by waving his hands and moving his head from side to side.


  How subservient… Why bring yourself down to that level? Do you know how a certain god claimed it’s not good to watch from below? Did you learn nothing from the revered scripture?


  [TN: Refers to the Japanese light novel series Chitose Is in the Ramune Bottle (Chitose-kun wa Ramune Bin no Naka).]


  “First and foremost, she won’t be interested in our chat. It’ll be disgusting how I get all worked up, and the conversation will be one-sided…”


  “…She won’t be turned off by a few otaku topics, you know?”


  “No, you say that, but… as expected, it’s impossible in realityreal life. Reckless adventures aren’t my thing.”


  Anayama looked around at his group with a frustrated look on his face, and they all looked back vaguely.


  As expected, it’s no good just talking about it.


  It will be quicker to show them an illustrative example, as planned.


  “Oh? Anayama and the others are here, too!”


  And so, Tokiwa arrived, carrying a gyoza set on a tray.


  “Ah, yeah… Hey.”


  Anayama’s response to Tokiwa’s words was a little despondent and lacking.


  “…Oh, you’re right. Ya-ho, Anayama-kun.”


  “Ah, hey.”


  Kiyosato-san smiled at the Otaku Group members as usual, while Torisawa silently took a seat.


  Anayama gave an indescribably wry smile, then turned back to face his group. Then, as if the excitement just a few moments before had been a lie, everyone ate their lunch.


  “…”


  I glanced toward Uenohara and, making eye contact, got her approval.


  Well, maybe we should get started.


  Otaku Group Capture Event, also known as Otaku Talk Event. Commence operation!


  “Speaking of which…”


  While bringing a scoop of compote to her mouth, Uenohara spoke as if suddenly remembering something.


  “That anime you told me about the other day, Kouhei. I didn’t quite understand the last scene. What was that all about?”


  It was a topic nobody had expected to come from Uenohara, and the air in the room briefly came to a standstill.


  Excellent, she’s completely got their attention.


  While blinking his eyes, Tokiwa, who was sitting in front of Uenohara, gulped down the gyoza in his mouth.


  “Huh, you watch anime, Ayano-chan?”


  “Recently. Just a little. There’s something Kouhei wouldn’t stop recommending. ‘You have to watch it. Someone who doesn’t watch it is missing out on 12% what life has to offer,’ he said.”


  With her next glance, I received a look that urged me to continue.


  As practiced, I responded swiftly and enthusiastically.


  “It’s a famous scene where the protagonist, whose abilities are the greatest even for the series standards, reveals his true intentions for the first time. Something which he had been hiding from even the viewers. He hadn’t even shown a hint of his power up until that time, you know!”


  “Huh, for real? I did find it crazy when he suddenly had everything under his control… but why? Why was he hiding it?”


  “Ah, right, that bit isn’t shown in the anime. Actually, the protagonist—nah, I’m not going to say it in front of everyone. Although, if you’re curious, why not buy the source material? I can give you up to the third volume from the stock I’ve been keeping for propagation purposes. That’s the point at which the anime ended.”


  “…I’ll admit, I am slightly curious. Yeah, I might be rather curious.”


  With a ‘Hmm,’ Uenohara paused as if in thought.


  Ah, that was an improvisation. Something that wasn’t in the original plan. Could it have been a success? Doesn’t it appear that the missionary work was successful? So, instead of a romantic comedy, I should have started the assault with a battle of wits!


  The discourse proceeded in this manner, with some ad-libs tossed in for good measure. Then, when I found the right opportunity, I pitched the discussion to Tokiwa, who looked perplexed.


  “In any case, how about you, Tokiwa? Do you know what I’m referring to?”


  “Ahh, sorry. I don’t watch that kind of stuff.”


  I felt the atmosphere to my right stiffen at the words of Tokiwa, who had smiled awkwardly.


  No, guys, you’ve got it wrong.


  That wasn’t a rejection.


  “So, what’s the name of the anime? What time is it on?”


  Tokiwa probed Uenohara with a curious expression on his face.


  “Eh…?”


  His reaction was met with a mild surprise.


  He-he, I can’t have you underestimating our Best Friend Character here.


  You know, just because he’s a primed athlete from an entirely different realm doesn’t mean he’ll be the type of guy who doesn’t care about any of it and is put off by it. No matter what, he’s a Main Character in this Plan.


  “It’s not on TV, but you can watch it on streaming services. Like Amazon Prime.”


  “Ohh, then I can watch at home too! What’s the story like?”


  “Well, there’s a school where all these super brilliant students gather. There, everything is decided by merit, and…”


  Uenohara gave a synopsis of the story to Tokiwa. She then talked about the anime’s strong points and what to look out for.


  Excellent. This is good stuff. It was worth the effort to have a watching party with additional commentary, as predicted. After all, she’s a staunch non-otaku who’s only familiar with anime films popular on a national level. It may have been a short-term fix, but it was the most efficient method to bring her to where she could talk about anime.


  Continuing while feeling good about it, I shifted the conversation to Torisawa, who was silently eating a minced beef cutlet to my left.


  “How about you, Torisawa? I have the DVD, and if you like, I can lend it to you.”


  “I’ll pass. I don’t have that kind of time right now.”


  Torisawa answered immediately without changing his expression.


  The air to my right froze, as was to be expected.


  Sigh, what an unschooled bunch.


  “No, you see, the opening song is also quite nice. Still not interested?”


  “Then I can just listen to that song, right? Is there any point in watching it too?”


  “What? If that’s your view of things, it’s better to have none at all.”


  “Huh?”


  Torisawa gave me a sharp look. I saw Anayama, who should have been an unrelated party, flinched and turned his head away from me out of the corner of my eye.


  Well, I can see why someone would be intimidated by Torisawa’s gaze. But actually, he’s just making sure everything is in order. sure of things. Then again, from a certain viewpoint, that might be even scarier…


  In any case, this isn’t an attack or anything. Rather, it’s an opportunity for propagation.


  “Both the lyrics and the tone of the song are drawn from the anime, correct? In other words, you can’t really appreciate the song’s greatness unless you know what it’s about. Because it’s a collaboration that involves the anime’s world.


  “…Hmm. So it’s not just to sell voice actors or idols, then? Seems like it’s similar to the theme song to a movie.”


  “Ahhh, so that’s where you’re coming from. That’s right. Fundamentally, they compose a new one for each work most of the time. It’s not my area of expertise though, so I’m not familiar with the details.”


  If only there was an otaku who specialized in anime songs here. Is there anyone like that around, I wonder?


  I gave the Otaku Group an obvious sidelong glance, and they all exchanged agitated looks.


  He-he-he, the urge to propagate is growing, isn’t it? I totally get it. If there are people nearby talking about your specialty, it really makes you want to meddle. In my case, if the subject is a rom-com then there’s a hundred percent chance that I’ll jump at the opportunity.


  Now then, just one more push.


  “Kiyosato-san, your area of expertise revolves around books right?”


  “…Hmm? Yeah, I suppose you could say I’m not much of a video person.”


  Kiyosato-san, who was quietly eating cold pasta diagonally across from me, replied with a slight tilt of her head.


  “If you like mysteries and suspense horror, I have a good one. It’s something from a long time ago, but they’re supposedly producing a remake version.”


  “Oh really? Let’s talk about it more, shall we?”


  Kiyosato-san asked with narrowed eyes.


  Yeah, I guess with Kiyosato-san, there isn’t really any need for a push. Novels are a topic she’ll willingly rave about, and as long as you prepare the starting point, the conversation will flow naturally.


  The five of us had an in-depth discussion about anime for a while.


  The uneasy feeling next to me was building up nicely, and now and then someone would nod their head in agreement to our chat, or pick up on a part they overheard and elaborate on it among themselves.


  Now then… It’s time for the scenario that’ll seal the deal.


  “That reminds me, Kiyosato-san. I think a novel from one of your favorite writers also received an anime adaptation. If I recall correctly, it was, uh… what was the title again?”


  I tapped my temple and posed as if I could remember nothing. Then I sneaked a look at Uenohara.


  Accurately receiving my message, she matched it to the next remark.


  “You can’t remember? That’s rich coming from someone who always acts so self-important like there’s nothing you can’t talk about.”


  Uenohara said while forcing an exasperated expression.


  Perfect. As an incendiary comment, that’s spot on. But I don’t act self-important, you know. There’s no need to improvise that kind of thing.


  “My specialty is romantic comedies. I’m not that familiar with other genres.”


  Without missing a beat, I mumbled to myself.


  Come on. Here’s your chance!


  “Ah, a mystery with a university professor as the protagonist… Hmm, The Flawless… The Perfect…”


  [TN: A reference to a Japanese 1996 mystery novel by Hiroshi Mori titled Subete ga F ni Naru (lit., “Everything Becomes F” and subtitled The Perfect Insider). It has been adapted into a manga, a visual novel, live action drama, and anime.]


  Then Anayama appeared diagonally to my right, his head raised, as if he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure if he should.


  All right, now!


  I signaled Uenohara.


  “What about you, Anayama-kun? You know a lot about anime, right?”


  Anayama let out a weird voice, probably not expecting Uenohara to call his name.


  I instantly seized the opportunity.


  “That’s right! Anayama would definitely know.”


  “Ah, uh… uh, um…”


  Everyone’s attention was drawn to Anayama.


  He looked in my direction with a bewildered expression, so I nodded at him.


  Come on, do it. This is your area of expertise.


  Then, with apprehension, he said the title.


  “What? They made an anime adaptation of it?!”


  Kiyosato-san stepped forward when she heard it.


  Anayama was taken aback by the momentum and drew back, but he still had a response ready.


  “Oh, yeah. I think it aired in the fall of 2015. It’s probably available on streaming sites.”


  “I’ll check it out next time!”


  Kiyosato-san’s reply was almost eager.


  Kiyosato-san, you’re a bit of an otaku for that type of thing, aren’t you? That’s so cute.


  Grinning, I continued.


  “As expected of Anayama. I don’t manage to stay on top of all the cool stuff.”


  “Ooh, how many shows are there in total?”


  Tokiwa asked me the question this time. Tokiwa-kun, even without a premise, you reply perfectly. Love ya.


  I didn’t respond but leaned back quickly to be out of Tokiwa’s line of sight. Then I asked Anayama, who was on the other end, to answer.


  “Ah, right. Um, if we’re talking this season… Fifty-two, I think?”


  “Fifty-two?! Whoa, I didn’t even know there were that many! Watching all of those probably takes more time than club activities…”


  Tokiwa exclaimed with genuine admiration.


  Anayama’s expression showed signs of embarrassment at that reaction, and he waved his hands in front of his face.


  “No, uh, it’s only five or six a day. So it’s not that difficult. There’s a lot of 15-minute anime these days, too. And also, since it’s something I enjoy… I don’t care about the time.”


  “Dang, that’s interesting. Well then, do you have any recommendations for me? Something aimed at beginners!”


  “Uh, what genre is good? Would you prefer what’s trending, or something sports-related?”


  “Sports for now!”


  “Ah, then there’s this one show where the development in each episode is always very intense. All the characters on both sides are pretty cool, even those doing the commentary. But it’s soccer, not basketball.”


  “Whoa, seriously?! Details!”


  “I must say, the anime was fantastic! The original manga was amazing, but the anime faithfully depicted the best parts of it. Ah, I’ve previously released a review video of it, so if you look up this account name…”


  Thus, Tokiwa and Anayama talked without us.


  All right, do it! Drop him in the swamp!


  While cheering for him in my mind, I suddenly noticed that Torisawa was looking at me.


  When our gazes met, he sniffed and smiled nihilistically.


  Wh-What is it? You know, a meaningful reaction is scarier than being glared at. It’s bad for my heart, so could you please put a stop to it?


  “So, what songs are we talking about here?”


  Torisawa pushed the conversation topic toward the Otaku Group, with or without knowing how my heart was pounding. So, did everything work out in the end?


  Hearing those words, the group’s eyes focused on the guy who likes anison.


  “Ah, let me see… if we’re talking bands, Rad does the theme songs for anime films…”


  [TN: Refers to Japanese rock band Radwimps (stylized as RADWIMPS) who gained recognition for providing the sountrack to hit anime film Your Name.]


  “Ahh, well yeah, of course, I know about that one. Anyone else?”


  “As for television anime, BUMP is also doing a lot. To begin with, the vocalist is an otaku. For example…”


  [TN: Refers to Japanese alternative rock group Bump of Chicken (stylized as BUMP OF CHICKEN).]


  “Oh, them too, huh? …They’ve got an unexpectedly wide range.”


  “After all, the term ‘anison’ can mean a lot of things. For moe-type or idol-oriented works, the voice actors can sometimes sing the OP, but for hard-core works, rock bands can be more suitable.”


  [TN: OP - Abbreviation for “opening” and refers to the opening sequence of an anime.]


  “Fine, just give me a breakdown for now. I’ll check them out next time.”


  “Can do, can do. I suppose the major ones would be Ajikan and Horumon…”


  [TN: Refers to Japanese alternative rock group Asian Kung-Fu Generation (stylized as ASIAN KUNG-FU GENERATION) and heavy metal band Maximum the Hormone.]


  I downed my glass of water in one go as I listened to the increasingly heated argument.


  Then, carefully, so as not to disrupt the conversation, I drew my chair out and stood up.


  There’s no need for additional intervention. Even if I leave things alone the propagation will continue indefinitely.


  While on my way to fetch water, I pointed my empty cup at Uenohara and conveyed a Command.
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  Event Complete.


  As one would expect, the best way to conquer an otaku is to excite them about their area of expertise.


  *


  “Nagasaka-kun, Nagasaka-kun.”


  “Hmm…?”


  We had all left the cafeteria together because it was almost time for class. But, just as we were about to return to class, my seatmate Kiyosato-san called out to me while tapping her pockets all over her body.


  “Have you seen my phone? I can’t seem to find it.”


  “Huh, really? Did you leave it in the cafeteria or something?”


  “Ahh, maybe. I’ll have to go back and look for it…”


  Then she gave me an apologetic look.


  “Nagasaka-kun. If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind assisting in the search? It could simply be on the table, but if it isn’t, I’d like you to try calling it.”


  “Oh, sure thing. At your service.”


  I got up from my seat after responding affirmatively.


  There’s no reason for me to deny a request from Kiyosato-san, no matter what other trivial business I may have. As you’d expect, it probably won’t be something big like an Event, but just working with the Main Heroine like this is good enough. It might even be a “foreshadowing” of something to come!


  “Thank you! Then let’s get going, shall we?”


  Kiyosato-san clapped her hands, grinned, and turned around.


  Nodding, I followed Kiyosato-san out of the classroom, who was hurrying a little.


  We were back in the school cafeteria.


  We returned to our previous seats in the now-empty room, with the distant noises of rush and bustle playing in the background.


  “It’s not on the table. I wonder if it’s on the floor?”


  As soon as she said that, Kiyosato-san ducked under the table without a moment’s hesitation.


  Ah, she sure is wild sometimes. Her skirt was in the danger zone for a moment. However, it only floated a bit, so the lucky aspect was non-existent.


  “Ah, there it is!”


  Immediately, a muffled voice could be heard from beneath the table.


  Hmm, then there’s no need to make the call. It’s a good thing it wasn’t stolen.


  Kiyosato-san emerged from under the table, holding out her phone and showing it.


  “That was a close one! I’m glad I noticed quickly.”


  “After all, losing your phone is a harrowing experience. For me, it’s the same. I was petrified the last time I dropped and broke my phone.”


  “Ah-ha-ha, that’s because it’s more than just pocket money. I was almost going to have to live off the grid for a while.”


  Is she a hermit? No, maybe a nymph? Using “nymph” instantly increases the reverence.


  Kiyosato-san smiled bashfully and put bac her phone into her skirt pocket.


  “You see, when I do things I don’t generally do, I make a lot of mistakes. Like dropping my house key after making a detour.”


  “Oh, seriously?”


  That’s the first I’ve heard of it. Noted.


  Or, more simply, she doesn’t really give the impression of being a scatterbrain. She might not be as sharp as Uenohara, but she sure can do most things flawlessly.


  Kiyosato-san made a wry expression before answering.


  “Yeah, seriously. Like, when doing something out of the norm, I could become sidetracked. Do you have anything similar?


  “Oh, yeah. True, that does happen from time to time.”


  Yet, in my case, my bare specs are so bad that mistakes are commonplace… Well, as long as I prepare thoroughly ahead of time, I won’t fail, but that’s just par for the course.


  As I was thinking about this, Kiyosato-san suddenly brushed her hair aside, putting it over her right ear.


  “As expected, it’s best to do everything normally. If you try to be overly daring, you might run into a hitch somewhere. Safety first, you know.”


  She smiled as she held up a finger.


  It was the usual smiling Kiyosato-san, but for some reason, her impression seemed somewhat different.


  Is it because I can see her mole clearly…?


  “Thanks for helping! Lunch break’s over, so let’s go back to class.”


  “Ah, sure.”


  But that feeling only lasted a moment, and the next thing I knew, there was Kiyosato-san, whom I knew well.


  I suddenly had a thought while observing Kiyosato-san’s back as she left the cafeteria ahead of me.


  Come to think of it, being asked to do something like this by her… is unusual in and of itself.


  

  * * *


  “Today was a success. Everyone developed a strong bond with one another, and their discussions became more in-depth. There’s nothing to criticize here for a first move.”


  We were holding our regular debrief session in Conference Room M after school.


  The invisible walls that used to surround the members of the Otaku Group have been demolished based on the exchanges that have transpired since then. At the very least, the relationship with our group has improved significantly.


  “In this manner, I think they’ll be able to gradually adjust and get to know their other classmates better. It may not happen right away, but the spark is there.”


  Satisfied, I treated myself with a McFlurry. Boy, the sweet taste of ice cream after a long day’s work is exceptional.


  “Well, I suppose the course of action itself is good.”


  Uenohara replied after she finished the last of her soft-serve ice cream.


  Hmm? That’s a rather loaded way of putting it…


  “What? Are you dissatisfied with today’s results?”


  “No, it’s not like that. I just thought it went smoothly.”


  Uenohara took a contemplative posture as she continued.


  Smoothly? That makes it sound like I only ever run into trouble, you know.


  “Didn’t I tell you? That the event itself had a high chance of success if the prerequisites were met. We were even able to remove the primary source of interference.”


  On pleasant days like today, the Katsunuma Group customarily heads to the Aozora Corridor, a connecting passage on the fourth floor. It’s a popular lunch spot with a great view of the surrounding area.


  Even today, I made certain of it before we exited the classroom. It may be considered a real success.


  Looking down, Uenohara mumbled while keeping her contemplative posture.


  “Yeah… the real thing probably starts now.”


  “The real thing?”


  Uenohara looked up and nodded.


  “Anayama-kun’s and the others’ mindsets have shifted as a result of today’s intervention. Thus, we may begin to observe some unexpected behavior.”


  “That… might be true.”


  There will indeed be some deviation from the behavioral predictions of the Tomodachi Note.


  But it’s not like the individual personalities or ways of thinking will have changed. It’s difficult to imagine them acting unexpectedly.


  Uenohara went on as if she had read my mind.


  “Even if the changes are minor, these are people who were previously isolated. We don’t know how even the slightest movement could affect the entire system. Even the new weapon isn’t omnipotent, right?”


  “Well…”


  At the end of the day, Q-U-L is only a visualization of the class environment at the time of investigation and can’t trace day-to-day changes.


  When it comes to the ability to provide a quick response, it’s useless, so we have to do the monitoring and troubleshooting ourselves.


  Besides…


  “When you also consider the part you can’t see, the chances of something unexpected happening are much higher than before.”


  Uenohara spoke in a more serious tone than I expected, but I couldn’t help but brace myself.


  “That’s why, if you see any signs of change, let me know as soon as possible. Ideally, before there is a problem.”


  “…Got it.”


  I gulped, then slowly nodded my head.


  Signs of change, huh… Even though I can analyze trends using large amounts of data, I’m not that great at discerning changes in emotions and other subtleties in real time.


  I’d have preferred to delegate that responsibility to Uenohara, but since we’re in different classes, I’ll be forced to deal with any issues in the classroom on my own.


  “…Anyway, for the time being, I’ll keep an eye out for any changes in my classmates’ movements, particularly in the Anayama Group. If anything happens, I’ll include it in the daily report, so please leave your feedback.”


  “Roger that. Still, I want to be prepared to deal with any unforeseen irregularities that may emerge… Well, to be honest, that’s what scares me the most. When things like that happen, you really break into pieces.”


  Yes-my-apologies-you-are-exactly-right.


  “Okay, I’ll prepare an emergency signal to use if I run into trouble. I’ll make it possible to send a message with a single touch, so when you get it, just know that you’re in a dangerous position.”


  “Hmm, then how about using SMS for emergency correspondence? After all, it’s easier to distinguish if it’s on a separate app. Also, put me on speed dial so I can check in on the situation…”


  From there, we worked out several measures for dealing with problematic situations.


  “That’s about it, I guess. I’ll use my phone’s shortcut functionality to get things set up. Ah, let’s also make it possible for you to check up on location info. So that there would be no problems if I’m isolated in the middle of the mountains during the winter.”


  “Uh, is there a risk of disaster when you’re doing romantic comedy?”


  There sure is. Take care not to go off course in a ski resort, okay? It’s usually a life-threatening scenario.


  After that, we finished discussing things, and I exhaled with a sigh of relief.


  After I finished my McFlurry and cleaned my palate with some coffee, I suddenly remembered the incidentrare case that happened during lunchtime.


  That was a close call. I need to report that as well.


  “Come to think of it, there was one change, or rather, one small event that seemed unusual.”


  “…Something unusual?”


  “Yeah. It happened earlier this afternoon, after you left…”


  I described how Kiyosato-san had lost her phone.


  “Anyway, that’s what happened. To summarize the new information, I suppose Kiyosato-san may have clumsiness as one of her attributes.”


  Uenohara’s expression became even more serious than before, and she adopted a pensive posture once more.


  “As usual, safety first, huh… I see.”


  “…That’s the part which got your attention?”


  Wasn’t that just a part of everyday conversation?


  Uenohara didn’t respond and instead crossed her arms. Then she shifted the topic.


  “By the way, did you happen to notice where she’d dropped her phone, Kouhei?”


  “Huh? Well, I couldn’t because it was under the table.”


  “Yeah, I thought so.”


  What do you mean, “I thought so”?


  Uenohara’s eyes narrowed as I tilted my head in confusion, and then she stared intensely into my eyes.


  “Anyway, I’ll say it again—be extra careful about irregularities. Make sure to notify me if you plan to do anything unusual.”


  “Can you stop foreshadowingacting like that?”


  By saying all that, it’s like I’m about to mess something up, from a classicalroyal road standpoint…


  *


  The following week. On an overcast morning.


  I passed through the main gate, filtering through the sports clubs on their way to morning practice.


  I usually arrive at school at least an hour before class. Normally, that time would be spent on routine Patrol Investigations, but today I needed to take care of something else first.


  I knocked on the door of the student council room in the art building’s corner.


  “Come in~.”


  A muffled raspy voice reached my ears through the door.


  “Pardon the intrusion.”


  I entered the room immediately after calling out in that manner.


  The inside of the student council room was a mess, with stacks of papers that appeared to be in the process of being organized stacked up on a table in the center.


  Sat at the back of the pile, alone, tapping away on her laptop was…


  “Good morning, Nagasaka-kun.”


  Hinoharu Sachi-senpai, wearing glasses.


  Wait, glasses?


  “Did you ever mention having poor eyesight, Senpai?”


  “No, no, these are the blue light blocking kind. I only wear them when I use a computer.”


  She smiled as removed her glasses.


  Ahh, so that’s what it was. Noted, noted.


  Hmm, I should really get around to properly collecting informationdata about her too. I’ve been putting it off since I’ve been able to maintain a good relationship with her, but I do want to gauge her suitability as a Heroine…


  In any case, when she smiles, she definitely seems like a beauty with a lot of mature charm.


  “I have to watch out for eye strain, after all. It’s also meant to reduce shoulder stiffness, and considering it’ll increase work productivity, I don’t think it’s a bad investment. Should I recommend one to you, Nagasaka-kun?”


  “I’ll manage.”


  This appearance and unmatched enthusiasm. She sure is breaking character, isn’t she?


  I took a breath and walked into the room.


  There was nobody else except her in the student council room. It was still early in the morning, but because this was a contract job for a personal request of hers, I tried to schedule it when the other members wouldn’t be present. After all, I haven’t investigated who and what kind of people the second and third-year students are.


  “Here’s my submission for the school cafeteria report.”


  As I said this, I took out a bundle of papers placed in a clear file.


  “Wow, you work as quickly as ever.”


  “I’ve also sent the data to your student council email address. Feel free to process it.”


  “Yup, thanks. That’s really helpful.”


  With her eyes shining, Hinoharu-senpai took the file from me.


  She then took out the documents and immediately flipped through the pages.


  In exchange for the key to the rooftop, I would occasionally take care of some minor student council-related business.


  I obtained a free pass to the rooftop because of this agreement, but the problem was that the amended budget proposal I had prepared as a dummy had been a little too well-received by her.


  Apparently, no members of the student council were skilled with figures, and I was exactly the person they were looking for. I had accepted under pressure from her aggressive solicitation, where she even threatened to lock me in the room until I enlisted.


  It was clear that if I enlisted, the time I could allocate to the Plan would be substantially diminished. I considered forcing my way out of it, but it was difficult for me to ignore how highly she regarded me. Having connections with a student council member was also appealing in terms of information gathering.


  As a result of trying to find a better solution, we decided on a form of outsourcing in which I would only take on research work relevant to our shared interests.


  She would assist with funding and providing information on school activities, while I would supply the research data and labor.


  I’ve been visiting the student council room like this whenever I get the chance since we agreed on those conditions.


  “Yup, it looks like I don’t need to check these. As expected of you!”


  Hinoharu-senpai raised her head after sighing in admiration.


  “How did you learn all of these skills? Did you pick these up somewhere? Or do you have a family member who specializes in them?”


  “Ah, well, it’s just an extension of my hobby. I’ve always enjoyed investigating things.”


  While I’m at it, I should mention I come from a typical middle-class office worker household where no one has any specialized talents.


  “Also, I had a lot of free time while I was a ronin. It was similar to studying in advance.”


  “…I see, yes, that’s right.”


  She seemed to be at a loss for words.


  By now, the news I was a ronin had circulated throughout the school. After all, a high school ronin is an excellent topic of conversation, and with the Childhood Friend-ification Event, rather than concealing it, I’ve made it exposed.


  I occasionally receive curious looks from upperclassmen, but I’ve never been teased or insulted for it. That aspect is such a relief and seemingly normal at Kyou-Nishi.


  Well, if they didn’t know about my past, I wouldn’t be any different from any other underclassman.


  “Yes. Not only did you not allow the hardship to get the best of you, but you pushed even harder to improve yourself, which I believe is quite incredible. You are worthy of respect.”


  Hinoharu-senpai made this point by looking me in the eyes as she talked. Her eyes, which reminded me of a clear sky, were devoid of any hint of deception.


  Oh, uh, hmm? I’m really embarrassed when people compliment me so seriously, you know… Especially when I’m always obliterated with disses.


  I cleared my throat, attempting to conceal the fact that my cheeks had spontaneously heated up.


  “Ah, uh… anyway, that’s all from the scene.”


  “What’s up with that, are you a disaster relief reporter?”


  She chuckled and leaned back in her chair.


  “Now then, let’s continue. We need to get this over with.”


  With a burst of vigor, she flung her hands high and stretched her body as she stated this. The thin fabric of her summer clothing clung to a part of her body fairly crucial from a male perspective with that movement.
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  Ah, omigod, that’s undoubtedly Mount Fuji!


  “…What are you working on today?”


  I tried to maintain a serious expression as I asked the question while suppressing my pathos by splashing cold water on my brain.


  “Preparations for the next Community Cleanup Volunteering. Things like sorting out invoices from vendors and preparing notices to send to the surrounding community associations.”


  “Oh? I didn’t know you were in charge of that kind of thing too, Senpai.”


  I’m wondering if that’s part of the General Affairs’ job. Actually, she’s also doing something that appears to be public relations, so I’m not sure what’s the scope of her responsibilities is.


  “Well… I guess so.”


  After answering in a noncommittal way, Hinoharu-senpai smiled and put on her glasses again.


  “We also have student council elections coming up.”


  “Ahh, is that right?”


  Despite my feigned disinterest in my response, the schedule is something I’ve memorized.


  July marks the beginning of a new student council at Kyou-Nishi. The complete succession occurs after the school festival in the fall, but since the third-year students will soon prepare for their exams, it appears to be a preventive measure to pass the practical work to the younger students before then.


  In addition, unlike in romantic comedies, there is rarely a heated electoral campaign, and the outcome is usually decided by a vote of confidence. Members who have held a post since the previous year usually run for student council president and are simply elevated.


  Hmm, in which case…


  “Will you be running too, Senpai? For president.”


  Hinoharu-senpai has dual responsibilities, overseeing both Audit and General Affairs. She would be the highest-ranking individual in terms of position, except the president and vice president, hence she would generally be considered a strong candidate.


  “Well, who knows?”


  With that, she brushed away my question with a blank expression and returned to her computer.


  “First and foremost, nothing has been made public. I can’t say anything since that would be against the rules of the election.”


  She’s not biting, as expected. But knowing this ahead of time could be useful when planning future actions.


  “Well, I guess I’d best get to work. Ah, this should cover the costs of the other request. Nagasaka-kun, I’m looking forward to your efforts on it as well.”


  “Ah, yes, thank you.”


  I took the money enclosed in an envelope and put it straight into my backpack.


  Incidentally, there was something else that piqued my interest.


  “…Senpai. Come to think of it, you seem to have stopped calling me ‘Kouhai-kun,’ don’t you?”


  I mean, I’m pretty sure you used to call me that before, right? Nameless Kouhai-kun.


  In romantic comedies, it’s common for a name that was coined under such unusual circumstances to become established, such that you can sense that the connection is special. In terms of the student council, you have Key-kun and a bouncy senpai figure with long hair.


  [TN: A reference to Sugisaki Ken and Akaba Chizuru from the Japanese light novel series Student Council’s Discretion (生徒会の一存, Seitokai no Ichizon).]


  That’s why I’d been thinking, “I wonder if Senpai will call me that from now on, huehuehue, yay.”


  “Huh, is that what I used to call you? You remember the strangest things.”


  “…Ah, yes.”


  You completely forgot about it?! Damn, this is the problem with reality!


  Hinoharu-senpai tilted her head in awe.


  “Well, you’re my age. I figured it would be rude to treat you as if you were a junior…”


  I see… So that’s the stance you’ve taken, huh…


  Slumping my shoulders, I trudged toward the door.


  “Oh, did you want me to call you that?”


  “No, um, it’s nothing…”


  I realized that asking for such a thing on my own would make me feel uncomfortable, so I gave up.


  Hmph! If you’ll discard the characterization elements on your own, see if I care if your romcom aptitude suffers as a result!


  *


  Shocked to see the demise of the romantic comedy template, I left the student council room after a hasty goodbye.


  I noticed my phone vibrating just as I was about to walk out into the connecting corridor leading to the school building.


  Hmm, a reminder notification?


  When I stopped abruptly and looked at my phone, the words “Near Miss Warning” appeared on the screen.


  Ah, right. It’s that time already. That was close.


  I hid in the shadows and looked around me.


  The passage from the art building to the school building is a covered corridor that is essentially outside, thus it is a congested area where bicycles heading to the bicycle parking lot and students arriving for school come and leave.


  It’s still early, so there’s not a lot of activity, but… ah, I knew it.


  I noticed a female student—Katsunuma—getting out of a car on the road in front of the main gate out of the corner of my eye.


  Katsunuma arrives at school at around the same time every day. Her house is in a remote location, and she has no other means of transportation, so she is dropped off at school while her family commutes. This is why she arrives so early in the morning despite her busy lifestyle.


  Unexpected encounters during investigations are a source of concern, so if I can discern someone’s behavior to some extent, I schedule a notification in my calendar. Mm-hmm, I’m glad I took precautions.


  Katsunuma appeared to head toward the entrance while staring down at her phone.


  All right, I’ll stay here for a while before heading to the school building…


  “Oh, thank goodness, Nagasaka-kun!”


  That was what I thought until I was startled by the sudden voice of someone calling my name.


  When I hurriedly looked toward the voice, I saw Hinoharu-senpai approaching me.


  Wait, what? Seriously, Senpai, you’re being far too loud. Katsunuma will notice!


  “Here, you forgot to bring this back with you!”


  She held up a clear file in her hand. It was the one I had given her earlier, along with the documents.


  No, don’t do that right now! Shhh, shhh!


  “…Tch.”


  As I anxiously tried to sign-language Hinoharu-senpai, Katsunuma passed by and glanced at me.


  Oh, come on! Of course, she’d notice!


  “Ah, h-hey… Morning, Katsunuma.”


  “Gross.”


  My greeting and twitching cheeks were received with a sneer, and she walked quickly toward the entrance.


  Sigh… For the time being, I suppose there’s no problem. “Gross” is the usual greeting, so all is well.


  Hinoharu-senpai, who had popped up with a naive expression, tilted her head as I patted my chest.


  “Oh, did I just happen to interrupt something? Was that your girlfriend?”


  “You know, if that’s what you observed, those glasses are filtering out more than just blue light.”


  I sighed, then took the clear file and headed down the corridor.


  *


  From there, I quickly finished my daily routineinvestigation and entered the classroom.


  Nobody from the Friends Group had shown up yet. Anayama and a few other members of the Otaku Group were among those in the room, as were a few cultural club members and the sports club members without morning practice. Then there was Katsunuma and maybe three key members close to her. I suppose you could call it the standard lineup.


  Normally, I’d spend this time in my seat preparing, but… Uenohara has only recently reminded me to keep an eye out for changes. Perhaps I should check in on the current state of affairs.


  After making this decision, I stood up and walked over to Anayama’s seat.


  “Sup, Anayama. Have you seen yesterday’s anime yet?”


  “Oh, Shishou. He-he, of course. It’s one of my obsessions to do live reactions to the most popular anime.”


  Anayama’s voice sounded a little louder than usual as he answered. I should have measured the decibels had I known this would happen. I’m not sure if this is a real change or simply my imagination.


  “Your motivation is, as expected, on a different level. Was the audience the same as it had always been?”


  “Probably fewer people than usual? After all, the seventh episode was a break episode. But the discussionpropagation was super exciting, so I’m a little sleep-deprived.”


  Hmm… the same as always, huh? Anayama’s proselytizing is very keen, so if something is recommended, he can’t help but get engaged.


  “It invigorates me when there’s a newbie to a genre! I begin to feel compelled to drag them over to this side no matter what!”


  “I totally understand. Ah, that reminds me. Anayama, there’s a light novel I really want you to read. It’s one of those slightly impure, or rather, guilty pleasure type that have been popping up lately…”


  After that, I had a little conversationotaku talk with Anayama, but he didn’t seem all that different from usual. I guess there has hardly been any change in Anayama.


  Maybe I should report “Business as usual” to Uenohara just in case.


  “They’ve been giving me the creeps all morning. Maybe he became a ronin because he’s an otaku?”


  Yup, the snide remarks I’m hearing in the distance are also business as usual.


  I took a quick glance in Katsunuma’s direction while using my smartphone. She appeared to converse with her huddled group members. She wasn’t looking at us, but obviously, they were addressing me.


  “He acts so smugly despite being a loser. Isn’t it vexing?”


  Ahh, no. Let me argue that you’re the one who deserves that description. Just wait, I’ll do a survey and quantify it, damn you.


  “Anyway, his expression’s utterly creepy.” “Even if he can study, he’s still a ronin.” “Now, now, ladies, that’s none of our concern. Leave the guy alone.”


  I could hear her cronies’ servile voices occasionally, and I slowly became a little queasy.


  Oh, man. I really can’t get used to receiving hate from such a group. I think it’s a lot better than it was before, but… isn’t it cruel to deem my facial expression creepy? How long do you think I spent practicing smiles while wearing a mask? Damn it!


  [TN: A reference to Japanese light novel series Bottom-tier Character Tomozaki (弱キャラ友崎くん, Jaku-kyara Tomozaki-kun).]


  Hmph, it’s okay! I’ll have everyone in the Friends Group be nice to me, so it won’t be a problem. Stupid~, stupid~.


  I made a mental joke to calm myself down and then ignored them.


  “H-hey, Shishou, aren’t they saying a lot about you…?”


  Anayama, with a worried expression on his face, whispered.


  “Don’t worry about it. It happens all the time.”


  Katsunuma would cut in with an insult mixed in with the idle talk, no matter what move I made. But since it’s only around 60% of the time and she’s just fussing from afar, I opted to leave her alone.


  “Whoa, I’m impressed you can let that slide… I would never be able to take it. It’s as though I’m being dragged to the back of the school. I’m not sure I’d want to get involved.”


  “No, as expected, I’m not going to get beaten up. They’d be expelled if they were discovered.”


  “I mean, isn’t Katsunuma the only one with a completely different vibe? You know, I didn’t expect to see someone like that in Kyou-Nishi.”


  Anayama nodded timidly.


  Since Kyou-Nishi is a prep school, the number of so-called delinquents is extremely low. Even when such folks do enroll in school, they drop out on their own accord because they don’t fit in or can’t keep up with the classes.


  On that note, Katsunuma barely passed her entrance exam, and her performance is frequently around the bottom of the list. She’s done well to have lasted this long. Perhaps Tokiwa’s description of her as a “hard worker” has something to do with it.


  “I can’t stand gyarus in real life. They use vulgar language, mock anime, and undoubtedly look down on people like us… She’s definitely a bitch.”


  Anayama’s tone was a little harsher than usual, which made me squirm.


  Hmm… I’m curious if he bears a grudge against Katsunuma but is reluctant to express it. It doesn’t suit someone like Anayama, though…


  “Oh, mornin’, class rep.”


  Just as I was thinking that Tokiwa’s greeting came flying in through the entrance directly next to us.


  I glanced at my watch and saw it was almost time for the bell to ring.


  “Morning, Tokiwa.”


  “Ah, you too, Anayama! Nyanpasu~“


  [TN: The signature greeting of Miyauchi Renge from Japanese manga series Non Non Biyori (のんのんびより).]


  “Oh, Tokiwa-shi. Nyanpasu~”


  What.


  Was.


  That?


  The odd salutation that naturally escaped Tokiwa’s mouth was so unexpected that it froze me in my tracks.


  “Oho, you’ve just finished watching, I see. How did you find it? It’s a laid-back work set in the countryside that you can’t miss, and I thought it would be perfect for Tokiwa-shi’s needs. So?”


  Anayama, his face practically beaming, looked up at Tokiwa and spoke rapidly and enthusiastically.


  “It was fantastic! Man, I couldn’t get enough of that relaxed vibe!”


  “Thought so!”


  No, wait, this isn’t the time to freeze.


  Actually, did he mean Tokiwa when he mentioned he was proselytizing to a newbie yesterday? Damn, I underestimated Anayama’s ability! In such a little time, he’s already dragged him into the swamp!


  You could easily count the number of times these two had spoken to each other in class in a friendly manner on one hand. Not to add this was the first time their discourse had an anime topic. Damn, just when I thought there would be no change, there it is!


  A-anyway, calm down! I have to send an “Emergency” signal to Uenohara…!


  I hurriedly tapped the shortcut I had just created and stuffed my phone into my breast pocket so their dialogue could be heard on the phone.


  “Doesn’t that indescribable atmosphere represented through simple country life really touch your heart?!”


  “Yes, yes! It brought back memories of when I was in elementary school. We used to go to the mountains or play hide and seek at shrines back then… It was a lot of fun…”


  “Oh, the nostalgia! I’m a city boy who has never experienced anything like that, but, strangely, I can empathize!”


  W-what should I do? They seem quite excited.


  This is an irregularity, no matter how you look at it, just as Uenohara had feared.


  How will Anayama’s unexpected move affect the whole situation? What will happen if this conversation continues? Um, uh… Come on, think, predict…!


  My phone vibrated at that very moment.


  It’s here—Uenohara’s reply!


  ㅤㅤSilent mode off. Max volume. Enemy contact, play, and run.


  Eh?


  What? What does that mean?


  “And, you know, even though it’s just a slice-of-life anime, it somehow feels real. It reminds me of the good old Japanese countryside…”


  As I listened to Anayama’s narration and deactivated the silent mode, I received an audio file.


  What? Do you want me to play this?


  No, first, what’s “Enemy contact”?


  “Seriously, this is way too creepy.”


  Suddenly…


  A voice filled with anger burst in on us.


  “Can’t you see we’re all a little uncomfortable? Don’t be such a jerk about those creepy things, you goddamn otaku.”


  Enemy contact?


  Ahh! That’s it! That’s what it is!


  Under these unusual circumstances, when change is afoot, Katsunuma is unquestionably the most dangerous person…!


  “Ah, uh…”


  Anayama seems to have blanked out when confronted with such malice, his mouth silently opening and closing.


  The class fell completely silent, and a tense feeling filled the room.


  “And it’s hilarious that you’re bringing up realism in an anime. If that’s the case, why not just do it with the female from the anime you adore? Stay away from reality!”


  She mockingly laughed and spat harsh insults at Anayama, as if genuinely belittling him. Anayama’s body shrunk and he shifted his gaze restlessly from one spot to another.


  N-no, I have to stop her…!


  Just as I was about to move, Tokiwa reacted first, sliding his body between Anayama and Katsunuma.


  “W-ait, wait! I thought I asked you not to be so rude, Ayumi! First of all, I was the one who called out to him, and—”


  “You too, I’ve warned you repeatedly that you should be more selective about who you associate with! There’s nothing good about being a part of a scumbag group like this!”


  Katsunuma, who seemed enraged by the rebuttal, frowned even more and yelled violently.


  Argh, idiot! Calm down! This isn’t the time to be making moves on your own! Don’t get swept up by irregularities!


  Anyway, I need to do what Uenohara said…!


  As the two argued, next to them I quickly pulled out my phone and opened the audio file.


  Please. Please, work.


  Playback…!


  ㅤㅤWiiiouuu!


  “What?”


  “Huh…?”


  Katsunuma and Tokiwa’s eyes, or rather, the gaze of everyone in the room, turned to look at me.


  This sound is…


  A siren?


  Play and run.


  Play… and run.


  “…”


  “…”


  E-evacuate! Evacuate!


  “Ah, run. Run!”


  “Huuuh?!”


  With the entire class in disarray, I bolted out of the classroom.


  I sprinted along the hallway, the sound of a siren wailing loudly and persistently in the background. As I walked out of the building, I could hear other classrooms getting louder and louder.


  As I ran, I thought to myself, “Wait, what am I going to do after this?”


  

  * * *


  “Well, look. True, the situation was resolved. But wasn’t there a slightly better way to do it that didn’t harm me?”


  Lunchtime on the rooftop.


  With a dejected look on my face, I sat on the floor, clasping my knees.


  “Don’t ask for the impossible. It made no sense to send me an emergency call right after reporting that everything was normal.”


  Uenohara was eating her lunch with a whimsical expression on her face.Argh, I couldn’t say anything because she’s right.


  Ultimately, I settled the matter by claiming that it was the sound of an alarm clock I had forgotten to turn off, but a few people mistook it for an actual alarm, and the campus was temporarily in a frenzy.


  Although it was an unexpected accident, Toshikyo had given me a strict lecture and assigned me a lot of work as punishment for the confusion I had caused.


  Torisawa, who passed by on the way, burst out laughing, while Kiyosato-san, who arrived at school later, smiled wryly and offered me words of comfort. Let’s just say it’s fine that it ended up like a punchline and move on…


  Uenohara took a bite of rice topped with sakura denbu and sighed.


  “…Good grief. It’s a good thing I set up the sound generator yesterday. Even though it quickly became unusable.”


  “That’s why I told you to stop raising flags…”


  You can’t avoid a death flag like that which has one nightscene between, you know.


  I exhaled before opening my mouth.


  “…That was, nevertheless, helpful. Thanks.”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  Uenohara grabbed a handful of hair behind her head with her left hand, her face expressionless.


  I broke out of my shy demeanor and asked a question.


  “Nonetheless, you were extremely quick to recognize the situation. There wasn’t much to go on, was there?”


  Even if the call had been answered quickly, all she should have heard was the otaku banter between Tokiwa and Anayama. That was far less information than I had, even though I was there from the beginning.


  “Even though I didn’t know the specifics, I knew if there was trouble, it had to be with Katsunuma-san. She’d definitely intervene if Tokiwa-kun was talking to someone he didn’t usually talk to. That was what started it last time, in my case, right?”


  “Ahh, I see.”


  That made sense.


  Katsunuma had previously forced her way into the center of the stage after Uenohara had made contact with Tokiwa. So, she assumed it would be a similar case this time, huh?


  “It’s true that the pattern this time was more about attacking Anayama than interfering with me. Because the two of them had unexpectedly started talking to each other in a friendly manner, it wasn’t out of the question for her to act in response.”


  “And besides, she appears to be very strict toward people who approach her close friends.”


  Uenohara made an oddly emphasized remark before sipping her pack of lemon tea.


  Still… Tokiwa and Katsunuma.


  “In fact, I’m curious what Tokiwa means to Katsunuma in the first place. Given everything that has transpired, that does not appear to be a simple reaction to a friend from the same middle school.”


  “If you think about it carefully, it’s possible that she likes Tokiwa-kun.”


  “…So that’s how it is?”


  If that were truly the case, I’d almost want to tell her, “This is exactly how a romantic comedy should be, so go forth and prosper!” …But, well, I’d be amazed if things could be resolved in that manner.


  “But, even if that were the case, it wouldn’t be a sufficient reason to react to boys…”


  Uenohara abruptly stopped moving her chopsticks, then resumed.


  “In that case, she might be bothered by the term ‘loser.’”


  “…Now that you mention it, she has been saying that to me quite frequently.”


  I haven’t counted how often it’s happened, so it’s just an impression, but I’ve heard her say that kind of thing regularly.


  I had dismissed it as a derogatory term for me, whom she saw as an enemy, but when you consider how someone like Anayama had also fallen into that category, the situation changes. It might be a good idea to figure out the meaning of that word in this context.


  While I was thinking about these things, Uenohara clapped her palms together and placed her chopsticks on top of her bento. She seemed to have finished her meal.


  “Anyway, it’d be risky to leave Katsunuma-san alone, wouldn’t it? We must devise a countermeasure as soon as possible.”


  “You’re right…”


  For the time being, I’m guessing Anayama will be taking no obvious actions like that. When I spoke with him recently, he was in full rejection mode, saying, “I don’t want to get close to that bitchKatsunuma ever again.”


  However, all that does is make it possible to avoid Katsunuma-related problems, which is a drawback from the standpoint of the Plan. Shrinking away from her would be mistaking the minor for the crucial.


  I raised my head, murmuring “Hmm…” to myself.


  “…Is it okay if I ask you a favor, Uenohara?”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’d like you to reevaluate Katsunuma’s background. Right now, we have far too little information.”


  Whatever we do to cope, as expected, the best way to deal with the problem is to understand the principle underlying Katsunuma’s behavior. When in doubt, conduct an extensive investigation.


  So far, Katsunuma has taken independent action in two situations—when I try to seize the initiative in class, and when others approach Tokiwa.


  Behind this appears to be a combination of factors, including hostile enmity toward me and Anayama—people who fall into the category of what she calls the losers—and some feeling toward Tokiwa.


  To resolve this, it may be necessary to go back in time and gather informationdata.


  Uenohara opened her mouth, surprised.


  “I don’t mind looking into things, but Kouhei… I thought you’d already looked into everything.”


  “I gave it my all as well. But, because we don’t have any other students from the same middle school as those two, I couldn’t get my hands on all of the details.”


  Their alma mater, Shinomori Minami Middle School, also known as Shino-Nami Middle School, had only a few students who went on to Kyou-Nishi. Even if you counted the second and third years, you could count the alumni on one hand, so any information about the two was limited to what they said.


  “After all, it is Shino-Nami. They’d never come here.”


  Uenohara spoke as if it were natural.


  “Oh, do you know anything?”


  “…Ahh, right. You wouldn’t know, Kouhei, because you’re an easterner.”


  Uenohara nodded her head in agreement.


  Even though it’s the same prefecture, there’s always been a disconnect between the basin area where Kyougoku-shi is located and my parents’ home in the east. Even today, the phenomenon exists, and I, too, am lacking in common knowledge that isn’t part of what I’ve investigated.


  After all, the places we visit on vacation have no overlap. We instead go to the big city next door because it’s closer.


  “It’s quite famous around these partsthe basin area. In a bad way, though.


  “Is that so?”


  “After all, it was pretty wild there for a while.”


  Aha, I see. …It’s no surprise so few of them went on to our school. Could that be the reason for Katsunuma’s delinquent behavior in the countryside? As expected, I sense that the key to it all is somewhere in there…


  The bell rang, signaling the end of lunch break.


  Uenohara placed her finished bento in a simple checkered drawstring bag and tied it up.


  “Anyway, I’ll conduct the investigation. Shino-Nami is known for its strong sports clubs, so I’ll ask my middle school friends for more information. It could take some time.”


  “Sure. Sorry for causing you so much trouble.”


  “Kouhei, what about you? Is there anything planned?”


  “I’ll be gearing up for the next Event. After all, the timing is very specific, and it is dependent on the weather. Some investigation would be ideal so everything is ready to go.”


  “Oh?”


  I got to my feet and slapped my hips.


  “I’ll need your help with that as well at some point. I’ll increase the number of cake slices, so please assist me.”


  “Then make it a whole cake.”


  “Do you think that’s going a little too far?”


  Does she know the meaning of humility…?


  *


  A few days later.


  After finishing my meal, I sat in a window seat and chatted with classmates (and gathering information). When there was a pause in the conversation, I looked out the window.


  The sky was obscured by thick clouds, and there was no blue in sight. In fact, the sun hadn’t even shown up for some time.


  According to the forecast this morning, the rainy season will begin tomorrow, and the weather for this week will be a remarkable sequence of rain, rain, and rain.


  Maybe it’s time for the next event.


  I’ve gotten a general idea of my classmates’ behavioral tendencies through preliminary investigations. Although I would have preferred more samples, the deadline is this weekend, so compromises must be made.


  Now that that’s decided, the first thing I need to do is reserve a rehearsal space.


  I took out my smartphone and searched for “Akanegaoka Gym Reservation.”


  Let’s see, the available reservation dates are…


  “Please, class rep, move.”


  Suddenly, I heard a girl’s voice from behind me.


  Hmm, so she’s back, is she?


  “My bad. I didn’t mean to get in the way.”


  I stepped to the side, away from where I was standing in front of the person’s seat.


  “It’s fine.”


  She answered, waving one hand. Maybe a bit blunt, but straightforward and not at all offensive.


  She’s the next subjugation target—a sub-character named Koizumi Ao. The central figure of the “Sports Club Group,” which is primarily made up of members of the girls’ sports club.


  Koizumi-san sat down on the seat I had vacated and quickly brushed her short-cut bangs aside.


  I had been waiting for her to return because she always eats lunch outside with her clubmates.


  Maybe it’s time for the “Communication Part,” and some foreshadowing for the next event.


  I read the information from the Tomodachi Note in my head before calling out to her.


  Koizumi Ao. Student Number 13. Member of the Handball Club. Romcom Aptitude D.


  A tall figure with slender limbs and short hair. A sports club girl with sharp, narrow eyes and a cool demeanor.


  She rarely talks much, which makes her appear cold, but on the inside, she’s a fiery woman. When something involves a competition, her personality changes. She prefers uncomplicated things and despises those that are difficult or tedious.


  She was also the captain of the handball team in middle school. She’s currently running the club in place of the second-year students, who were initially few.


  As is typical for sports clubs, club activity takes precedence for her, and she is uninterested in what happens in class. But she’s the focal point of the sports club girls. She’s an excellent leader, but unlike in club activities, she doesn’t demonstrate such qualities in class.


  Also, she doesn’t seem to like Katsunuma, and while she doesn’t directly clash with her, she avoids her whenever possible.


  End of excerpt from the Tomodachi Note.


  My friendship with Koizumi-san is neither good nor bad. We may converse when we come across each other, but our relationship is nothing special.


  Her Romcom Aptitude is also low at D, so there was no reason for me to work on her proactively. If there was something like Fighting Spirit Aptitude or Battle Aptitude, she would have easily gotten an A.


  All right, here we go.


  “That reminds me of something, Koizumi-san. I heard there will be an exhibition match with Tsukiyama High soon.”


  “Huh? Yeah, that’s right.”


  She looked up at me with a “Why so suddenly?” expression on her face.


  Well, I rarely make small talk with her like this. It’s impossible to avoid the impression that it’s a little out of place.


  “Actually, why do you know that, class rep?”


  “Ah, I know some folks from Tsukiyama’s Handball Club. They told me of it.”


  In reality, it was information I’d obtained from the “Saotome Folk” in another class, but I figured she’d be more interested if I mentioned the enemy’s name.


  “Really? You have ties to Tsukiyama?”


  She smiled assertively as she turned half her body toward me and rested an elbow on her backrest.


  Bingo. With Koizumi-san, it’s easier to communicate with her if you think of her as a character in a sports manga when attacking.


  “Their team is a force to be reckoned with. Do you think you can win?”


  “We’re obviously playing to win, you know? Tell your acquaintance that they’re about to lose.”


  Koizumi’s narrow eyes sparkled like hawk eyes, and the corners of her mouth lifted. Without a doubt, not the face of a character in a romantic comedy. The background sound effects would be something more like “Gogogogo” or “Zuzuzuzu.”


  “You’re only interested in club activities right now, as I anticipated.”


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “So, I was considering the upcoming cleanup activity. According to our seniors, it will be quite lively, and there will be a battle aspect, so I believe it will be interesting.”


  I cut to the chase and waited for her reaction.


  Koizumi-san frowned angrily and waved her hands.


  “It isn’t about interest, it’s just that goofing off isn’t in my nature. If we’re doing it for real, I’ll be in it to win, but taking it seriously would be a waste of time.”


  If everyone is seriouslegit, I’ll join in, but otherwise, I’m not interested. That is where the Assertiveness points are considered. Maybe it ultimately depends on the atmosphere or that she has no desire to take the initiative.


  Even so, her presence is so impactful that everyone is drawn along by her actions. She’d be a super reliable person if she was just a little more responsible.


  “I’m really excited about it, but… If you feel like getting serious, Koizumi-san, why don’t you help us all get into the groove?”


  “I’ll pass on that. Or, more precisely, there’s no point in doing it if it’s something I was told to do.”


  She turned to face the front after saying this as if to signal the end of the conversation.


  Hmm, so convincing Koizumi-san was impossible. I guess there was no way for words to work on this person.


  To subjugate her, I must carry out the Event as planned.


  “Ugh. So you’re trying to make friends with the sports clubs now, senpai? Isn’t that shameful?”


  I sighed inwardly as such a comment came from the classroom door. The air in the classroom became hazy, and the volume of everyone’s conversation slightly decreased.


  Damn you, Katsunuma. So you’ve returned.


  I saw Katsunuma leading her group into the classroom while using my peripheral vision technique to avoid detection.


  The single remark earlier was the end, and she had no plans to intervene directly. When my actions involve Tokiwa, she seems to become more proactive.


  “That kind of foul play is the most irritating.”


  Koizumi-san sighed and muttered to herself, frowning in disgust.


  Ahh, they’re still cats and dogs, aren’t they? In any case, they don’t get along, no matter how you look at it. They are both combative, despite being on different vectors.


  With that in mind, I resumed the interrupted reservation process.


  *


  “So you’re saying that sports are the theme of this Event?”


  “That’s correct. You must pit a musclebrain against a musclebrain, and forcing a sports competition with that type of person is the simplest method.”


  “Is that how you came up with this?”


  Uenohara lightly bounced the volleyball in her hand against the floor.


  We were at Akanegaoka Sports Park, which is about a 10-minute bike ride north of Kyou-Nishi.


  We gathered in the small gymnasium here after school to prepare for the “Sports Club Group Conquest Event,” also known as the “Volleyball Battle Event.”


  “I was wondering what was going on when you suddenly messaged me saying, ‘Meet at Akanegaoka in your jersey.’ That came out of nowhere.”


  She had changed into a short-sleeved jersey when we met. She was in perfect exercise mode, with her hair pulled up into a ponytail near the top.


  “Sorry, but today was the only slot they had available. You see, I wanted to get on the court at least once before the real thing.”


  I’d been preparing for the event while Uenohara was investigating Katsunuma, so there hadn’t been time to coordinate ahead of time.


  Akanegaoka Sports Park is a city-run sports facility, and people from outside the city can rent the gymnasium if they make a reservation. Because the usage fees are reasonable, it made my Spot Note list for sports-related events.


  “Actually, I have a lot of questions for you…”


  Uenohara caught the bouncing ball and held it under her arm.


  “You mentioned using PE class, but isn’t it now track and field? And next week will be a dance.”


  “Right. But, on rainy days when we can’t play on the field, don’t we do endurance runs in the gym? I intend to make use of the time that remains after that.”


  “Seriously? I had no idea because it had never rained during our PE classes before.”


  Hmm, I see.


  In our school, two classes get combined for PE. Class 3 next door has the same schedule as us, but Class 5’s is on different days and times, so it’s possible.


  “Is there even time to fool around? Isn’t this a regular class?”


  “It’s called endurance running, but you’re done after ten laps of the gym, so it’s pretty light. Those in sports clubs can do it quickly, and since any extra time is treated as free time, I’m thinking about taking advantage of it. After all, there is no teacher supervision.”


  Presumably, because it isn’t part of the original curriculum, the teacher in charge is only present at the start and end and does nothing like take the time or verify completion. To put it another way, you only need to be in the gym at the beginning and end of your gym session, allowing you to use the time between freely.


  Those who dislike exercise typically return to the school building to pass the time, such as Anayama and the others in cultural clubs. Those who enjoy being active usually stay at the gym and sweat it out with some sport.


  Koizumi-san belongs to the latter, while the Katsunuma Group, a risk factor, belongs to the former.


  “According to preliminary research, the majority of the boys play basketball and the majority of the girls play volleyball. But there’s too much of a gender gap in basketball.”


  “So, that’s why you chose volleyball.”         


  Uenohara moved her arms in the shape of a receiver and juggled the ball up and down as she spoke.


  People who can do things like that naturally will also have good reflexes. It’s exactly what I hoped for.


  “There are also rules for mixed gender volleyball matches. I’m considering using those as a point of reference to challenge Koizumi-san to a deathmatch.”


  “Aren’t deathmatches a different kind of genre?”


  “Whoa, that was a very otaku-like tsukkomi. Good job.”


  “…Seriously? That’s bad. I need to be careful.”


  Uenohara took a deep breath with a start as if to gather herself.


  Why are you being so cagey? It’s a good thing, you know. You’re getting closer to happiness.


  “So, what are your plans for the match?”


  “I plan to include a condition that if I win, they must participate in the cleanup activity. I did some light foreshadowing earlier in the day during lunch, so I’ll put together a scenario that builds on that.”


  “…Will that be all right?”


  Uenohara muttered to herself as she furrowed her brow.


  Yeah, that’s definitely a “You can’t do sports, right?” face.


  “You know it’ll be bad if you lose, right?”


  “I can’t afford to lose.”


  I responded right away.


  “Hmm… You’re quite certain, aren’t you? Are you actually good at volleyball?”


  “I’m a beginner.”


  “In which case, do you intend to hold your own with the Friends Group?”


  “Nope, I’m going to delegate team selection to the opposing party. After all, if I stir things up by saying something like, “Pick whoever you want, I’ll win with any team,” she’ll be more likely to accept the challenge.”


  “…Won’t that make it impossible?”


  Uenohara looked at me as if I had said something crazy.


  It’s not impossible.


  “Well, if we don’t have enough people, the match won’t take place, so we’ll need at least ten boys and girls. In any case, I’m not going down without a fight.”


  “Okay… You’re going to get through this with a cheap trick, just like you did with the lottery, aren’t you?”


  “Did you say ‘a cheap trick’?”


  It’s difficult to tell whether she’s complimenting me or not.


  “Also, don’t just assume I’ll be doing something. I’m just going to give it my all.”


  I finished putting the net up, ignoring Uenohara, who was still baffled.


  “This should be all right. First and foremost, please teach me how to spike.”


  “…Wait a minute. Why would we begin there?”


  Uenohara paused for a moment as if the thought hadn’t occurred to her.


  “Didn’t I tell you I’m a beginner? I’ve never played volleyball outside of PE class.”


  “But it’s the same for me.”


  “It’ll be fine. My goal is to be able to serve, receive, and toss like most people. Because the rules prohibit jumping serves, your coaching doesn’t need to be that advanced.”


  “Are you listening?”


  Uenohara bounced the ball against the floor.


  “Couldn’t you have just asked Tokiwa-kun? He’s good at sports in general, not just basketball, right?”


  “True, I would have preferred a friendly Practice Event with the Friends Group. But there isn’t time to set up the official ‘setting’ for the volleyball event, and everyone has been preoccupied with after-school club activities, so it can’t be helped.”


  Basically, the Main Characters are stretched thin. It’s already difficult to schedule something like a Going-Home Event, but the situation makes it tougher to gather everyone for an event that requires an amount of time, such as today’s practice. There’s also the question of how I’ll save that type of event for the sports festival.


  “Like I said, what’s the point of asking another amateur like myself?”


  “At the very least, you must be better than me. You’re probably also good at teaching.”


  “You’re not basing this on anything, are you?”


  “But, of course, I am. You are, after all, Uenohara.”


  “Huh?”


  “Anything I’m unable to do, you can do for me. Isn’t that right, Accomplice?”


  “…”


  To begin with, she embodies the epitome of an all-around superhuman. She seemed able to carry out the investigation techniques that had taken me a year to perfect, so I’m sure she knows a thing or two about volleyball.


  After a few blinks, Uenohara grabbed her hair, which was tied into a ponytail, and brushed it to the side with an uneasy look.


  “…Jeez. What exactly do you think people are?”


  Then, with a small sigh, she threw the ball at me with some force.


  “I’ll warn you ahead of time that I’m no expert. I can only make something that looks like the real thing.”


  “That’s fine. It’s not like I’m terrible at sports, either. Don’t worry, I don’t jump with my eyes closed or attack my face.”


  “Nobody does that.”


  “You know, there are people in the worldromantic comedy who do.”


  However, if I were a creature-like small fry, I might have been able to organize a more interesting event…


  Uenohara sighed, then turned around and walked, her face expressionless.


  “…Anyway, I’ll give it a shot. Keep the ball in place.”


  “Okay~.”


  I readily agreed and dashed to the net.


  Uenohara took a seat in the center of the right side of the court and stretched her arms out to the left and right alternately. She then leaped up and down on the spot.


  Oh, just like the real thing. That warm-up exercise makes her feel like a real athlete. Or, more accurately, she used to be a member of the track and field club. That’s the case.


  “I’m ready.”


  Uenohara nodded, clearly ready.


  I made a large tossing motion with the ball.


  Uenohara came running up to me her steps forming a good rhythm.


  Smooth footwork with flexible arm movement.


  Uenohara leaped into the air with a light tapping noise.


  “Hup!”
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  The spike caught the ball right in the center and stabbed it into the opponent’s court.


  “Phew… I’m glad I was able to hit it.”


  She landed softly on her feet and quickly adjusted her rumpled bangs.


  “…Aren’t you a little too good at this?”


  No, I knew she was capable, but still. Wasn’t her jump’s height and power comparable to that of a professional? Even though we’re both amateurs, isn’t our difference similar to that of a varsity player and a volleyball mom?


  If the camera was turned around, her stomach would definitely be visible. But not from my end…


  “I applied my high jump experience to the stepping motion. From my first year of middle school.”


  “Ah…”


  “And for the arm movement, I imagined a badminton smash. I used to dabble in that as well.”


  “R-right…”


  “…But I think this is pretty normal. Was it really that surprising?”


  Uenohara tilted her head in genuine astonishment.


  I-I won’t lose! Just you wait, I’ll make up for the difference in talentspecs with a lot of practice!


  

  * * *


  My muscles were aching all over from Uenohara’s special training.


  It rained all day, just as the weather forecast predicted.


  The day of the “Volleyball Battle Event” had finally arrived.


  “I’m done…”


  I completed my final lap and wiped the sweat from my face with a towel while catching my breath.


  I outpaced myself because I needed to announce the event before it could be initiated.


  “Oh, good work.”


  Tokiwa drank a sports drink casually.


  The majority of the members of the sports clubs had finished their runs, and they all appeared to be composed.


  But I’ve also been running every day… So physical activity provided by fitness training can’t compete with that of an active athlete, huh?


  I moistened my throat and looked around for the time being.


  As expected, the majority of those who enjoy physical activity are still present. Approximately forty percent of the boys and girls combined.


  Koizumi-san and the rest of the Sports Club Group stretched while waiting for the rest of our classmates to finish running. They showed no signs of leaving the gym, so it’s safe to assume they intend to stay until the end of the period. Condition 1, cleared.


  Katsunuma ignored her quota when the teacher vanished and left midway. The core members of her group had also left. From the looks of it, they won’t be back until just before the end of the period. Condition 2, cleared.


  There is, however, one minor flaw.


  “This is a piece of cake! I can still go!”


  Ide made a lively appeal in a loud voice while quickly fixing his disheveled hair.


  He’s probably thinking something like, “Isn’t it cool how fit I am? It’s okay to fall in love, you know?” as he looks at the Class 3 girls— one of whom was ranked thirteenth in the Cute Girls Ranking—resting far away. Dude, are you in elementary school?


  Even so, I didn’t expect Ide and the other flirtatious types to stick around. Previous data indicated there was a two-thirds chance that the entire group would have left. Our teacher had been quick to leave, so they might have been unsure whether it was acceptable to skip class.


  If I want to be certain, I should skip the event. But I have only one more chance after this. There’s also the possibility that the weather forecast is incorrect.


  I crossed my arms and contemplated for a moment.


  Ide, huh…


  Ide Masanari. Student Number 5. Light Music Club Member. Romcom Aptitude C.


  A former sports club member with a perfectly set center-parted mash hairstyle, single-edged droopy eyes, and a slender but firm body. He was the captain of the middle school baseball team, albeit a weak one. He batted second in the lineup.


  He’s a happy-go-lucky type of guy who believes that “Isn’t life better when you can just have fun with everything?” He has a habit of doing things to impress girls. He isn’t particularly popular with them, but he gets along well with the boys and has a large circle of friends both in and out of our class.


  He has high potential as a mood maker because he’s cheerful and has a good sense of humor, but because of his superficiality, for better or worse, he is easily swayed by the atmosphere of the place. That personality may be his undoing, as he is frequently relegated to the role of a narcissistic character who can’t read the atmosphere in class.


  Initially, he gathered a group of boys with similar dispositions, but they were absorbed by the more powerful Katsunuma Group and now function as a part of it.


  Extracted from the Tomodachi Note.


  Well, I suppose it won’t be a problem if it’s just Ide and the others. They’re harmless as long as Katsunuma isn’t around.


  I’ll keep an eye on the time just in case. We need to finish the event before her group returns, or else they’ll throw a spanner in the works.


  Okay, now that that’s settled, let’s get started. First and foremost, some prep work.


  “Hey, Tokiwa.”


  “What is it?”


  I called out to Tokiwa, who was already in the gym storage room retrieving a basketball.


  “Why don’t we have some fun and play some sports? I’m in a competitive mood.”


  “Sure!”


  Excellent, a prompt response! And thank you for your giving me the impression that you’re not in the same mood as usual!


  “If it’s a basketball game, I’m not going to lose!”


  “True, no matter how hard I tried, I would never win. How about volleyball?”


  “Oh, absolutely! Then we have to get the court ready!”


  “Ah, do you mind gathering some players while you’re at it?”


  “Aye-aye!”


  Another quick response! Actually, I had prepared a persuasion “scenario” just in case, but there was no need for all that detailed guidance. His athletic readiness is extraordinary, as one would expect from a sports fanatic.


  With this, we should have more than enough boys.


  The only thing left is to skillfully drag Koizumi-santhe target out onto the field.


  I took a deep breath and approached her clique.


  “Sup, Koizumi-san?”


  “…Class rep? What do you want?”


  I called out to Koizumi-san, who was stretching in the middle.


  Against her, cheap tricks will have the opposite effect.


  In other words, I need to hit right in the middle and get right to the point.


  How about I convey with much zeal?


  ‎‎‎‎‎ㅤ


  Volleyball Match Event. Commence.


  ㅤ


  “Koizumi Ao! I hereby issue you a challenge to a duel!”


  I pointed cleanly at Koizumi-san, declaring war in a voice that echoed throughout the gym.


  “Huh?!”


  Koizumi-san’s brows furrowed in confusion after a brief silence.


  “It’s volleyball. Let’s do it in mixed-gender teams!”


  “…Hey, what’s this about? What’s going on?”


  “You are free to pick your team members however you see fit. I’ll win regardless of which team I’m on.”


  “Like I was saying…”


  “Heh, are you chickening out?”


  Koizumi-san’s cheeks twitched.


  If I do say so myself, that was a pretty strongtemplate provocation, but I’m sure she’s also annoyed by the absurdity of events. That reaction was unsurprising.


  Don’t worry, there’s plenty more to come!


  “I’m going to level with you. I don’t like your sluggish demeanor in class. What’s with the ‘I’ll get serious if everyone else does’ principle? Are you a wind vane?!”


  “…Huh?”


  “Are you going to let otherspeople decide whether or not you should be motivated? Isn’t that something you should decide for yourself?”


  “…”


  I thrust my finger at her again, picking up on the foreshadowing I had sown.


  “I’ll rectify your sluggishness. So come fight me!”


  A crowd gathered to watch after hearing about my sick burns.


  Okay, we’ve gotten more attention. It’s time to put more wood on the fire!


  “Naturally, there will be a penalty. It’s simple—the loser must do whatever the winner says. Of course, all I ask is that you take the initiative in class activities starting now.”


  An “Ooh” echoed around us, and the air in the gymnasium became a little tense.


  Good work, spectators. With this atmosphere, she’ll feel increasingly compelled to accept the match.


  Koizumi-san, who had been sitting quietly for a while, suddenly slapped her legs and stood up, narrowing her already narrowed eyes even more. Behind her, there appeared to be some kind of bloodlust-like aura.


  S-Scary! Oh, did I instigate things too much?! To be honest, it feels like the genre is about to transition into an actual death game!


  “Hmph… that’s a lot of self-assurance you’ve got there. Not bad for a weakling who rarely exercises and is a member of the Go-Home Club.”


  “H-Heh. You know, if you underestimate me just because I’m a member of that club, you’re in for a world of pain.”


  Damn, I was so terrified that I stammered a little.


  Koizumi-san sneered menacingly like an anime antagonist.


  “Okay, I’ll partake. I’m going to make it so you never show me that annoying, smug look on your face again, so brace yourself.”


  A-All right!


  I may be scared, and my legs may be shaky, but I’ve overcome the most difficult obstacle!


  “So, what are the rules?”


  “We’ll follow the official rules for mixed-gender volleyball. Each team will have three boys and three girls, totaling six players.”


  I responded, trying desperately to conceal my racing heartbeat.


  “Are we doing rotations?”


  “Yes, we are. The basic rules are the same as in regular volleyball, except that no jump serves or back attacks are allowed. Also, because we don’t have much time, the first to complete a set is the winner.”


  Koizumi-san nodded after I told her about the rules I had memorized.


  “Sounds good? I’ll just add that neither of us can use any active volleyball team members. So there will be no room for complaint later on.”


  “No objection. Let them be the referees.”


  Lucky me. It would have been more difficult had the experts been involved.


  Still, it appears she’ll do it openly and honestly, as expected. Excellent.


  “Hey, Izumi, are you really doing this? Playing with the boys is too much!”


  Nishino-san, a member of her group, expressed concern.


  “Miku, join their team. That’ll balance things out.”


  “Huh?!”


  “It’s punishment for messing up in the practice game. Just go.”


  Just like that, she got other people involved by pressuring them.


  Yes, yes, yes! That’s what I’m talking about!


  “Wow! What’s up with this development!? Let me join!”


  Tokiwa, who had brought the pole, joined the conversation in high spirits.


  “Which side, Tokiwa?”


  “Oh, let me see. I’m with the class rep!”


  “Got it. Come here, Souta.”


  Koizumi-san moved quickly to deploy the nearby sports club members.


  Phew, you’ve got some serious leadership skills. Given how you can demonstrate those skills in sports, I wish you would be more assertive in class.


  Nah… I’ll take this opportunity to drag it out of you. Make yourself ready.


  “Oh, that sounds intriguing. I’ll join as well.”


  Torisawa came over, looking unusually eager.


  Oh, what a pleasant miscalculation! Torisawa stands over 180 centimeters and, despite not being a member of a sports club, he is physically very strong, making him a valuable combat asset!


  “Thanks! Then, Torisawa—”


  “Right. I guess I’ll join the other team.”


  Oh, okay. An unpleasant miscalculation!


  Torisawa smiled as he approached Koizumi-san and the others.


  I see how you intend to force me to receive the penalty! But because it’s such a dramatic turn of events, I’ll forgive you!


  The members of each team were then gradually assembled.


  “We only need one more guy here. Does anyone else want to join in?”


  Tokiwa called out to those nearby as he spun the ball on his index finger. There appeared to be only a swarm of people passing the time, and no other sports club members were present.


  There are fewer people than expected… It can’t be helped—I must borrow someone from Class 3next door.


  “Volleyball, you say? … I’m not going to lie, I’m pretty good at it. After all, I’m extremely solid at most sports.”


  I noticed a smug face among the onlookers, bragging about such things to the others. It was Ide.


  “Ide, do you want to play? It’ll be fun!”


  Tokiwa, who had overheard it, invited him, his face beaming.


  “Hmm. I don’t know man.”


  He gave a hesitant look to the group of girls.


  Oh? I see… Perhaps he wants to impress Girl Number 13?


  If so…


  “Whoa, if Ide joins in, it’ll be reassuring. I’ll send the ball your way, so go ahead and hit those spikes!”


  “Hmm. Well, if you insist, I guess I don’t have a choice. Let’s go!”


  Ide announced his participation with a satisfied look on his face after some grandiose words.


  All right. He should stay motivated if I let him show off how cool he is. He’s always been athletic, and there’s no reason he shouldn’t be a member.


  “What do you think, Koizumi-san?”


  “Whatever.”


  Great. Now, all we need is one more girl for the other team.


  Kiyosato-san, who was watching us intently from a position slightly distanced from the other spectators, caught my eye.


  Oh, she’s interested?


  “What do you think, Kiyosato-san? There’s still a spot available.”


  “…I’ll decline! I can’t handle a ball larger than my fist!”


  Kiyosato-san crossed her hands after a moment of hesitation.


  Aww, again with that 2D-like behavior. Love it~.


  “Yeah, Mei can’t join. She’s only good at tennis, after all.”


  Koizumi-san exasperatedly waved her hand from side to side.


  Oh, that’s new information. I also had no data on sports other than tennis. It’s time for an addendum.


  “Ah-ha-ha, there you have it. Sorry, Nagasaka-kun.”


  Kiyosato-san stepped back, grinning.


  It would have been something to celebrate if Kiyosato-san had also gotten involved, but… I wasn’t so lucky. However, it’s not my main goal this time, so I’ll gracefully dismiss it.


  A girl from the Sports Club Group eventually joined.


  All of the members are present.


  The passionate fighting spiritromantic comedy can now begin!


  *


  We were the first to serve.


  Tokiwa was our server. In the backcourt, he is joined by Miku Nishino-san, the girl from earlier, in the center, and me on the left.


  Our frontcourt included Ide in the center, with Momozono-san of the Girls’ Badminton Club and Nagasawa-san of the Girls’ Basketball Club on either side.


  For the time being, I had taken over as the setter.


  Koizumi-san’s frontcourt featured her in the center, with Torisawa and Aoyagi Souta of the Boys’ Basketball Club on either side.


  Tokugyou-san of the Girls’ Basketball Club on the left, Ishida-san of the Boys’ Softball Club on the right, and Iino-san of the Girls’ Soccer Club in the center make up their backcourt.


  Hmm, so they’re bringing the taller members to the front, right off the bat? From the looks of it, Koizumi-san will be playing setter. She’s probably comfortable with handling the ball, after all, she’s a member of the handball club.


  It appears to be a very aggressive lineup.


  “All right! Let’s do this!”


  The referee blew his whistle, and the game began with a motivated overhand serve from Tokiwa.


  “Hup.”


  The ball landed to the left and center of the court, where Iino-san easily caught it. It rose to the center of the court in a beautiful arc.


  Those are some good moves, as expected. That gained a lot of traction.


  I’m guessing Koizumi-san will toss to one hitter, who will then go for a hard spike…


  But, just as I was thinking that.


  Aoyagi immediately ran up to the ball, and Koizumi-san moved to the right side.


  “Huh?”


  A switch! Aoyagi’s the setter!?


  Aoyagi tossed the ball with his back to the net.


  From there…


  “Hmm.”


  With powerful step-in that thudded the entire floor…


  With a jump even higher and flashier than the one I’d seen Uenohara perform that day during practice…


  “Orya!”


  [TN: A Japanese onomatopoeia used when one attacks; a fighting taunt or war cry.]


  A bazooka-like blow caught the ball dead center.


  The ball narrowly missed hitting the side of my face.


  Ah, well.


  To be completely honest…


  “That’s the first point. Were you so afraid that you didn’t even try to hit it?”


  This is terrible!


  “…Heh. I just thought it was going out.”


  I mumbled, trying not to think about my rapid heartbeat.


  You’ve got to be kidding, right? You’re saying this isn’t really your area of expertise? You coward, that “No Current Volleyball Club Members Allowed” rule was practically meaningless!


  That killer spike is beyond my capabilities. If I’m lucky, it’ll hit my body and bounce up.


  “That’s perfectly fine, man. Let’s shake things up!”


  Tokiwa supported me by clapping his hands. It was amazing to think that he can remain calm after witnessing what just happened…


  I took a breather in a way that the enemy wouldn’t notice, then prepared for the next attack.


  “Heave-ho.”


  It was now our opponents’ turn to serve, and Tokugyou-san delivered an underhand serve.


  The ball traveled in a straight line toward Nishino-san in the center.


  Excellent, a chance ball. Nishino-san should be able to successfully launch it, so I’ll take it and toss it to Ide…


  “Oh, crap.”


  Isn’t it spinning erratically?


  The ball suddenly decelerated in mid-air and fell in the center of the court.


  “Whoa!”


  “Ah.”


  Ide instinctively extended his hand to save it. This action, however, coincided with the movement of Nishino-san, who was about to step forward.


  They then both retracted their hands, leaving enough space for the ball to fall to the court.


  “Lucky us! They’re completely out of sync!”


  A loud Koizumi-san wasted no time talking trash as she and her teammates high-fived each other.


  Damn you, woman.


  “Ah, sheesh, I thought I had it.”


  Nishino-san shrunk back as Ide’s lips pouted in frustration.


  I know you think you’re talking to yourself, but you sound like you’re blaming her. She’s not a strong-willed type of girl, so be considerate, will you?


  “Um, I’m sorry.”


  “Oh, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”


  I smiled back in response to Nishino-san’s apology.


  “Okay, we’ll get it next time!”


  Tokiwa’s words, accompanied by clapping, brought me back into focus, and I prepared for our opponents’ serve once more.


  We’ll certainly get it the next time!


  With a smack, a ball with extra power headed for Tokiwa.


  Okay, I’m sure Tokiwa can get this!


  I dashed over to the net and turned around.


  “Tokiwa!”


  With a steady receive, he passed the ball.


  Perfect! Just as I’d expect!


  “Ide!”


  Despite my sloppy form, I lifted the ball to right above Ide, who timed it perfectly with his natural athletic sense and assumed a spiking position.


  “All right! Take this!”


  Nice! This should be an easy point!


  “Hey, have you forgotten about me?”


  Smack!


  The ball landed on the court with a thud and bouncing noise.


  On our side, though.


  “Oh, come on Torisawaikemen! Do you really have to stand out even in sports?”


  “Sorry about that. I’m not trying to stand out.”


  Ide stomped on the ground in frustration after landing. Torisawa relaxed his blocking stance and smiled.


  Hey…


  Weren’t his shoulders even higher than the net when he jumped?


  “Oh, I forgot to mention this to you, but…”


  Torisawa grinned happily as he returned my gaze.


  “I played volleyball until sixth grade.”


  That’s…


  That’s not in any of my recordsdata!


  *


  The score was 12-6 after a few more runs.


  Our team was the one trailing.


  “Time out!”


  After informing the referee, I gathered everyone in the middle.


  “Man, aren’t they just too powerful?”


  Ide whined dejectedly, his hands in his jersey pockets.


  “There is clearly a difference in firepower. This isn’t any fun.”


  “Now, now. There’s still a chance for a comeback. We’re not even halfway yet, you know?”


  Tokiwa smiled wryly but reassuringly.


  Ide sighed in boredom. He hasn’t flaunted himself until now. Torisawa kept all of his attacks in check, and he’s not interested in either serving or receiving.


  Our team was in a foul mood.


  “As I suspected, having mixed-gender teams are absurd. If we’re targeted by spikes, there’s nothing we can do. And besides, they seem to have four men over there…”


  “Hey, Ide, did you say something?”


  “Oh, uh, n-no?”


  “Take a look at yourself.”


  Ooh, they’ve got a good thing going on. I’ve always thought it was important for chatty characters to have a few slips of the tongue.


  Aside from that… Ide’s words most likely represented the feelings of the rest of us. Our girls who had been repeatedly targeted, were clearly expressing their feelings of “I don’t want to do it anymore” on their faces.


  Even if we ignore the fact that Torisawa was an outlier, our team isn’t particularly weak in terms of potential. Tokiwa’s ability is worth two people, and despite appearances, Ide was showing some quick reflexes.


  The problem was that the girls couldn’t move. All three were too reserved or overwhelmed to show their true potential.


  But the opposing team appeared to have clearly defined roles for each player, with no hesitation in their movements. With Koizumi-san in charge of the offense and Torisawa in charge of the defense, their haphazardly assembled team became a force to be reckoned with.


  As one would expect from a former sports club captain. It takes a lot of skill to work out those details in such a short strategy meeting before the game.


  However.


  “Everyone, pay attention.”


  The opponent’s formation is still a mess.


  They’re just a ragtag team, like a hurriedly assembled papier-mâché, without basic informationdata on each person’s ability, personality, character, and behavioral tendencies.


  “It’s time to take things seriously. I’ll tell you the strategy right now. First…”


  Meanwhile, our side has all of that.


  To put it another way…


  “Okay, we got this. Don’t worry, we’re more than capable!”


  It’s an impeccable division of labor, so much so that the other side is hardly worth considering!


  A serve from the opponent flew toward us.


  “Tokiwa!”


  “Leave it to me!”


  “…Huh?”


  Koizumi-san let out an audible exclamation.


  Not surprisingly.


  Tokiwa was now our sole receiver.


  His athletic ability is among the best in our class.


  He has a natural athleticism, a well-balanced body, and an excellent physique. That’s why he was assigned to the position of small forward on the basketball team, which requires the most versatility.


  Something akin to an amateur’s shakily controlled spike? He’s competent enough to handle it on his own.


  So, he really needs to be left alone to deal with it with no unnecessary interruptions.


  “Hup!”


  The ball rose near the center with reasonable speed.


  “Nishino-san!”


  “…!”


  It was left to Nishino-san, our newly appointed setter, rather than me.


  She quickly and calmly stopped the ball’s momentum. The ball drifted up to an optimal position, much like a balloon.


  Excellent work. That’s what I call skill.


  Koizumi-san gritted her teeth as she faced me.


  “So you knew Miku used to be a member of the volleyball club…!”


  “Of course.”


  Don’t underestimate my Tomodachi Note.


  I figured out which clubs everyone in our class belonged to in their middle school.


  “Here it is!”


  Ide swiftly spiked the ball into the opposing side.


  “Yeah!!’


  The audience exclaimed, “Ooh!” as Ide struck a winning pose as if victory was assured.


  After all, he was never able to land a comfortable hit as a result of my tosses. It must feel great for him to be free of that frustration.


  “Hey, that was pretty awesome, wasn’t it?!”


  “It was perfect!”


  “Ooh, nice. Nice~!”


  Tokiwa and I ran up and gave Ide high fives.


  He then turned around and motioned for the girls to come over for high fives.


  “You, too, Nishino-san! High five!”


  “Uh, yeah. N-nice spike!”


  “Yeah, thanks!”


  Nishino-san remained perplexed but returned Ide’s high five.
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  Based on Ide’s personality, allowing him to make one cool shot will boost his motivation from there. He was a former member of the baseball team and was known as its number two hitter.


  He’ll receive the ball with his nimble movements no matter where he is as long as he’s feeling positive.


  Furthermore, Ide has a significant impact on the environment. Although he always appears ineffective, if he gets into the right mood, as he is now, he can instantly liven things up.


  This is what it means to have the right person in the right place.


  That’s the essence of “Data Volleyball.” Taking full advantage of what the personcharacter offers.


  “Tch. Hey, why didn’t you do this sooner?”


  Koizumi-san was twisting her face in disgust on the other side of the net.


  “The gap would not have grown this large if you had decided on and executed a proper strategy from the start. Why’s it only now?”


  “That’s quite obvious.”


  I confidently grinned back at her.


  “After all, in a game like this, coming back from a tricky situation is more interesting.”


  Koizumi-san’s mouth hung open for a moment, stunned.


  She then burst out laughing.


  “…Ha-ha-ha, you have a lot of guts, I’ll give you that. I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but you’re insane.”


  “Tee-hee. This is the strength of a real team. Have you realized it yet?”


  “You did nothing.”


  “Yeah, you’re right.”


  ProtagonistsI simply thrive off the power of otherspeople!


  

  * * *


  The gap between the two teams quickly closed after that.


  Since scoring that one point, our synergy had greatly improved, and we were making far fewer mistakes than we were initially.


  The other team’s attacks were as intense as ever, but this was only with their initial three-player frontcourt lineup. When their backcourt switched to the front, their attack power plummeted, and our team was able to consistently score more points.


  Moreover, they were completely taken in by our counterstrategy—supervised by Uenohara-san—and the buffs and debuffs I used to boost the morale of my allies and weaken our opponents worked flawlessly.


  The score was 22-20 before we knew it.


  “Damn, they closed the gap in an instant!” “What a thrilling development!” “Hey, Torisawa is insanely talented, so why isn’t he in the Volleyball Club?” “Surprisingly, Ide can move quite well. That’s hilarious!” “Izumi! Don’t let up! Show them what the Handball Club is made of!”


  The audience was basically on fire, and the excitement was palpable.


  I wonder if Kiyosato-san is watching. Maybe she’ll say, “Nagasaka-kun can also play sports, how charming!” Nah, who am I kidding? Where is she anyway?


  I looked around the gym, but there was no sign of her.


  That’s strange because she was just here a minute ago. Did she go to get a drink or something?


  “Class rep.”


  The worthy opponent in front of my eyes called out to me.


  Oops, the match is still going on. I need to pull myself together.


  “The fact that you’re nothing special hasn’t changed, but… I’ll give you credit for your ability to organize a team. Also, for the way you rile up others.”


  “Back at you, Koizumi-san. You weren’t quite this animated in class, you know?”


  “That’s because I couldn’t see the point. Didn’t I tell you?”


  Koizumi-san snickered.


  “…If it involves people who can get this lively, I’m all in. After all, I enjoy it.”


  Hearing those words, I was confident that the event would be a success.


  There’s no way I can lose.


  My goals for this event were to create a sense of unity within the class and to persuade Koizumi-san and the rest of the Sports Club members that our class isn’t so bad.


  The outcome of the match is irrelevant.


  The penalty doesn’t matter.


  In my opinion, the Event has been successful.


  “Crap, I touched it!”


  The ball sailed past Tokiwa’s block and was about to go out of bounds.


  “No problem, leave it to me!”


  Ide reached for the ball just as it fell, demonstrating his quick footwork.


  He dove without any hesitation and awkwardly launched the ball into the air.


  Nishino-sanour setter was getting ready to set the ball.


  I was the only one in position to hit a spike.


  Excellent timing.


  “Class rep!”


  Nishino-san tossed the ball in my direction.


  I can do it.


  With that conviction in mind, I started my approach.


  Uenohara had taught me two tricks on spiking that day.


  The first is the step-in.


  At the last second, the knees and thighs absorb the horizontal force generated by the approach and explosively redirect it upward.


  Another trick is to bend your body.


  If an amateur attempts to hit the ball using only the force of their arm, they’ll strike with the tip of their hand, resulting in significantly reduced power.


  That’s why you swing with your whole body, as if it’s a spring. The backward-bent body contracts all at once, like a bow releasing an arrow, and the force is applied directly to the ball. The arm should be used only for aiming.


  I practiced it numerous times.


  It’ll be used to deliver the knockout blow at a crucial moment.


  I thought that if I’m prepared, I won’t fail.


  The world appeared to move slowly.


  Everyone’s movements were crystal clear.


  I can do it.


  I’ll settle things for sure.


  Or at least I was supposed to.


  “Huh?!”


  For some reason.


  There’s a ball.


  At my feet.


  “Ow!”


  I tried to force myself to decelerate, but I lost my footing and had to slide as hard as I could on my buttocks.


  “Ow ow ow ow…!”


  Ow, my butt’s on fire!


  After a while of having my underside grated, I finally came to a stop and fell to the floor.


  “Hey, class rep!”


  Holy crap, that was dangerous!


  I was so close to stepping on the ball and taking a huge fall!


  “You okay?!”


  Tokiwa was rushing over to me in a panic.


  “I guess so… Except for my butt, I’m fine…”


  I responded faintly, clutching my thumping heart.


  I’m wondering if it’s okay. It didn’t break in two, did it?


  A-Anyway, let’s try to reassure everyone with the usual idiocy before the mood dissipates. Yup, let’s do that—


  “Wow, that’s so lame. He just tumbled.”


  Scornful laughter could be heard coming from the gym’s entrance.


  “Hey, Katsunuma! What the hell are you doing?”


  Koizumi-san yelled angrily.


  Huh? What is it? What’s going on?


  Wait. Why are the Katsunuma Group members even here?


  “Didn’t you throw the ball here?! You realize how dangerous it can be?!”


  Oh no. It can’t be. No way.


  “Oh, you’re so annoying. That was purely coincidental.”


  I turned to look at Katsunuma, perplexed.


  A frowning Katsunuma brushed her hair back in annoyance.


  “That couldn’t have happened by chance…!”


  “Tch. Look, he didn’t end up stepping on it. So, what’s your problem?”


  Katsunuma averted her gaze, her mouth twisting into a smile.


  “Seriously, what are you so worked up about? Are you upset because I ruined your fun? Aren’t you all a little creepy?”


  “You little…!”


  Koizumi-san walked quickly toward Katsunuma as if she had completely lost her cool.


  No, stop! Wait! That kind of thing isn’t—


  “Ayumi!”


  The entire floor of the gymnasium shook.


  H-Huh?


  “That was unacceptable. Apologize. Right now.”


  Tokiwa?! Was that Tokiwa?!


  I got up quickly.


  Possibly taken aback by Tokiwa’s sudden action, Koizumi-san came to a halt and turned to look.


  Tokiwa opened his mouth in the unexpectedly quiet gymnasium, with a stern expression that bore no resemblance to his usual relaxed demeanor.


  I noticed Katsunuma’s body trembling.


  “Ei─”


  “Even if it was just a coincidence, what’s bad is bad. Apologize.”


  “…!”


  “If he had tripped over it and hurt himself… that would have been a disaster.”


  “…”


  “Ayumi!”


  “…Shut the hell up! As if I care, idiot! Just drop dead!”


  Katsunuma kicked the nearby wall as hard as she could before turning on her heel.


  “Hey, Ayumi?! Where are you going? What about your attendance?!” “Ahh, this is ridiculous.” “Jun, wasn’t it you who brought the ball?” “Hey, I never said anything about throwing it.” “Don’t we look like the bad guys here?” “Whoa, this sucks…”


  Katsunuma slipped away, leaving her group in a state of bewilderment.


  Ah…


  Why did it have to come to this?


  “Ugh… that girl’s attitude really irritates me…!”


  Koizumi-san slapped her thighs because she had nowhere else to vent her rage.


  “Guys! Sorry about that!”


  Tokiwa turned around this time to face everyone, then bowed his head with all his might.


  “Huh? What are you apologizing for?”


  An irritated Koizumi-san glared at Tokiwa.


  “You see… Ayumi and I have known each other for quite some time.”


  Tokiwa spoke in his usual tone, with his head still down.


  However, I was the only one who noticed it while sitting on the floor.


  “She’s not a bad person at all. She truly isn’t. So please… don’t despise her.”


  Tokiwa’s facial expression was more pained than usual.


  *


  “Damn, I screwed up.”


  We’re in Conference Room M for the day’s debriefing session.


  I clenched my fists and placed them on top of the desk.


  The “Volleyball Battle Event” itself had been a resounding success. Even though the match ended ambiguously, the event’s goal was met.


  However, what happened at the end created a different type of bad atmosphere.


  “…What makes you think that, Kouhei? You didn’t appear to be at fault this time.”


  Uenohara spoke in a flat tone devoid of emotion.


  “I devoted far too much time to the event. I intended to finish it before Katsunuma and the others returned, but…”


  “She simply returned earlier than expected, correct? It couldn’t be helped.”


  No, even if that were the case… if Katsunuma showed up, she’d do something, so I should have been more aware of the pitfalls and prepared for it.


  Uenohara sighed as she saw me in such a helpless state.


  “I’m not sure I understand why you’re so down. Katsunuma-san was entirely to blame for what happened this time. Also, the event was a success, so what’s the problem?”


  Uenohara casually presented a sound argument.


  Almost everyone on the scene, including the Sports Club Group, believed Katsunuma had gone too far, and I even heard a few people express their displeasure with her and her behavior toward me.


  Even those in the Katsunuma faction, such as Ide, seemed irritated, collectively deciding she was wrong and refusing to back her up.


  “That’s not the concern. The problem is that an environment has developed in which it’s acceptable to downvote Katsunuma. Didn’t I tell you before? Under the Plan, it’s unacceptable to attack and exclude someone.


  “…You have a valid point.”


  “I know it’s her fault. I’m not going to deny it. But, because it ended up having such a negative impact on the Plan, it’s still a failure on my part.”


  “…”


  Uenohara spoke after a deep sigh.


  “If that’s the case, you should devote your efforts to improving the situation. Instead of lamenting your mistakes, examine them and plan for what comes next. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be?”


  “…That’s true. You’re right.”


  I came to my senses.


  Damn it. What was I getting so stressed about? Why am I wasting my time? If you have time for regrets, you piece of garbage, get moving!


  I slapped my cheeks and turned to face Uenohara.


  “…Sorry for wasting your time right now. It’s exactly as you say, Uenohara. I should have gotten back on track and planned the next step right away.”


  “That is, indeed, the sensible approach.”


  Uenohara stood up from her seat after saying that.


  “I’m going to get some dessert. Kouhei, how about you? What do you want?”


  “Hmm, okay… apple pie then.”


  “Roger that.”


  Uenohara then walked over to the cash register.


  That, to be honest, is quite unusual.


  To think Uenohara would be the one to offer something.


  *


  We started over after adding a few sweets to the mix.


  “As I suspected, there appears to be a key in Tokiwa and Katsunuma’s past.”


  “Meaning?”


  “When Katsunuma intervened, Tokiwa appeared unusually serious. Or, more accurately, he appeared to be at his wit’s end. Normally, he’s the type of person who would intervene in a calm, gentle manner, but for him to raise his voice and lower his head to everyone… Well, it could have been due to something that happened between them in the past.”


  In reality, there was also a fear of someone being injured, so that wasn’t necessarily the only reason for the fleeting change in his demeanor.


  “I see…”


  Uenohara hummed thoughtfully before turning back to face me.


  “According to my research, the two of them didn’t appear to be that close in the third year of middle school, even though they were in the same class.”


  “Huh? Seriously?”


  So they weren’t any closer than they are now? And they weren’t even acquainted?


  “It appears that they were avoiding each other. They, for example, tried to keep their conversation to a bare minimum.”


  Hmm…?


  So, what’s the deal with the sudden change in high school? There was a lot of enthusiasm from the get-go, at least on Katsunuma’s end.


  He’s always been on her mind, but she’s never struck up a conversation with him, so now that they’re in high school, she’s taken the chance. There’s no way this is a typical situation. It doesn’t explain why Tokiwa had been avoiding her.


  “If it’s not just a case of ‘not being involved with each other,’ but of ‘avoiding,’ doesn’t that imply there was trouble in the past?”


  “I was thinking something similar myself. Maybe she’s his ex-girlfriend or something. But…”


  Uenohara crossed her arms.


  “Tokiwa-kun appears to have been dating his middle school senpai since the second year and till graduation. There didn’t seem to be any romance with Katsunuma-san.”


  So his ex-girlfriend was a senpai, huh? I knew he had a girlfriend, but I had no idea she was his senior…


  “What about her clashing with the senpai over Tokiwa?”


  “I’m not sure about it. Katsunuma-san didn’t seem to be the kind to draw attention to herself, therefore little info about her is available.”


  Oh…? That’s another piece of information that’s evolved since then, huh?


  “It seems that she didn’t fit in at all in class. She must have transferred in during her second year of middle school.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Her local middle school had closed, so she attended Shinonami midway.”


  So, her house is in the remote countryside. It’s now part of Kyougoku-shi, but I believe it was just a village called Shimoisoshiki until about 10 years ago. Her local middle school must have merged with Shinonami.


  Still…


  “Could that be the source of her animosity toward losers?”


  “It’s possible.”


  Uenohara nodded her head.


  She used to be in a loser’s position, which is why her relationship with Tokiwa didn’t work out. That’s why, in high school, she’s working to make sure that doesn’t happen… Something along those lines, I suppose?


  “So far, I’ve only found this info. But it’s all based on rumors.”


  “No, that was more than enough. Thank you.”


  I think we’re getting a sense of Katsunuma’s outline. If we keep digging, we might discover the truth.


  After some deliberation, I decided on a course of action.


  “…Now that we’ve gotten a hint, I’m going to look into Katsunuma more thoroughly. In any case, launching a new event under the current circumstances is too risky.”


  I really wanted to extend the spirit from today to the non-sports clubs, but unfortunately, it didn’t come to fruition. I’ll probably just use the Volunteer Cleanup Activity as an event for that.


  “I’m going to try to look at it from a different perspective. Social networking sites and hidden bulletin boards, if they exist, would be excellent sources of info. Please continue to investigate her friends, Uenohara.”


  “That’s fine with me, but it’s possible that I won’t be able to gather any additional key information.”


  “No, you must change your approach. Rather than learning about Tokiwa and Katsunuma, consider which high schools Shinonami Middle School graduates have attended. Especially the ex-girlfriend.”


  “I see. That method, huh? Got it.”


  Uenohara nodded her head in approval as if she understood my intentions right away.


  We ended the day’s meeting in this manner, with the two of us sharing our planned courses of action.


  Anyway, time to get moving and gather info.


  After that I also need to work quickly to reach an agreement or truce with Katsunuma before the embers left behind after today’s Event become a raging inferno.


  Backstage 2 – Mislead II


  What on earth is she planning?


  I sighed as I sat on my bed.


  Mei leaving the area in the middle of the event can be interpreted as her encouraging Katsunuma-san’s actions. However, regardless of how you look at it, Katsunuma-san’s interruption was exaggerated.


  That method would be detrimental only to the class. Even if it was meant to discourage Kouhei’s plans, there were probably many better ways to go about it.


  “…Was it also unexpected for Mei?”


  Katsunuma-san isn’t the type to work as a balancer. She’s far too potent a drug to be used to achieve peace or stability, let alone incite antagonistic attacks.


  Her behavior, which had been under control until now, may have recently deviated from Mei’s expectations.


  “If that’s the case, what will be her next move…?”


  If Mei wants the class to be stable, the current situation must be unfavorable. If that’s the case, she’s bound to make a move to improve it.


  However, I can’t imagine Mei mediating openly.


  She has always been hesitant to take center stage in the past. Even when she could have solved the problem by stepping up, she never took an active role and instead tried to deal with it by moving someone else behind the scenes.


  She could probably put everything together excellently with her abilities… but that’s the one thing she stubbornly refuses to do.


  There might be a hint of her true intentions if I try to look closer, but… no, let’s put that aside for the time being. Thinking about it now is unlikely to yield any results.


  Whatever the case may be, her next move will most likely be to focus on someone who can change the situation and try to influence their actions so it benefits her.


  Katsunuma can no longer be used since she’s now the source of the strife.


  So if Mei had to pick someone…


  “…She might try something on Kouhei.”


  A repeat of that time at the row of cherry blossom trees…


  All right. I’ll make it a habit to check Kouhei’s location info regularly.


  If he ever appears to act differently than usual, then…


  Chapter 3 – Who Decided That All of the Foreshadowing Was True?


  It was early afternoon, and the sound of rain could be heard.


  “I see, I see. So the basketball club’s looking good again this year.”


  “Looks like it. We have Class 6’s Misato, as well as Class 7’s Fumiya. And wasn’t Class 4’s Tokiwa a prefectural tournament MVP? There are also rumors that Enoki, the club adviser, is taking things more seriously than usual.”


  “Whoa, I had no idea Tokiwa was an MVP.”


  “Apparently he was. Shinonami Middle School has a competitive athletic department. I’ve heard that having something like that is good for school records. And our school is very lenient when it comes to the basketball club. I’m envious that they let him off the hook despite his low grades.”


  “Ah, about that—”


  “Oh, someone called, gotta go. See ya.”


  “Sure, see ya.”


  The majority of the students have finished their lunch, and the lunch break is about halfway through.


  As I stood in front of a vending machine while trying to look like I was waiting in line to buy a drink, I constantly engaged in conversation with any familiar faces passing by. Mainly those members of the “Saotome Folk.”


  The vending machine is on the first floor, along an open-air hallway, and is close to the school cafeteria and store, so there’s a lot of foot traffic. If the goal is not to conduct a Face-to-Face Investigation on a specific individual but to gather information from many people at random, then it’s efficient to utilize an area like this and wait for people you know to pass by.


  In particular, I’d like to learn everything I can about Tokiwa and the others. Even if you can’t pursue a firsthand story of the past, it might be possible to make it out from the club activities or other perspectives.


  After noting down the contents of the latest conversation on my smartphone, I reviewed the current information.


  As expected, social media provided me with a wealth of information. I had assumed based on the school’s reputation they posted many things on Twitter or Instagram, and was proven right. The contents are exaggerated, and the texts are sometimes difficult to read because they are overly decorated, but if we put together the more fact-like information…


  1. Tokiwa’s senpai-girlfriend was a member of a local delinquent group, and wasn’t well-behaved.


  2. The senpai-girlfriend was the one who confessed and was also the one to dump him.


  3. Katsunuma has changed compared to when she first transferred—she hadn’t been the type to actively seek leadership.


  4. Katsunuma interacted primarily with Tokiwa right after transferring, but at some point, contact with him suddenly became less frequent.


  5. Some people saw Katsunuma and the senpai-girlfriend conversing in the back of the junior high school building.


  That’s roughly it.


  It seems to me that as expected, there’s no mistaking there was some kind of disagreement between Katsunuma and the senpai-girlfriend relating to Tokiwa.


  It would be reasonable to assume that the impact of that disagreement created a fissure in the relationship between Tokiwa and Katsunuma, and even shifted Katsunuma’s attitude and stance. Timing-wise, they’re also almost coincidental.


  Especially noticeable is Katsunuma’s transformation. I caught a single glimpse of her at the end of a TikTok video, and she had short, black hair as if she was a completely different person.


  Well, the tough impression was still there.


  At this point, it might be a good idea to ask Tokiwa himself.


  Any content beyond this could be known only by those involved. Since it’s effectively impossible to ask Katsunuma, the fastest way would be talking to the other related party, Tokiwa.


  But for Tokiwa, it would be a sensitive topic that involves his ex-girlfriend. It’s hard to say if he’ll talk to me, but his heart is certainly in pain about the troubles relating to Katsunuma, and he might be willing to lend a hand if it helps improve the situation.


  All right, now that I’ve decided, I must make an appointment as soon as possible—


  “Hey there, Nagasaka-kun.”


  When I heard my name called, I turned around.


  “…Kiyosato-san?”


  It was the Main Heroine, making small waves with her hand near her chest.


  There didn’t seem to be anyone else around, and she appeared to be alone.


  “Did you come to buy a drink as well, Kiyosato-san?”


  “I’m a bit thirsty.”


  Saying this, she lined up beside me, and while placing her index finger to her chin, let out a troubled voice.


  “Hmm, should I have coffee or tea…?”


  “The new peach-flavored mineral water tasted great. It was invigorating.”


  “Oh, really? But I don’t want to risk something new and then be disappointed.”


  She deliberated for a moment, tapping her chin with her finger, before pressing the button for black coffee.


  The can was ejected into the slot with a clang, and Kiyosato knelt and crouched down to grab it.


  “Here is the safe and usual taste of the West Coast.”


  “You like coffee a lot, don’t you? And it’s always black.”


  Kiyosato-san isn’t a big fan of soft drinks. But it’s not like she dislikes them. She just buys green tea or black coffee most of the time. It’s the polar opposite of a junkie who craves sugar in everything they consume.


  “I’m trying to avoid soft drinks as much as possible. After all, I’m already an adult!”


  She made a smug face as she crossed her arms.


  O-oh, because you’re an adult… You are, indeed, rather adult-like in some areas…


  Kiyosato-san opened the can lid as I was bringing a plastic bottle to my mouth and glancing sideways at a particular section of her body.


  “That reminds me.”


  She spoke as she leaned back against a nearby wall.


  “Nagasaka-kun, you sure know a lot of people.”


  “…Huh?”


  “I mean, I saw you talking to someone from another class earlier.”


  “Mm-hmm…”


  Ugh, so she was already watching me by then, huh? Well, not that it was a conversation that would become an issue if it was overheard, though…


  “After all, as a class rep, I get involved with other classes from time to time. In addition to doing odd jobs here and there.”


  “Haha, you seem to be doing work in a lot of places. Just like a handyman.”


  Generally, it’s just a consequence of gathering information or outsourcing tangled records.


  Kiyosato-san nodded and sipped her coffee.


  “But that just goes to show how much people trust you. You get along well with everyone in the class.”


  “No way, Kiyosato-san, I’m nowhere near your level. I mean, it’s a lot different with just one class.”


  Kiyosato-san mumbled “Ah…” and giggled awkwardly.


  “About that, I’m certain that there’s some kind of misunderstanding.”


  “Misunderstanding?”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  Before taking another sip of coffee, Kiyosato-san gently tucked a strand of hair in front of her eyes behind her right ear.


  “Ayumi’s genuinely nice and friendly. She’s just bad at expressing it.”


  “Huh…?”


  Katsunuma is…?


  I’ve heard the term “worrywart” from Tokiwa, but I don’t get the impression that she’s nice. Don’t you think it’s not like that when you deal with your group’s relatives?


  I probed, intrigued.


  “By the way, what do you think’s the reason for the misunderstanding…?”


  Kiyosato-san then glanced around before she answered in a rather small voice.


  “I’m a little bit concerned about Tokiwa-kun.”


  I was taken aback when she mentioned the name of the person at the center of the controversy.


  Don’t tell me you know something about their relationship, Kiyosato-san?


  “Wh-what exactly do you mean?”


  I was so taken with the unexpected turn of events I couldn’t help but interrupt.


  Kiyosato-san didn’t respond right away, instead looking at her watch.


  “…I’m sorry, but discussing it may take some time. Can we do it some other time, after club activities, maybe?”


  “Eh?”


  N-no way. Is this the invitation to the “Secret Talk Event”?! What a romantic come… No, wait a minute, don’t get too carried away, you stupid asshole.


  That’s not what the invitation was about in the first place. It’s about Tokiwa and Katsunuma. There’s no way a romantic comedy scene with Kiyosato-san is going to happen.


  “How about it?”


  “Yeah… all right.”


  I’m supposed to meet with Uenohara after school in Conference Room “M.” But it need not be in person—a conference call in the evening would suffice. More important, this matter takes precedence.


  “And also…”


  Kiyosato-san suddenly approached me and caught me off guard. We were so close that one small movement would cause our bodies to make contact.


  Her beautiful, deep eyes drew my gaze as the soapy scent made my head swirl.


  “Don’t tell anyone else about it because it’s a private matter, okay?”


  She then made an “Shh” gesture and chuckled.


  A-a new 2D pose! Aah, cutie… I weally wuv it…


  Kiyosato-san smiled at me again and walked right past me, still dazed.


  “Well then, I’ll see you later!”


  She exited the scene, waving her hand as she turned around.


  At that moment, I realized.


  Kiyosato-san hasn’t smelled like cherry blossoms in a while.


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      After school.


      I was waiting for Kiyosato-san’s arrival at Natural Glass, a chic restaurant about a 15-minute walk from the school. It was the same place we used for the after-party of the cheer practice. It was a long-established restaurant famous for its stylish appearance like a hideout café and Western-style cuisine using plenty of fresh vegetables. The taste and atmosphere were both perfect.


      It was one of the top ranking places in the “Popular with Girls’” category of the Spot Note. However, the price range was quite expensive for high school students’ wallets, so it also serves as a secret meeting spot with low probability of bumping into other Kyou Nishi students despite its proximity to the school.


      In the back private room, I flipped through the light novel.


      Hmm, there were lots of good rom coms with twisted character settings these days. The Sekaikei genre boy-meets-girl is also reviving…Wish, request… I wish there’s a big bowl of ramen set…


      [TN: Sekaikei: https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/SekaikeiGenre ;  The wish and request might be Hiyori-chan’s Request is Absolute reference.]


      When I checked the clock on the wall, it was almost time for off school. The sky outside was pretty dark too. Usually, the tennis club should have finished practicing by now.


      That said, I haven’t been able to go to a Going Home event with Kiyosasto-san lately. Her schedule in the evenings had become a little fuzzy.


      Ah, so that’s why she suggested meeting here? At first, I proposed meeting at the school gate, but—


      “What if it rains? It might take a while, so let’s meet at the place we had the after-party last time,” was what she said.


      So I decided to go ahead and wait while enjoying an elegant caffeine buffet. Really, she’s so attentive to detail, as expected of my archangel.


      Brrr, my phone vibrated.


      Speaking of the devil?


      [What’s wrong.]


      Nope, it’s Uenohara. She replied to my rescheduling notice.


      Hmm, should I tell her…? I mean, Kiyosato-san made me promise secrecy…


      After a thought, I replied, [I’m doing Patrol Investigation]


      As long as there is a nondisclosure agreement, I cannot tell the source of the story, even if it is Uenohara. The informant’s wishes should be respected. That’s an unbreakable rule of Investigations.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting!”


      A cute, clear voice carried through the restaurant. Kiyosato-san was in a ponytail today.


      “The cleaning up took longer than usual today.”


      She brushed the raindrops off her shoulders and set down the wet plastic umbrella in the corner.


      “Phew…” She blew out before finally settling down.


      Hm, she looked like she hurried here.


      “Did you wait long?”


      “Ah, um, I just got here… No, not really.”


      Damit, I automatically replied with a rom com template!


      “Ahaha, what’s with that response!” she laughed.


      To hide my embarrassment, I cleared my throat.


      Her giggle went on until a waitress came to pick up orders.


      “No need to worry, actually. I was reading.”


      “No, no, I can’t do that. You’ll be home late, won’t you?”


      Whaaa, really!! Is she an angel?! She must have been tired from playing tennis, how can you be this nice? How?


      The ordered iced coffee arrived. Kiyosato-san drank a third of it in one gulp, then took a breath and began.


      “So, to the topic.” She brushed her hair over her right ear. I took a deep breath. “You know that Tokiwa-kun and Ayumi were in the same class in middle school?”


      “Right. I heard that from Tokiwa.”


      “And that they were childhood friends?”


      

“Heh…?”


      I unintentionally let out a dumbfounded expression.


      Wait.  What do you mean? There’s a new “Character Setting” I haven’t heard of?


      She giggled. “So you don’t know.”


      “Ah, yeah, that’s unexpected.”


      Phew, I quickly composed myself.


      If they were childhood friends going all the way back to middle school… then why has neither of them acted like one?


      I ran my eyes around the store.


      “Wait. Didn’t when we were here last time, Tokiwa admitted that he had a childhood friend…?”


      “Hmm, Nagasaka-kun, you have a good memory. But yeah, I asked him right out immediately after, that’s how I knew.”


      Hoh, so it was back then! I was so focused on establishing my “Childhood Friend” that I hadn’t been paying attention… Note that, note that.


      But if so, that begs the question. “But I don’t think they live close together? How did they get to know each other?”


      From my info, Tokiwa lives in the basin area next to Shinonami Junior High,  while Katsunuma is far off to the southern mountain area. It’s improbable that they live in the same neighborhood.


      “It seems like the Tokiwa family moved when he was in elementary school.”


      Oh, so that’s how it is, they came down from the countryside to the basin. 


      That said, Kiyosato-san sure knew a lot. I don’t see her interacting much in the class, but it seems that she got along quite well with Katsunuma.


      “So, how does them being childhood friends come into play?”


      “Well, in order. First… it seemed that Tokiwa-kun went out with an upperclassman back in middle school, that’s what I’ve heard.”


      Hm, so that’s also relevant too…


      “That girl was in one of the local gangs and got into trouble at school quite regularly.”


      “Hmm…”


      “By being with her, Tokiwa-kun sometimes got dragged into trouble too.”


      That’s new information. I would love to know more about the specifics… but I suppose this wasn’t the place.


      “I heard that he had a soft spot for people since he was young. He found it hard to refuse her, I heard.”


      That’s possible, the trait matched the data I have.


      “When Ayumi heard of this, she went straight to business. ‘Don’t drag him into this,’ she said.”


      I drew in a sharp breath.


      Whoah…


      She sure got guts.


      “Tokiwa-kun has been a promising basketball player since around then, he might got suspended if anything serious happened.”


      So Katsunuma did that for Tokiwa’s sake. I see, so that’s what Kiyosato-san meant when she said she was “caring.”


      “Anyway, they had a bargain. The girlfriend won’t drag Tokiwa-kun into trouble anymore, in exchange for Ayumi not interfering with them.”


      “Huh?”


      How selfish of that gal! She was just afraid that the caring childhood friend would take away her boyfriend wasn’t she!


      “Ayumi knew that Tokiwa-kun was serious about the relationship, so for his sake too, she agreed to the deal.”


      Tch…


      “But that girl wasn’t satisfied. She then spread bad rumors about Ayumi and she became a loner.”


      “That’s…!”


      This is why I hate delinquents! That’s definitely an overkill!


      She took the glass in both hands and continued.


      “Despite everything, she dumped Tokiwa-kun when she was graduating, telling him he wasn’t needed anymore.”


      Wow, that’s the worst.


      That must have been tough on Tokiwa himself, not to mention Katsunuma seeing that all she did was for naught.


      “That’s why she regrets it. She thinks that she should have kept an eye on him from the beginning, and hence the reactions she’s showing now.”


      Wait, wait, wait. Isn’t Katsunuma actually a really good fella?! Ahh! I should have checked more information!!


      Having said that much, Kiyosato-san slowly sipped her coffee.


      With this piece, I could pretty much see the whole picture. This explained why she was so hostile towards Uenohara and attacked Anayama the other day. She saw us as a threat she must protect Tokiwa from.


      In any case, Katsunuma was desperate to protect her precious childhood friend. While her means was aggressive, she had good intentions at heart.


      Besides, I saw a newfound rom com aptitude for her. If anything, she’s the ultimate template “childhood friend.”


      “So,” Kiyosato-san brought the topic back to me. “I don’t want you to misunderstand her. She isn’t doing this to you out of spite.”


      Her eyes narrowed into a soft smile. 


      “Actually, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I had a feeling that by having Ayano as your childhood friend, you might understand her.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Needless to say, I won’t disapprove of Katsunuma’s actions.


      There was no way I would disapprove of such a perfect rom com!


      “I think Ayumi saw his ex in you, I think. That girl was also active, the type who made people do things.” Saying this, she suddenly became flustered and waved her hand violently. “Of course! I’m not saying that Nagasaka-kun’s a delinquent or anything!”


      I nodded.


      She patted her chest in relief and continued. 


      “She was convinced that you’re up to something nasty. I tried to tell her otherwise…she won’t listen.” She looked at me painfully. “But what she did at the volleyball match was uncalled for. I tried to stop her but I failed… Sorry.”


      So that’s where she went during the game. So that Katsunuma won’t bump into us…


      “I’ll try better next time. And I’ll need your help too, Nagasaka-kun, don’t do anything to provoke Ayumi,” she ended.


      Then, wistfully yet sadly, she said, “Can’t we go on like usual? Live by the ordinary. That’s what I think.”


      I kept my eyes down and remained silent.


      Go on like usual. Live by the ordinary.


      That would mean suspending the Project. Any more of this and I’d put Katsunuma on high alert, the conflict would escalate.


      Besides, if I want to respect her feelings as a childhood friend…


      Maybe I should consider reassessing my stance at this moment.


      “Will you promise me?”


      I was about to answer her when—


      Brr, brr, brr, brr.


      “A second, sorry.”


      RINE? No, this pattern… Uenohara Emergency? I smoothly opened the phone and red under the table.


      It was Uenohara. 


      [Stay true to yourself.]


      What kind of emergency is this…?


      The content of the message was my policy as the “Main Character.” But what does it have to do now?


      “Who’s it from?” Kiyosato-san asked.


      “Ahh, um, a moment.” 


      I bought time and ran my thoughts.


      –Think about it. With Katsunuma’s newfound rom com potential, then there are means to come to an understanding. As of now, her lack of rom com aptitude influences the class as a whole. In other words, If only I could eliminate her concerns, then there would be no reason for us to fight.


      With all considered, instead of trying to maintain the status quo, I could go forward with the Project. Or perhaps I could say that going forward is the best choice there is.


      “Thank you for sharing your thoughts with me. I understand your concern now.”


      “Well, then”


      “It doesn’t sit right with me for you to deal with all of this. I’ll do what I think is best. Maybe there’s a way to clear all this up right good.”


      “I see…”


      Kiyosato-san choked on her words for a moment before quickly scanning the room. Then her piercing gaze stopped at the window.


      Hm? What’s it?


      I looked outside as well, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. It was the usual rainy evening traffic outside.


      “Sorry for taking your time, that’s all for me.”


      “Uh, yeah.”


      She took a long drink at her glass before standing up.


      “Let’s go, it’s already dark outside.” She reached for the still dripping umbrella.


      “By the way, Kiyosato-san.”


      “Hm?”


      “I’m directly involved with the case, so I’d like to do something about it. But you aren’t, are you? Yet, why are you doing so much for me?”


      It was true that she was kind. That was exactly what caught my attention when I first met her. But what was the driving force behind her concern for others to such an extent?


      She stopped walking and turned around to face me. As she did so, the hair that she put over her right ear fell back into place.


      “I can’t stand doing nothing while seeing that people are hurting.” She brushed her hair back over her ear again. “I really can’t leave them like that…”

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      “That’s all the information I’ve been able to get. Considering the consistency with the other information, I think this hypothesis is the most likely one.”


      Immediately after returning home, I sat down at my desk and called Uenohara.


      –“That’s an astounding amount of investigation you’re putting in,” she commented.


      “If you’re praising me, feel free to use the word ‘amazing.’”


      From the earlier sentence, it feels like a diss instead…


      –“By the way, all of that by just Patrol Investigation?”


      “Actually, I got this from a source. Unexpected fortune, to say. Life’s about ups and downs.”


      Naturally, I omitted the part Kiyosato-san asked me to keep secret. Even before parting, she pressed me one more time, “Don’t tell Tokiwa-kun and others about this, ‘kay?”


      –“So you’re doing as proposed?”


      “Umm, about that.” I decided to tell ehr only the conclusion. “I’d rather seek the path of reconciliation more actively now that we have found a probable path of mutual understanding. If it goes well, the aptitude for group romantic comedy will improve at once, and even the Cleanup Volunteer may become an event in an ideal way.”


      I do feel bad for Kiyosato-san for her concern and advice, but if there’s a probability of a better outcome then I would take it. It has always been my rule to follow the template.


      –“So that was unneeded…” She muttered, “Wahh, Kouhei, you’re amazing.”


      “Enough with that monotone!”


      That didn’t sound like a praise at all.


      “On that note, don’t use the emergency message excessively. I don’t want The Shepherd Boy and The Wolf phenomenon to happen”


      –“You’re right, but I hate that it comes off your mouth.”


      Well, well, whatever, you win.


      I gulped down a glass of water.


      “That said, childhood friends do actually exist, huh? I had begun to think that it’s some kind of urban legend rom com writers come up with.”


      –“Of course there are. Rather, isn’t it uncommon to not have one.”


      “No, no. I mean the rom com childhood friends. Specifically, someone with attributes like your ‘Tsundere’ and such. It’s strange, I feel like I could forgive all her troublesome interventions.”


      Or was it “Tsungire”? There’s little to no “dere” in her anyway…


      [TN: “While a tsundere acts cold and hostile to keep people from noticing their soft side, a tsungire will act violently to achieve the same end.”]


      –“Hmm, like me…”


      “Ah, no! Yours is, of course, a ‘setting’!”


      –“…”


      Huh? She has no comeback to say?


      –“What you hear today… Maybe it’s safer if you don’t trust the source completely,” After a short pause, Uenohara continued.


      “Hm? Why?”


      –“Even if they are really childhood friends, it just fits too perfectly. All of that just to protect Tokiwa-kun? From what I know of her, there might be hidden motives…”


      That’s another valid take…


      “You’re saying there might be more to her?”


      –“I can’t believe she’s that pure… What you hear today might be one of her many motives, who knows? If she really wants the best for Tokiwa-kun, I think she could be less radical.”


      “Oh…?”


      That was what I had forgotten to consider about. My rom com brain was too busy celebrating her unexpected hidden romcom aptitude.


      –“It’s not like I have any evidence to back up, so for the moment, I think we can be optimistic…” she rambled on. Uenohara had now gone to contemplative mode, it seemed. “By the way, what did you talk about with Tokiwa-kun?”


      “I haven’t yet, this info came out first.”


      –“Then why not ask him? He should have known the most, considering that it involved him.”


      “Hmm—”


      Then I remember what Kiyosato-san said.


      —Ayumi, I think she’s been waiting to go home with Tokiwa-kun everyday. I’ve seen her waiting around the basketball club recently


      “No, I’ll pass on that. It’s pretty safe to assume that Tokiwa’s surroundings are monitored by Katsunuma. I’ve heard that she waits for him until the club practices are over.”


      –“I guess…”


      I’ve learnt my lesson the last time I got caught up by her surveillance, see how it turned out.


      “Let’s cross out talking with him at school. Maybe there’s still some hope if it’s the weekend.”


      There’s also social media and RINE if it actually comes to it, but Face-to-face Investigation is better suited for this kind of talk where a lot of information can be gathered from facial expressions, tone, and other incidental information.


      –“So, we’ll hold off until the weekend?”


      “I’m afraid so. Before that, there’s a deadline for the block requests…if things continue as they are now, it’s obvious that we’re going to get into trouble again.”


       I’d like to move to improve the situation as much as possible before then. I wonder if we can somehow tackle the issue from a different angle.


      “I might try to set up a Face-to-face Investigation around Ide and co. I’d like to know how they behave toward their group members.”


      Well, if I want to know how they behave toward their group members then the best person to ask would be their group members. With Ide, I could easily get information from him with leading questions— Ahem, I think Ide would answer honestly. 


      –“Hm. I think the Investigation itself isn’t bad, but can you get an appointment?”


      “If I aim for after club activities, I think there will be a high chance of catching him. I also have a student council inspection in place too, I’ll use that as camouflage.”


      I originally reserved it for my contact with Torisawa. Outsourcing work that I’m glad I did.


      –“What if Katsunuma-san knows about this? Someone might report to her.”


      “I’ll try to keep quiet. If I went in when she was busy with other things, it might work. In short, we will work to limit Katsunuma’s activities, and we will make the time of the investigation coincide with the time when Tokiwa goes home.”


      The light music club only practices once a week, and once they do, they do until the school closes. If we could pinpoint the time and location, it would be feasible.


      –“Hnn, okay then.” Uenohara gave her permission.
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      “Good, then let’s go with that. By the way, how’s the progress on your side?”


      –“On my end, I’ve narrowed down the list of people who were involved. Tokiwa-kun’s ex-girlfriend seems to be attending Kyougoku Commercial School.”


      “Hoh, nice.”


      That was a great step forward. Now that Uenohara locates her, there shouldn’t be much left to do. With this, we can easily verify the data.


      –“I’ll meet my contacts for more detail. I might as well get to do Face-to-face Investigation on that ex too.”


      Huh?


      “Wait, wait, why do that? From what I hear, she looks scary.”


      –“I’ll draw only one of them out, not going into their turf. I’ll make sure there are no repercussions.”


      “But…”


      –“The said contact is a big guy, so nothing reckless,” she assured, “I’ve learnt my lesson last time.”


      Oh, so it was a guy. I thought it was one of her girl acquaintances.


      –“Anyway, can we cancel the after school meetings for this week? It might take some time to lure her out.”


      “Of course.”


      Hmm, that guy was probably someone she knew when she was in track and field? And since she probably couldn’t enter their school, then the venue must be a cafe or the like…


      –“I’m not likely to be able to respond immediately in an emergency, so just watch out for trouble. Don’t push yourself.”


      “R-right…”


      –“Hey, are you listening properly?”


      “I’m listening. Don’t eat too much cake.”


      –“What does that have to do with what I was saying?”

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      The light music club is located on the second floor of the Arts building. Although in actuality, it was more of a store room, the actual practice venue being unspecific.


      The brass band already had their turn yesterday, so today, Byakko hall belongs to the light music.


      “Whoosh! That’s it for today–!” declared the club prez. 


      In unison, the members replied, “Thank you for your work!”


      Although not as tight-knit as the athletic club, the atmosphere was one of solidarity. That’s the light music club for you.


      From the looks of it, their practice performance had just ended. From the crowd, Ide was busily putting away the speakers, amplifiers, and other equipment. Perhaps it was his job as a new man in the band, or that he still didn’t have the stamina to play the entire duration, Ide was stuck with miscellaneous errands for most of the time.


      I wonder if I can call out to him yet…


      Nope, maybe not for a while. Torisawa it is, then.


      Deciding so, I lifted myself up from the wall against which I had been leaning and walked over to Torisawa, who was cleaning his guitar.


      “‘Sup, Torisawa.”


      “Hm? You’re here?” He unslung his guitar.


      Wiping sweat from his forehead, he brushed his messy hair up with one hand. Duh, how sexy can this guy be?


      Who are you trying to look good to, dammit.


      “Need something?”


      “Not really, I’m dropping in on the way. Student council work.”


      “Hmph…” Grunting as if he doesn’t care, Torisawa brought out a water bottle and took a swig.


      “Oh, and I also have this, share it with everyone,” saying this, I handed him a bag of Uematsu’s “Andounatsu.” Of course, there were individual packs inside, a perfect snack to share with people. 


      [TN: Andounatsu is a Yamanashi prefecture souvenir, the author’s prefecture. Here’s a blog about it https://yamanashi-jyouhou.net/andounatsu-online-shop/ ]


      “Thanks. But why this?” He read the logo skeptically.


      “It’s the only one that will be enough for everyone if I keep to the budget. Sorry.”


      I’ve been spending a lot of money lately, and this is what I got when I tried to hold back a little. 


      Torisawa smiled wryly and took it to the club prez.


      “Shinba-san, refreshments, for everyone.”


      “Hoh, really? That’s unusual. I’ll dig in,” he took the bag hungrily and called out to others.


      ““Thank you!”” Said the members in unison.


      Whoa, this is quite impressive, they don’t even need a signal.


      Hmm, most of the members here looked flashy, but not overly frivolous… Good, good, memo, memo…


      Torisawa took a quick bite and then continued cleaning his guitar.


      “So, you’re still an errand boy for the student council, huh? What kind of blackmail did they have on you?”


      “No, no, nothing like that. I’m just helping out when I’m free.”


      “Oh,


      so you’re using the name of deputy student council for your own convenience?


      Good call, I doubt you’d see the light of day again if you officially joined.”


      “Ahahaha…” I chuckled dryly.


      He catches on fast, huh.


      Torisawa flashed a knowing smile before locking the guitar case with a click.


      “So, how’s Sachi-san doing?”


      “Fwah?!”


      Sachi-san? From Torisawa?


      “You don’t know her? Hinoharu Sachi, second year. Isn’t she the backbone of the council?”


      “I do, but… You know her?”


      “Of course, she’s the student council president in our middle school.”


      Ah… Right, they both come from Higashi Junior High School. If so, then she will probably run for council president in high school as well?


      “Hmm, right, she’s passionate about her work… That’s all I know. We haven’t really talked much.”


      “Hm. As usual, huh?” Perhaps deeming that the conversation had ended, he stood up with the case and walked away. “That’s probably good. Maybe I can have high expectations of her.”


      Hmm? What do you mean?


      Before I could stop him, Ide came jogging with Andounatsu.


      “Yo, is that class rep.? You’re the one who brought the snacks?”


      I peek over his shoulder. The pile that he was cleaning was nowhere to be seen.


      “Yeah, sorry for the bad choice.”


      “Really? It’s super good though! Thanks!!” He saluted.


      Yep, seeing this pose was worth paying for the snack.


      “Oh, man, Torisawa! You were playing damn fast, it was suuuper cool! How did you do that?”


      “You can’t even play F properly, ask me again when you do.”


      “Whehhhh, why not?” He pinched his fingers and whispered, “Just a liiittle trick? Any?”


      “I’ll tell you when you can play B. If not then stick to the basics.”


      “Really? No cap?! Hmph, just you wait, Torisawa!”


      Whoah, that’s a fiery motivation, even though I don’t know what a “B” is.


      Torisawa grinned slyly. “You’ll see.” with that, he strode off.


      Seems that he has band practice right after, what a packed schedule, just the usual for him, though.


      “Later!!” Ide waved despite Torisawa not turning around to look.


      The two of them seem to be getting along rather well. They hardly talk in the classroom, so it’s something I hardly see. I wonder if it’s because club activities and class are different territories.


      Ide then proceeded to sit on the edge of the stage, chewing on the Andounatsu. 


      Yup, good time to initiate a conversation.


      “How’s the practice? Is it hard for beginners?”


      “Hm? Oh, it’s hell. My fingers feel like falling off. My hands also get cut a lot. Well, unlike baseball, you don’t break your bones though.”


      “Better than shaving your head?”


      “Yup, better, a world better!” said Ide smugly, “I’m gonna get good at this quickly and the girls will be all over me in no time. I’ve been pestering Torisawa for tricks but man, his training’s inhumane!”


      Well, Torisawa is a hard-core when it comes to music. If there was anyone who can come up with a Spartan course for music, it would be him.


      “Doing sports would make you popular in middle school, but that’s not the case anymore, so here I am.”


      “You could say that…”


      Although in my data, Ide wasn’t really popular back in middle school either, despite playing baseball… That’s a little sad…


      But in Ide’s case, he had made lots of friends instead, whether it would be people from the same middle school, baseball teams from other schools, seniors, juniors, and much more. 


      The fact that he could talk to Torisawa like that in the first place probably means that he has the talent of a charlatan


      “If I’m as good looking as Torisawa, I wouldn’t have to go through all this trouble. Damn that guy.”


      Recalling the volleyball event the other day, I teased him. “Agreed… You sound like you have someone on your mind already. C’mon, spill the beans.”


      “Eh?! No, no one in particular! I’m talking about girls in general.”


      Very cagey.


      What an easy to read fellow. It’s that girl he had been glancing at like crazy, hundred percent sure. Yep, good, Ide, keep it up. More romcom points for you, Ide.


      Pretending not to notice his little secret, I went to business.


      “Heh, hmmm? Is it that group leader? Katsunuma?”


      “No, no, definitely not. Who can even see Ayumi as a girl?” he answered gravely.


      Wow, that’s cruel. Isn’t she your group’s leader?


      “I thought she’d be in your range. Her looks are quite good too?”


      “She’s good looking, but I just don’t feel comfortable with her. You see when she loses her temper, right?”


      I had to agree on that.


      “She’s moody for sure. When she’s in a good mood? That’s good and all, but when she loses it? ‘I don’t want to be with losers.’ Who would want to be with that narcissist? Isn’t it annoying to be ordered around like that?” He screwed his face sourly.


      The hate goes pretty deep, it seems.


      So Ide got the burnt of the volleyball incident too… I shouldn’t have involved this poor guy.


       “She’s better during the first weeks. She’s gone from ‘ahh, the class is boring, let’s do something else～’ vibe to ‘Class rep. annoys me, let’s attack him’”


      Oh, Ide suddenly covered his mouth.


      “No, I mean, that’s what Ayumi thinks, not me!” He quickly excused.


      “I know, I know.” I laughed and waved my hand.


       Seeing this, Ide let out a breath of relief.


      For better or for worse, Ide was a straightforward person. Perhaps that’s why he could get close to people.


      “In the end, I’m afraid of her ‘Senpai,’ though, so it’s not like I can say this to her face.”


      “Senpai?”


      That doesn’t ring a bell.


      Ide casted a dubious glance around before leaning in for a whisper.


      “I heard she’s with the local gangsters, a semi-member, so to say.”


      “Heh?”


      Wait, why’s that?


      That’s nothing like what Kiyosato-san said.


      “I went to Shinonan Middle for a practice game a long time ago, and the windows there were covered in duct tape! According to the baseball team over there, it was the ‘Senpai’ who did it. Later, I’d know that Ayumi had a hand in it too.”


      “Wait! Where did you hear this?”


      “Hm? Ayumi herself.”


      “No cap?”


      “Dead serious. That’s what she threatened me with, she even had videos of those people.


      Whehh?? What’s going on?


      Ide went on bitterly.


      “Really, what’s on with her? I can’t get her at all. But I’d hate it if she calls on those Senpais. I still don’t wanna get expelled, not after all the work to get into Kyou Nishi. In the first place isn’t she the one in the wrong who got involved with those people? I’m thinking about telling the teachers—”


      “S-stop! Stop right there!”


      If things got that far, then my Project would go awry too.


      “I-it’s fine. It might be a bluff.”


      “O-oh? How did you know?”


      “Ah.. um, here and there?”


      “So you say she’s bluffing?” Ide made a complicated expression.


      Wait, don’t believe me yet, I don’t have much evidence either…


      “I mean, don’t spread baseless rumors…”


      Ide tilted his head and licked a grain of sugar on his hand. “Right, right.”


      “Masanari–! Grab the amp!”


      “Rightawayssir!” He took off and left.


      Like Uenohara had warned, maybe there’s more to Katsunuma afterall??

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      The cleanup was in full swing, so I temporarily left Byakko Hall so as not to get in the way.


      Since the conversation was cut short at the halfway point and I still hadn’t been able to get a promise of secrecy from Ide, I hid myself behind the stairs and waited for him to finish.


      From the earlier conversation, it would be safe to say that the atmosphere in the group wasn’t so different from what you’d see from outside; Katsunuma is getting authoritative. At this point, everyone besides Tokiwa is her enemy, even her group members were treated harshly.


      What’s more confusing was her relationship with the delinquent Senpai. The two accounts I’ve heard of speak of different things. Kiyosato-san said Katsunuma was the victim, Ide said they are on good terms. Or could it be both? That they’ve worked out their differences and become close friends??


      The only thing I could be sure of is that I couldn’t be sure of anything. Truth, falsehood, misinformation, which could it be? Why is this unnecessarily complicated?


      In conclusion, it seemed that there was no way other than finding out all I could. That’s the only way to tell the truth—


      “Class rep? You’re still here?”


      Ide poked his head over the corner.


      “Wheh?! Why are you outside?”


      From the route, he should have come from the corridor…


      “It’s a long way inside, so I took a shortcut.”


      “Oh, alright.”


      He was still wearing indoor shoes though.


      All school buildings are connected by indoor corridors, such layout allows traversing without changing shoes. However, it would sometimes require you to go the long way around, like in this case, it was faster to walk outside from the art building to the shoe locker.


      “Anyway, good timing,” he said, “Don’t tell Ayumi about what I said today. I don’t want to get on her bad side.”


      Whoa, thanks Ide, straight to the point.


      “Of course. Not that I would anyway.”


      “Thanks! Really—, I really wish I could just take it easy. Y’know, just hanging out and chill, not these antagonizing and stuff.”


      I sigh a breath of relief. 


      It’s not that he hates Katsunuma. As long as the situation improves, everyone should be able to get along with each other as they did in the beginning. After all, I have to get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.


      “If you have time after this, I’d like to talk a little more—”


      Just then.


      “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”


      A chill ran down my spine.


      “Eh, ah…”


      Ide took a step back.


      Crap, why is she here?!


      “I knew it. Only a prick like you’d try to kick people’s asses behind their back like this!”


      Katsunuma’s here?!


      Katsunuma stood on the stair landing, her arms folded.


      “Ayumi! What’cha doing here?” Ide smiled wryly, distinctly flustered.


      “Shut up, drama queen, finally showing your true colors?”


      “N-no. You’re misunderstanding, I didn’t—”


      “Shut! Up! Eat shit!”


      Katsunuma kicked the nearest shoe locker threateningly. Ide shrinked back.


      How could she be here?!


      She was supposed to be at the gymnasium, keeping a watch on Tokiwa. I’ve checked that already before approaching Ide. Why did my calculations have to miss right now?


      As I froze in my thoughts, Katsunuma went on with Ide.


      “You know where jesters like you belong? With the losers! I’m so glad I’ve kept an eye on you!”


      That’s it—!


      Somewhere behind Katsunuma was Tamahata-san, the core member of her group.


      Damn! She even put a surveillance on Ide too! We pissed her off that much with the volleyball incident?!


      Katsunuma glared at me through clenched teeth as my desperation reached its peak.


      “You! You always get in my way! You want to know what I can do?! Haah!?”


      “Wait! Listen! I wasn’t planning to get in your way or anything…!”


      “I don’t want to hear your nonsense!”


      Tch, how do I get away with this?! Uenohara, should I call for her help?!


      No, she’s away on an Investigation! Besides, I doubt I could pull out my phone in this situation.


      A-anyway, try talking sense into her…!


      “L-listen! I don’t have anything with you! I’ll say this as many times as you like!”


      “Then explain yourself! You’ve been sniffing around like a mutt! Tokiwa, and now Ide! Whatever you’re planning, I won’t let you do it!”


      “N-no, I really don’t…”


      This is no good. She’s antagonizing my every move.


      Katsunuma seemed to be completely beyond reason. From her expression, I would expect her fists to come swinging at any moment.


      We’re going in circles at this point. Calm down, I need to calm down…


      Think, think thoroughly. How do I suppress her anger? From the information I’ve obtained so far, what can be used in this situation? Is there anything that I could use to make her listen to me?


      Oh…


      “Katsunuma!”


      “Huh?!”


      “So you’re childhood friends with Tokiwa?!”


      “…Huh?”


      Katsunuma froze, as if she had been caught flat-footed.


      G-good!


      Of everything I’ve gleaned, this should be closest to the truth!


      “Hey, what did you say?”


      “You’re childhood friends with Tokiwa, right? Although I can’t understand why you’d hide it.”


      Hmm, hmm, what’s next…


      “So you’ve been worried about him, and tried to shield him from me.”


      She took a step back and listened silently. Since she was in the shadows, I couldn’t make out her expression.


      Finally! On the right track at last!


      “I swear, I have no intention of harming Tokiwa, or whatever you’re concerned about him. Rather, it’s the other way around. I just want to make sure everyone has a good time.”


      “…”


      “That includes you too. I want to be a class rep who can make everyone—”


      “Shut up!” she snapped. “Don’t lump me with a sleaze like you. Tokiwa isn’t my childhood friend.”


      Wheh?


      You’re not?


      Katsunuma messily clutched her bangs. “Seriously! What’s wrong with you?! I can’t believe you forced that gross shit fantasy on me! What are you high on?!”


      “Uhh, I…”


      Her anger intensified. In a swift lunge, she grabbed my tie.


      “Childhood friends?! I don’t have that kind of petty relationship with Eiji! Don’t act like you know what you’re talking about!”


      [TN: Tokiwa Eiji]


      With a heavy thud, I was shoved and hit the shoe locker. It was more startling that hurt.


      Still raging, Katsunuma kicked the locker again.


      “A-Ayumi, I don’t think—”


      “I said I don’t want to hear another word from you, highschool debut nerd! Go fool around with losers at your level!” 


      “H-huh?! You’re the one overdoing it!


      “Scram! Get out of my sight!” She bellowed before storming off.


      The rest of us slumped there in silence.


      Ahh…


      This is the worst.


      “Damn that woman. What a pain in the a*s,” Ide grumbled. 


      “…”


      “I mean, what’s her deal? She’s no fun.” Ide scratched the back of his head in exasperation. “Nope, I’m cutting ties with her. Only if she could be half as reasonable as you, Class Rep.”


      Ide’s voice began to fade away as my inner turmoil brewed.


      What went wrong? Where could I get reliable information? And how can I possibly get along with her—?

    

  


  


  
    
      Backstage 3 – Triumphless Defeat


      Dammit, dammit!


      Everyone of them!


      Why, why do they always get in my way? Why? Why do they always take what was mine!


      What’s with being childhood friends! What’s with having fun with everyone! Don’t think that bullshit would work on me!


      I know! I know that you’re plotting behind that smiley face! I know, you’re my enemy.


      “I’m not wrong, I’m not wrong. It’s all that ronin bastard’s fault. Yes, it’s his fault.”


      Clang. The chair I kicked fell.


      Then like dominoes, the desk, pencil case, and printouts fell all over the floor.


      Tch! Dammit! Why is it always me!


      As I pulled back for another blow, Hibiki took my arm. “A-Ayumi! I think you should stop—”


      “You don’t tell me what to do! Go find that guy’s weakness!”


      “Kya…!”


      It seemed that I pushed her away too hard. Hibiki staggered back and hit the wall.


      “Tch!” I held back the hand that I had raised for another blow.


      I know… You too, you also pretend to get along with me! Even that clown Ide did! Everyone of them! Backstabbers! 


      I searched through the fallen printouts with growing irritation.


      “‘Community Cleanup Volunteer’”


      Hm?


      That guy, was he with the student council…?


      “Oh… I see.” A smile forced its way up to my lips.


      —If only that guy’s gone.


      If that guy weren’t here, I would have done better. I wouldn’t lose like this, I would have been the strongest.


      But I won’t lose anymore. I have learned how to win. I won’t lose. 


      I wasn’t that helpless girl that watched on as they took what was mine.


      I will win.

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 4 – Who Decided That Battle for Dominance is a Romcom Template?


      The Friday sky was raining incessantly without any  prospect of letting up. I entered the classroom, fed up with the heavy, humid air. The hem of my uniform, which I couldn’t protect with an umbrella, was soaking wet and unpleasant.


      I had been investigating until the last minute this morning, but had not been able to get any critical information. I knew it was going to be tough to use outside rumors as a source of information any longer. As for Uenohara, who had been my best hope, was unable to make an appointment with Tokiwa’s ex-girlfriend in time to obtain any new information. 


      Worse, when I reported the trouble with Katsunuma to Uenohara, she was practically speechless. “I can’t believe you’ve messed up that much,” she groaned. She was right and I had no excuse, so I conceded. I messed up a lot.


      And to think that I have to take the vote under these circumstances.


      Katsunuma would probably do everything to undermine me. Waaah, this is depressing.


      In the worst-case scenario, it would be a blank ballot. It would be better if I could choose the block of our choice, but there’s also a possible romantic-comedy-like “event” in other patterns too. On block selecting, there shouldn’t be much to fear.


      My biggest concern at the moment is that Katsunuma’s backlash will split the class. Considering the awkward position the class is in, class solidarity is way more concerning.


      I’ve got a countermeasure ready, but…


      I cast a sidelong glance towards Katsunuma. As usual, she was grumply fiddling with her phone. But unlike usual, none of her group members were with her. Her mood was beyond sour… She’s tense to the breaking point.


      Tokiwa looked up from his seat. “G’morning, Class Rep.”


      “Yo.”


      Somehow, he looked tired. The Katsunuma incident must have weighed on him.


      “Ah, Nagasaka-kun.”


      Kiyosato-san detached from the group she was talking to and walked to me.


      “Morning, Kiyosato-san.”


      “Morning. This is yours, right? I found it on the floor.”


      She gave me my pencil case. 


      I wasn’t the kind to leave my things at school, but for stationeries and printouts; things that are not worth taking home, I keep those in my desk. This is to prevent the mishap of losing them or forgetting them at home due to unforeseen circumstances during Investigations.


      But why was it on the floor, though? I thought I had stashed it deep inside.


      I thanked her and accepted the pencil case. Kiyosato-san smiled and went back to the group.


      Just the be sure, I should check if there’s anything missing…


      “Huh?”


      The block wish list for the cleanup activity was missing. Where have I put it? It should have been here…? 


      No, it must have been here. I made sure it was in the “No need to take home” clear file, and the file itself was safely in the drawer. I tried looking from several corners, but it was nowhere to be found.


      “You lost something?” Tokiwa poked his head to take a look at my desk.


      “Yeah, a printout. The wish list for the cleanup activity.”


      “Hmm, I didn’t see it…”


      “Hm.”


      “You need it asap?”


      “Not really, I can ask for another from the student council.”


      Alright, so another trip to Hinoharu-senpai. I have to give her the light music club documents anyway, so whatever.


      King kon kan kon, the bell rang.


      Aw, shucks, lunch break it is, then.


      “Tch.” 


      I instinctively turned to the sound and met eyes with Katusnuma. As fast as I could, I looked away. That was definitely directed at me.


      But I was just minding my own business, why would she do that?


      I went through what I did for the last five minutes and found nothing that might have sour her mood. Perhaps it’s just a bad day for her??


      Anyways, I messaged Hinoharu-senpai about the printout. But even after that, the brooding mood persisted.


      ◆


      “Here.” Hinoharu-senpai handed me the paper. “Don’t lose it this time.”


      “I won’t. Thank you.”


      Phew. One thing done.


      But that’s strange, I usually don’t lose things like this.


      Senpai closed her Japanese style bento box. “But it’s due afterschool today, okay? Most classes have already been submitted to us… Is there anything wrong?” 


      “Oh, um…”


      When I faltered, she chuckled.


      “I knew it. There’s people who want to do it seriously and others who don’t. Am I correct?”


      “Oh?”


      “My class was like that last year.” She shrugged.


      Hm, new data, memo, memo. 


      Senpai was probably on the serious side. Leading the way, talking about social significance and the spirit of service needed in cleanup activity and such.


      She continued tiredly, “If you ask me, you shouldn’t try to force anyone to have a spirit of service or volunteerism or anything like that. Last year, I thought I could make it a fun event…”


      Hm, eh?


      “That’s not like you,” I blurted out. 


      “Hm?”


      “I-I thought you’d be more proactive…”


      “Hmm…”


      For a second, she made an “Oh, I talked too much,” expression before cutting it off with a cough.


      “Nagasaka-kun, I know what you want to do, but remember, you will only be defeating your purpose by forcing the class to go along. Don’t make that mistake.”


      “Ah, yes, of course.”


      Hmmm…I still find it hard to grasp this person. Her pretense and her honest self was all over the place. If I ever got time off from Katsunuma, I’ve got to do more research about Senpai.


      “Anyways, don’t be late. Don’t think I’d go easy just because I know you.”


      “Of course, understood.”


      As I turned on my heel to leave, I suddenly saw a reflection of light outside the window.


      Was that…?


      Probably my imagination?


      “Oh, lastly.” She stopped me.


      “Sometimes it’s better to compromise when things get messy. Remember that, okay?”


      A wry, adult-like smile was on her face. But for some reason, that mature appearance seemed out of place.


      Something wasn’t right.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      Afterschool of that day.


      At last, it was time to vote for the block for the cleanup activity.


      “Well then, I’d like to begin…” I began nervously.


      Fortunately, most of the classmates were paying attention. I could feel no sign that Katsunuma was going to make a move, yet.


      “Last time, I suggest that we might want to go with the block with a high chance of winning the competition, but—”


      Now, I’d surely get everyone’s attention. It’s time for my initiative.


      Now that I’ve come this far, I’ll have to make it in one strike!


      “From various opinions I’ve heard from you guys, I think it would be best if we don’t do that.”


      A blanket of confusion enveloped the class.


      “This is a volunteer event, emphasizing ‘volunteer.’ As such, it wouldn’t be good if some of us are to force others to compete with other classes.”


      Katsunuma’s opposition was due to me trying to lead the class. If so, then I should relinquish my hold and let the class decide for themselves.


      “To accommodate both sides, I recommend the west block. It is a relatively well kept block that can be cleaned further a little more,” I went on, “To those who want to take it easy, this is your place. This block can be cleaned up by a dozen people, which should be the number of people who are taking this seriously in our class.”


      To Katsunuma whose stance is “I don’t want to work hard,” this is a proposal she can’t turn down. With this, all should be wrapped up peacefully…


      “That’s all I have to say. Any comments?”


      “Prez.” Without a moment’s pause, a crisp voice rose.


      Koizumi-san.


      “So you’re saying we’re not going for the prize?”


      “No, I’m saying that we can try for the prize at any block. I’m just providing an alternative for those who don’t want to do this.”


      “Hmph.” She grumbled.


      Her gaze flickered to Katsunuma.


      Thank you for your enthusiasm, Koizumi-san, but your time will come, just wait a little longer.


      “Then if there’s nothing else, I’d like to move on to the voting…”


      The class was silent.


      Good, situation cleared.


      “Hah!”


      My heart skipped a beat.


      You’ve got to be kidding me?


      Katsunuma, why…? What is it that you want?


      “So you’ve revealed your true nature, Senpai.”


      What true nature?


      “I knew it, you weren’t interested in volunteering in the first place. All the crap you’ve done, it’s all just to act in front of her, isn’t it?”


      “I don’t know what you’re saying…”


      Katsunuma smirked.


      “You’re aiming for the girl, aren’t you.”


      Huh?!


      “You only wanted a reason to act cool and flirt with the student council girl. You think I don’t know that?”


      Did she mean Hinoharu-senpai…?


      That was an attack from an angle I have never imagined.


      Triumphant, she snickered, “I saw you talking to her just before homeroom, do you think that’s coincidence?”


      Tch…


      My eyebrows tingled. My teeth clenched.


      She wasn’t interested in the outcome of the event from the start! She just wants to undermine my position and influence…!


      “Care to explain why you are doing all of that? I’ve heard that you’ve been doing all kinds of errands for them,” she scoffed.


      I had no counterarguments. It was for the Project, but there was no way I could say that. I needed to come up with a sensible reason, but I was too occupied with trying to stay calm.


      “Ah,” She pointed up her finger. “This morning, and during lunch too, didn’t you. Lost some papers, you say?”


      She scrolled her phone and showed a picture of me entering the student council room.


      I was filled with a terrifying feeling. Don’t tell me that she purposefully took my paper just to get that evidence.


      “Well, got anything to say?” As if she had scored her victory, she goaded.


       There was nothing I could do.


      Should I forcefully deny it? No, no, I can’t get into an argument right now! Think of the class atmosphere too…! But no matter what I do, there’s no hope of things working out—


      “Oh, stop being a dork already.”


      Wheh–?


      It wasn’t directed at me.


      Did someone just…speak up to Katsunuma?


      “You’re the one who’s stalking him, gross.” 


      Realization dawned on me: Ide had turned on Katsunuma.


      For a split second, she froze. Then her face twisted in rage. “Who told you to speak!” she barked.


      “Hibiki, if you’d please.”


      Katsunuma took a sharp breath.


      Tamahata Hibiki stood up shakily.


      I swept my gaze over the Katsunuma group’s expressions.


      No, no, no. They were all in this…


      “I-I saw…”


      Don’t say it! Don’t!


      “I saw Ayumi… taking a document from Class Prez’s desk.””


      Ahh… it’s over.


      The group has finally betrayed Katsunuma.

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      With Tamahata-san’s testament, the class erupted into a clamor.


      “S-she said that she’d win if she had evidence…”


      “Hi- Hibiki…!”


      “So whatcha sayin? Wanna bring Class Rep down that bad?” Ide taunted, “What are you, grade schooler?”


      “Y-you! I won’t let you get off this one, you disgusting—”


      Waving his hand, Ide brushed off Katsunuma’s outburst. “Ahh, right, right. Maybe you’d want to shut up. Don’t you think so, everyone?”


      Looking at the members of the Katsunuma group, they all had a blank look on their faces.


      “It’s all a lie, isn’t it? All the big talk of you knowing the delinquent group around here.”


      “?!”


      “I’ve talked with the guys from your middle school.


      You were their target, weren’t you? 

      Wait, was this because of me? I told him not to jump to conclusions, that’s why Ide went through all that investigation…?


      “I heard you got scared the freak out. That’s sooo lame.”


      “How did you…!”


      “Doesn’t this make you a highschool debut? Even worse than me, no? At least I know how far I should go.”


      “Tch…”


      “Yeah? Enough with the bullshit?”


      Ide shrugged and turned to Tamahata-san. Still awkwardly averting her eyes, she murmured, “I tried to stop her. S-she wouldn’t listen. She even pushed me the day before.”


      It was a chain reaction after that.


      “Yeah, me too.”


      “Yup, yup.”


      “She looks like she’s trying to be a punk…”


      “I’ve been trying to distance myself from her…”


      “I don’t want any problems in my first year…”


      “I thought I could just vibe and chill in the group…”


      “Yeah, then suddenly she made us spy on people…”


      “Tch! Everyone of you…!”


      “And so, we’d like to say that we’re tired of you.” Ide sighed. “You’ve been calling Class Rep a loser, but for all that matters, we feel like you’re the loser here. Take a little look around, will you?”


      “Ah…”


      The pressure of the entire class bore on Katsunuma.


      “Wahaha, the bitch got what she deserved!” Anayama blew out.


      Koizumi scoffed, “You’re the one who started this, don’t look so shocked.”


      “No one cares about you, so take that superiority complex somewhere else.” With one last shrug, Ide sat down.


      “Isn’t it illegal? That would fit into stalking?”


      “Also criminal intimidation, I think.”


      “I really wish she could read the room—”


      “There’s always this kind of person.”


      “Why did the school even let someone like her in?”


      “I think she should drop out before things get big.”


      “Yeah, as if I’d want someone like her in the class.”


      Katsunuma’s face paled at the sudden hostility directed at her. She tried to take a step forward, but her shaky legs caught the table and she fell.


      “Pfffft!”


      Triggered by someone’s snicker, the class burst into laughter.


      Katsunuma’s cheeks flushed angrily. She wriggled her leg off the chair and managed to stand up. And then the disheveled Katsunuma was in full view. Her usually tidy hair was shaggy, her necklace was hanging in reverse, her jacket was tangled around her arm.


      She looked pitiful.


      Biting her lips tight, she ran away.


      “Everyone! It’s a misunderstanding…!” Tokiwa raised his voice in distress, but it was too late, the damage had been done.


      “Waah, she ran away.”


      “For her big talk, that’s all she can do? Pfft.”


      “Just let her go. It’s better she’s not around anymore.”


      “Class Rep, why don’t we get back to talking about block selection?”


      “Let’s have a party after the event!”


      “Count me in!”


      “What about karaoke?”


      “Definitely!!”


      Ahh…


      No, no, no…


      This isn’t what I wanted. This isn’t the ideal I’ve been trying to make.


      Bang!


      Suddenly, the whole classroom reverberated with the sound of something being torn apart. The volume was as loud as a handheld firework. Everyone went speechless.


      At once, all eyes went to where the sound came from—


      Ah…


      “Nagasaka-kun.”


      You’re kidding…


      The angel who always smiles, Kiyosato-san. She was the one who clapped her hands.


      “Are you okay with this?”


      For the first time, she was devoid of emotion. Her face was like a noh mask, blank expression, save for the fiery eyes that burned bright with rage.


      “Ah… shit.”


      I clutched my head.


      “It can’t be…”


      I…I failed.


      I had tried to get the best solution, only to arrive at the worst.


      With the cost of Katsunuma, I have succeeded in block selection voting. And above all…


      I made the “Main Heroine” look at me like this.


      “I won’t accept this reality.”


      Under Kiyosato-san’s searing ire, I made a fiery resolution. 


      This isn’t my ideal. This is not the romcom was looking for. This is not a happy ending by any means!!


      “I won’t give up.”


      I’ll have to rebuild the class. This disgusting festive atmosphere has to go away. I will make the volunteer cleanup a success. I’ll make this the best “Event” ever. I’ll bring Katsunuma back and keep his place.


      All of this, all of it, is a must. 


      Afterall, my Project is to make a happy ending for everyone, everyone!!


      I’ll do it. I don’t care if the odds are slim or none at all. If there’s no chance, then I’ll have to make one myself. Push through the impossible. Paint over reality with ideals.


      That’s what my Project is all about—!

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter 5 – Who Decided That Losing Character can’t Have Their Romcom?


      Vroom.


      Under the cloudy sky, I rode my motorcycle up the mountain slope. The wide road that runs along the valley has only a few cars on it despite being in the rush hour. After continuing along the winding mountain road for a long time, I came to a village. Judging from the stores and post office, this must be the center of the village, as far as such things go.


      Now, where should I look?


      From what her family said, she should be out to grocery somewhere here…


      I pull my bike to the side of the road and look around. Not a single soul was in sight, no sign of anyone in the buildings either.


      Did I miss her somewhere on the road? I moved to a vacant parking lot and parked my bike. From there I walked around the village.


      The only sounds on the country road were the murmur of the river and the rustling of the trees in the wind.


      Ahh, it’s so relaxing here… Now I think I understand where her placid nature comes from.


      With these thoughts in mind, we headed for the other side of the river. After a hairpin curve, I found a shrine on the way uphill.


      And at the top of those stairs…


      Under a red torii gate, gaudy gold hair flashed.


      Hmm, there you are. Not a bad spot for a “Secret Meeting Scene”. 


      I slowly climbed the stairs and approached the figure standing in front of the shrine. 


      She was dressed in a light hoodie and shorts, a usual city girl loungewear look. Her long blonde hair was pulled back in a messy bun and swept forward over her left shoulder haphazardly. 


      “Yo, Katsunuma.”


      “Hnk!”


      Katsunuma turned around quickly and went stiff when she saw me. The plastic bag in her hand rustled as it dropped slowly to the ground.


      For the first time, I saw her sober face without the usual glittering make-up. Perhaps because of this, her face looks softer and plumper than usual, and her thin, monolid eyes made her look a lot more tender.


      It seemed that I was mistaken; she looks way better without make-up.


      I heaved a huge sigh. “Come on, come to school. It’s not easy to come here even with a motorcycle.”


      “W-what the hell are you doing here?!” As usual, she shouted, though her voice lacked the edge it had.


      Clack, clack.


      From the plastic bag she dropped, what looked like a can of mandarin oranges rolled on the ground.


      Wait, so she really caught a cold?


      —Going back to a week before.


      Ever since, Katsunuma has been absent from school, her reason being that she caught a cold. Of course, no one believed it. The Katsunuma Group, which had lost its leader, disintegrated and was reorganized around Ide. The group was no longer as aggressive as before, and was establishing its presence as a class enlivening unit.


      Undoubtedly, the class without Katsunuma was peaceful. There was no backlash against me, no trouble between classmates, no problems of any kind.


      At least that’s how it appeared.


      I picked up the can at my feet and brushed off the dirt.


      Well, that’s right. The Katsunuma I know wouldn’t shut herself away because she was beaten once.


      “S-stalker! I-I’ll call the police!”


      “Hey now, I’m your class rep. What’s wrong with me coming to give you printouts? This is the ultimate template, you know!”


      I’ve even got out of my way to find you in person.


      Her eyes blazed up. “Don’t glaze it up! You’re only here to make fun of me! You make me sick!” But then her voice died off into a fit of cough.


      “Oh, please, save the yelling until you get well. I’m not here to declare victory or anything… Actually, you really think I’d get all this way up the mountain just for that? I just wanted to have a heart-to-heart talk with you.”


      “You’ve got to be crazy! What the hell do you want this time?”


      Katsunuma kicked over a random trash bag nearby.


      “Whose fault do you think it was?!”


      “I barely said a word during the whole thing? I was telling you guys to all calm down, but you wouldn’t listen.”


      “What did you just say?!”


      “Well, I can understand why you might have thought so.”


      I picked up the trash and put it back to its original place.


      “Tokiwa and you are actually cousins, am I right?”


      “…?! H-how?!”


      The two were close since childhood, but that wasn’t because they were childhood friends–they were relatives, blood relatives. 


      “You feel that the only place you belong is by Tokiwa’s side, don’t you?”


      “Answer me, why…?!”


      “Oh, you can drop that act.”


      “Huh?!”


      —Katsunuma’s information was so mixed up that there was no discerning truth from misunderstandings. This was due to a combination of misunderstandings based on preconceived notions and false facts that had been painted over with convenient lies to make them seem more plausible.


      As a result, I failed to read her actions until now, and my previous plans backfired on me.


      That was why—


      After running around with using all my abilities and sacrificing sleep time and perfect school attendance—


      “I’ve done all the research. Everything from the time you were a toddler to this very moment, all of it.”


      In front of the stupefied Katsunuma, I began my tale of the Character named “Katsunuma Ayumi.”

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      Katsunuma was born as the eldest of two siblings in the main line of an old family in the former Shimojuroshiki Village, south of the city of Kyoukoku.


      “The old family” did not mean that she was the daughter of an influential local person or a daughter of a major conglomerate, but simply that her family had lived in the area for a long time. Therefore, most of the houses in the neighborhood are either relatives or distant relatives, it would be no exaggeration to say that the entire village is related to them in some way.


      At first, I didn’t know which one was her house, simply because there were so many Katsunumas.


      “I heard you’ve always been strong willed. From what your folks told me, there was once a big commotion when you ran away from home.”


      Her temper tantrums also goes way back, it seems. The child is father to the man, or so the saying goes.


      “Seems like being raised in an environment where there are only adults, well, it’s only natural you’d be spoiled. Indeed, according to information from 10 years ago, the total population of the village was only a few dozen, of which only a few were elementary school students or younger.”


      Apparently, there were no children close to her age in the neighborhood, and she only played with either elders or adults.


      Perhaps because of this, she was not good at socializing with friends. according to her brother, who works in the tourism department of the city hall, “The only person close to her in age was her younger cousin, Tokiwa, who came to visit her during Obon Festival and New Year’s”


      The Tokiwa family is a relative on the female side, but it seems that they were originally a family with close ties, and they continue to gather up until now. Recently, they even got into a mutual financing association together.


      Katsunuma used to take Tokiwa around to play. Given his personality, Tokiwa followed her without a single complaint.


      Only when playing with Tokiwa did the always sulking Katsunuma could be at ease. To everyone, it appeared that they had a very cozy relationship. Such a relationship continued unchanged until they were in the third grade of elementary school.


      “Until then, you  attended a small branch school near your parents’ house. However, due to a decrease in the number of students, the school shut down and you moved to the main school in the center of the village from fourth grade on.”


      Although the school has less than 100 students, it must be like a different world to Katsunuma, who grew up in a community with extremely few children.


      And there–the first ordeal awaited her.


      “You were suddenly thrown into a place where there are only kids your own age for the first time. You don’t even know how to interact with them.”


      Growing up in a small village, the concept of “strangers,” must have baffled her.


      “The only person you knew was Tokiwa, that was why you stuck to his side.”


      Given how things went, that was the only choice for her.


      “But Tokiwa had another childhood friend…”


      The childhood friend Tokiwa mentioned—he wasn’t talking about Katsunuma at the time. It was a completely different person. 


      “She was a good-natured, caringーmaybe a little meddlesome, leader of the group type of girl.” She was the exact template of a romcom meddlesome childhood friend. “In fact, they were so close that everyone was saying that they were a couple.”


      The girl was loved by the girls in her class as someone they could rely on, and even Tokiwa seemed to enjoy her company.


      “Well, when an unwanted third wheel appeared in their perfect exemplary couple, it wasn’t long before they shunned you.”


      Elementary school girls can sometimes do unimaginable things…


      They banded together to eliminate Katsunuma, a foreign enemy who was disturbing their harmony.


      “‘Relatives can’t get married! Stay away from Eiji-kun!’” were what the girls said when they ganged up on Katsunuma.


      Of course, Katsunuma tried to resist, but she was outnumbered


      “So you were shunned behind the backs without Tokiwa knowing until the fifth year of elementary when Tokiwa moved away.”


      Worse, it seemed that the childhood friend in question was aware of the situation, but did nothing to fix it. On the surface, she pretended to be Katsunuma’s ally, while telling all sorts of lies to keep Tokiwa away from her. She usually told people to “Get along with each other!” but that sentiment didn’t extend to someone who threatened her position, it appeared.


      And a side note. The childhood friend didn’t keep contact after Tokiwa moved, and by the time she was in middle school, she was dating another boy or something. That’s a ruthless reality for you.


      “Time passed a little and you went to a middle school in the area. Since most students from your elementary school also went there, things didn’t change.”


      It must have been very difficult to be in a place where even Tokiwa was no longer there. Through those days, she endured school without anyone she could call a friend.


      Then everything changed again.


      “That middle school got shut down also, so you were transferred to yet another school.” 


      There were three other schools in the area, and it seemed that she had a choice.


      “You chose Shinonan Middle School where Tokiwa was.”


      Another reason was that no one in the class wanted to go to Shinonan. The school was infamous for its low public morals, and it wasn’t particularly close. To everyone but Katsunuma, there was no sense in choosing the place.


      “You thought that the chance to redo everything had come, but…”


      Here came the second challenge.


      “Tokiwa already had a girlfriend by then, who belonged to a particularly prominent member of a group of delinquents that controlled the entire school.”


      The prior information about the incident that took place in middle school was mostly true. Katsunuma had a run-in with the said girlfriend and was beaten. The delinquent then spread bad rumors about her and she was alone again. 


      Kiyosato-san had phrased it as her trying to “save Tokiwa,” but as Uenohara had suspected, it was simply Katsunuma trying to regain somewhere—someone she belong to. 


      I don’t know what Katsunuma told Kiyosato-san, but thus the accounts were muddled.


      “By the way, you played as a ‘meddlesome childhood friend’, didn’t you?” 


      Katsunuma had put on a mask of the childhood friend that had defeated her.


      According to the record of the interview Uenohara had with the ex-girlfriend:


      —“She was super annoying, that pushover woman. I lost count of how many times she told me to break up with Eiji” She made a sour face. “Childhood friend this, childhood friend that, that woman’s just one overbearing creep. I got bored and called my folks to scare her a bit. Guess what! She chickened out!”


      The ex laughed sardonically.


      “Never thought she’d be an easy prick like that. After scaring that girl, well, I figured there’s no fun left so I broke up with Eiji too. Actually, that guy’s no fun either, all he does is basketball.”


      End of excerpt.


      By the way, that ex-girlfriend had her hair dyed blonde and wears a lot of makeup. Well, like the current Katsunuma.


      On the side note, the ex asked for a pay for the information she had given. Uenohara being Uenohara, she concluded the business expertly. I guess she’s not above using any means necessary.


      But I’m really glad I left it to her. I don’t know how I would have reacted if I had been there. That woman was a folly to everything rom-com stood for, I doubt I could keep my cool.


      To be honest, it was a wonder that Tokiwa had ever dated this person…anyway,


      “After that, you quickly morphed into your current looks… Look, mannerisms, attitude, you also took it from that person didn’t you?”


      Now, back to the present.


      ◆


      “Well, that’s about it.”


      I closed the Tomodachi Note and sighed.


      That was the truth of Katsunuma Ayumi. With this, her obsession with Tokiwa, the overreaction to the term “childhood friend,” and her Yankee attitude are all explained. All of these were the result of the accumulation of her past.


      No matter how far she went, she would never be chosen by Tokiwa


      Learning from his failures and emulating the methods of the victors, instead of making the most of her mistakes, she only made things worse.


      Katsunuma’s past was indeed a history of continuous defeat.


      “Dammit, give us all our hard work back… damn it…”


      Even for me, it took a lot of effort to unearth all the truths. I had to even skip my precious school life here and there, and by the time I was done, the volunteer cleanup was just around the corner.


      “Anyway, all of that’s just a fact check. What I really wanted to know is… hm?”


      Katsunuma wasn’t there anymore. 


      I looked around and saw her huddled in a shade. 


      Hm? Has her cold gotten worse?


      “D-d…”


      “D?”


      “D-don’t come closer, you stalker!”


      “Um, ah… I won’t deny that…”

    

  


  

  


  
    
      * * *


      It took me a while to stop her from calling the police, and a little more until I felt like we could talk.


      “You’re…” I heaved. “You’re a hell of a pain.”


      “Get away from me, you creep…” Katsunuma kept repeating while leaning against the shrine building. “Why did you even go through all that trouble? What do you want from digging into my past?”


      “Listen, what I want to know is—”


      “Cut the crap!” She stood up, baring her teeth. “You, like others before you, you all always make fun of me! I know, I know! I know that I’m a loser…”


      I watched as she slumped down.


      “But this is all I can do…! After all this effort, I still can’t be with Eiji! I know how stupid that sounds!” She bit her lips. “I hate you, all of you! You… always getting in my way!”


      With tears of frustration in her eyes.
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      “Haha, I can’t even find a place where I belong…!”


      Finally… I finally see the real you.


      That reminded me of one conversation I had with Tokiwa.


      ◆


      “See… I’m an idiot. After all the time I spent with her, I couldn’t understand Ayumi at all.”


      It was saturday. On that day, I went to intercept Tokiwa after his club activities.


      We are sitting on a bench at a “secret meeting spot” near the school. It had been raining until moments ago, so we had the park to ourselves.


      Pyon, pyon. The ambient rhythm of water dropping from trees filled the silence.


      “I was caught up in my head back then, you know. Being busy with basketball and dating a cool senior does that. It’s a lame excuse, I should have paid more attention to Ayumi.”


      “Oh…” I drank my can of coffee.


      “I even thought she was a bother for a while.” He looked down at his empty can, then whispered. “I was the worst.”


      Well, I wouldn’t say that, Katsunuma must have really been a bother.


      “But I only knew that she was doing that for my sake after Senpai broke up with me. She got into a tough spot because of me.”


      So that’s how Tokiwa sees it.


      “So I told her to find someone, or somewhere else to belong to. I don’t want her to get stuck with me. I think she deserves more than—” he gestured. “Me, you know…”


      This difference of opinion was probably the main reason for this.


      “But she then insists that I’m the only one she’s got. I think she got even more stubborn with that. I should have known better, haha…” he laughed weakly.


      “Also tried distancing myself from her, but that didn’t work either.”


      From the information on me, this should be around the third year of middle school. So his consideration turned things worse…


      “I came to Kyounishi for basketball, mostly. A small part of me chose this place because it’s far from Ayumi’s house. Maybe she might have given up.”


      Katsunuma’s grades were abysmal at the time, so it was quite hopeless for her to go to Kyounishi.


      “But she did it anyway… all on her own… She passed the entrance exams.” Tokiwa smiled a little. “I still remember when she came flaunting her results, laughing while on the verge of tears. I didn’t know what to say.”


      Then his expression dimmed once again.


      “So this time, I tried to let her do as she likes. And on top of that, let her make some friends of her own too.”


       Hm…


      “But well… it ended up like this.” he closed his eyes. “I ended up causing you, and everyone in my mess. And Ayumi…”


      Grik. The can crushed under his grip.


      “I wonder what I should do.”


      What should you do, huh?


      “Stop talking about what-ifs.” I stood up and threw my empty can into the bin. “But, Tokiwa, there are plenty of ways to get over past mistakes, don’t you think?”


      “Hm?”


      It was weird to see the muscular Tokiwa looking this small. 


      “Leave it to me, this veteran. I’ve been through it myself too, and so will Katsunuma.


      I assured him with a beaming confident smile.


      To reach out and help the “Best Friend Character” in distress, there’s nothing more rom-com than this.


      ◆


      “Katsunuma”


      “…”


      “You’re a loser.”


      She looked sharply at me. 


      “You’re an irredeemable brat whose emotional maturity is that of a baby’s. You’re a kutz beyond saving.”


      “…”


      “You can’t be the nice childhood friend to Tokiwa, nor the strong, self-assertive person like that senpai.”


      “…”


      She dug her face into her knees. 


      “But you’re not giving up here, don’t you?”


      “…”


      “It doesn’t matter how miserably you fail…”


      Kataunuma, even for once, she has never given up.


      “You never gave up. You always get back up.”


      That’s something I couldn’t do. I, who had almost given up on everything after a failed field trip.


      “I know you still can stand up again, so when will you. You want to stay like this? Admit defeat to a ronin like me?”


      I’m sure that she’d…


      “You’re giving up?! Katsunuma Ayumi, is this all you’ve got?!” 


      My taunt rang through the abandoned shrine.


      “Not…ving up…”


      “Hm?”


      That’s good.


      “I’m not giving up.”


      “Can’t hear you.”


      I want to hear it, Katsunuma. I want to hear the word.


      And then—


      “Argh, dammit!!”


      She kicked the floor and stood up again. Her eyes were red and swelling as she turned toward me.


      “I’m not losing to a twerp like you!!”


      Haha… I envy her.


      This is probably how she stands up against the unfair “reality.” For a long, long time, she continued fighting.


      In a sense, she’s my senpai.


      “Then, as your humble junior, may I tell you how to absolutely win?”


      So I hereby declare.


      “Rom-com has all the answers. Let me teach you how to conquer. Let me tell you how your worst “character setting” that has kept you on a losing streak can become the strongest weapon to establish your prominence in this rom-com—!!”

    

  


  

  * * *


  And then, three days passed—until Monday morning.


  Today was the day of the 'Community Cleanup Volunteering' event.


  "Yes, it's a go as planned," I said, making a phone call at the end of the hallway and glancing up at the sky through the window.


  Today's weather was cloudy, and the forecast of rain starting in the evening was a concern. Still, it didn't seem like it would rain at the event's start time, so it should be fine to proceed.


  "Ah, I see. The weather's been good, hasn't it?—Yes, thank you. I'll send the representative over first, and then—yes, yes. Goodbye," I said and ended the call.


  Okay... that's the final adjustment done.


  Everything was in place: coordination with various parties, gathering necessary information, preparing the 'event' scenario, and practicing acting—all checked.


  Feeling satisfied, I put my phone into my chest pocket and headed toward the classroom, glancing at the list with completed checks.


  But including the holidays, it had been about four days... it feels like it's been a long time. Well, maybe it's also because I've been working overtime a lot lately... I tend to overwork myself before events.


  "Morning," I greeted Anayama, entering through the front door of the classroom and taking my seat near the entrance.


  "Oh, Master. Are you feeling better now?"


  "Yeah, thanks to you. I'm fully recovered and ready to give it my all today!"


  I clenched my fist and replied with determination as I walked toward my seat.


  *


  Due to some last-minute preparations, I arrived at school just as the bell was about to ring, and the class was almost fully assembled.


  The classroom was filled with a restless, fidgety atmosphere, and the upcoming day's cleaning activity was the topic of discussion everywhere.


  It felt like the prelude to an event, which wasn't necessarily a bad thing.


  But—


  I glanced briefly at the still-empty seat.


  As for that person... it felt like everyone was acting as if nothing had happened.


  "Ah, Class Rep..."


  "Yo, Tokiwa. Long time no see."


  Tokiwa, having noticed me, turned to face me with a worried expression.


  Even though I had already given a rough explanation of today's "operation" to everyone in our "friend group" yesterday, I knew that it would still be stressful for them. Tokiwa was probably the most anxious, and I could understand how he felt.


  I tried to lighten the mood by bringing up a random topic.


  "Man, it's been a while, so I'm kinda nervous. Oh, and if you don't mind, could I borrow the notes from when I was absent—"


  —At that moment, a notebook was smoothly extended from the opposite side.


  "Kiyosato-san...?"


  "Here you go. Sorry, I don't think they're as neat as Nagasaka's, though."


  She said with a wry smile, still holding out the notebook.


  ...I really had been causing Kiyosato nothing but worry.


  "Thanks. I'll borrow them."


  "You're welcome."


  *


  After I thanked her and took it, Kiyosato-san smiled angelically for the first time in a while.


  – On that day Katsunuma left the class, after that...


  As I was about to leave after submitting my wish list, Kiyosato-san...


  *


  "– I'm sorry. I surprised you earlier."


  "Eh? ...Ah, no. Not at all."


  Kiyosato-san, who had apparently been waiting at the shoe lockers, suddenly threw those words at me.


  Her usually smiling face was downturned, and she tightly pressed her lips together as if enduring something.


  ...Damn, I really screwed up big time. To make her look so pained...


  As I gritted my teeth at my own helplessness, Kiyosato-san began to speak slowly.


  "Back then... something similar happened."


  "......Eh?"


  Kiyosato-san looked out at the pouring rain.


  "Let's all ignore the class outcast. Let's exclude the person who disrupts the harmony from our group."


  That was a story from her middle school days... probably?


  Then I suddenly realized. This was the first time Kiyosato-san had spoken about her past.


  "I... couldn't do anything about that situation, until the very end."


  *


  Kiyosato-san's expression is hidden from view as she speaks. But it's certain that her usual cheerfulness is completely absent from her voice.


  "That girl was definitely in the wrong. But—"


  She cuts her words short and turns back to face me. Her face is more earnest than ever, and the flames from earlier still seem to linger in the depths of her eyes.


  And then, with a passionate voice—


  "But even if we ostracize the villain, it won't lead to a happy ending...


  I don't want that. I absolutely don't want that. I don't want to accept that kind of reality."


  Ah—I see.


  Kiyosato-san feels the same way I do. She thinks that the current situation is unacceptable.


  I'm 100% certain that this is the truth—I'm convinced of it.


  "That's why I want to resolve this by any means necessary... That's why I came to you, Nagasaka-kun."


  Kiyosato-san suddenly starts to bow her head.


  "W-Wait, Kiyosato-san?!"


  "I know it's a selfish request, but... please help me."


  *


  "......You're saying......"


  "I'll prepare the stage, so you, Nagasaka-kun, create a place for Ayumi."


  "The only one who can do that is... surely you, Nagasaka-kun."


  My heart skipped a beat.


  ...I don't know why Kiyosato-san is putting so much faith in me.


  But that doesn't matter.


  Because I, right now—am being asked for help by the "Main Heroine."


  Then, it's my duty as the "Protagonist" to respond with all my might, and more.


  "──I understand."


  I accepted Kiyosato-san's feelings and nodded firmly.


  "I will definitely—bring about the best ending. I promise."


  "......Yeah."


  Kiyosato-san narrowed her eyes as if looking into the distance, and nodded with a painful expression.


  Until the very end, she didn't show her angelic smile.


  *


  —Gyarara.


  My consciousness was drawn to the sound of the door opening vigorously.


  *


  Everyone turned to look in that direction at once, and their breath caught in their throats at the figure standing there.


  "...!"


  "Ah! Ayumi...!"


  Tokiwa, with a loud scrape, stood up from his chair.


  Without saying a word, Katsuma glanced briefly in our direction before striding into the classroom.


  The room fell silent for a moment before the whispers started again.


  "Seriously? She came...","What's her intention now?","More importantly, what are we going to do today...?"


  Here and there, people were whispering to each other.


  Anayama and the others kept their distance, cautiously observing the situation. Koizumi-san had a disinterested look on her face as she spared only a single glance. The former Katsunuma group members, including Ide, seemed somewhat uncomfortable.


  —Good. Just as Kiyosato-san said, everyone seems to have calmed down a bit.


  If they were still eager to attack Katsunuma, there wouldn't have been much I could do...


  "U-Um, Class Rep... Um..."


  "Tokiwa-kun."


  Kiyosato-san, sitting next to me, quietly held up her index finger to her lips, signaling to Tokiwa, who seemed like he wanted to say something.


  Nice support. Now isn't the time to say anything.


  As I watched Tokiwa sit back down, biting his lip, I glanced at Katsunuma, who was muttering to herself, and turned my thoughts to the upcoming "event."


  *


  "Now then, I will announce the assigned blocks for each class."


  The gymnasium was filled with all the students of Kyougoku Nishi High School. The student council president, an intellectual-looking boy with glasses, stood on the podium and began the announcements after a brief greeting.


  Perhaps because this wasn't a formal ceremony, the students were lined up haphazardly, and the atmosphere was lively. It didn't feel chaotic, but rather brimming with energy.


  As expected, the atmosphere wasn't that of mere garbage collection. It felt like the prelude to a fun event.


  "The riverbed block will be handled by the third-year Class 7."


  A corner of the gymnasium erupted in cheers.


  Wow, the enthusiasm of the seniors is on another level. They must be dealing with pre-exam stress, and this is their last year of high school. Plus, they've chosen their block wisely.


  Still, they could have just distributed a printout or posted the assignments on a bulletin board. Doing it like this is clearly more entertaining. It's like they're saying, "This way, it'll be more exciting, right?" The Kyou-Nishi student council sure knows how to put on a show for the festival-loving school.


  "The south residential block will be handled by the first-year Class 5."


  Hmm, so Uenohara's class got the south block. It's the second-lowest block in terms of garbage potential.


  Class 5 doesn't seem too enthusiastic about this event, so it's a fair choice.


  One after another, the names of the classes were called out, and only a few blocks remained.


  And finally—


  *


  'West Block, Class 1-4'


  There was a stir among the students as the remaining classes clearly breathed a sigh of relief. Some of the upperclassmen even made faces that seemed to say, "Those guys are out of the running." They must be thinking, "Better luck next time."


  "Are you okay with this?"


  Koizumi, who was standing in front of me, half-turned and asked with a clearly dissatisfied expression, making me feel somewhat accused.


  —In the previous block preference resolution.


  After Katsunuma ran off, the class was left in an unexpectedly awkward and restless atmosphere due to Kiyosato's unexpected actions. Naturally, it was not a situation where we could have a fun discussion, and so it was decided that we would make the West Block our first choice, following the previous flow of the conversation.


  At the time, no one openly objected... but gradually, many people started to have doubts about whether that had been the right decision, and so we ended up facing today with a vague sense of unease.


  I replied with an unchanged expression, "It's already over, and we can't change the past. All we can do is focus on what we can do now."


  "Oh, okay then."


  Koizumi didn't say anything else and turned her face away.


  I sighed and looked at Katsunuma, who was huddled up front, looking uncomfortable.


  *


  By the way...


  I knew that everyone's "Is that really okay?" included the current classroom environment as well.


  *


  "Is everyone ready?" I called out, conscious of a volume that wouldn't be drowned out by the noise.


  In the courtyard where we gathered, similar crowds had formed in various places. It seemed that each of them was confirming their upcoming movements.


  "Please put the trash in your personal bags! The sorting will be done by the people in charge of collection, so feel free to put everything in the same bag! Please check the handout for the route you'll be taking!"


  A few scattered replies of "Okay" came back. The responses lacked enthusiasm.


  They're listening to me, and it's not like they don't want to do it, but... it's this block and this situation. I guess their motivation isn't really up there.


  Well, that's as expected, so it's fine, but...


  What are you going to do, Katsunuma? It's about to start, you know?


  "Do you have work gloves, tongs, and any other tools you need? All good?"


  While buying time like that, I glanced at Katsunuma, who was looking down at the very edge of the group.


  Looking closely, I could see her grasping and crumpling the hem of her jacket, restlessly rubbing her exposed arms from her short sleeves, and repeatedly parting her lips as if to speak, only to stop.


  *


  Ah geez, what are you chickening out for now?! The "event" won't start if you don't raise your voice here!


  "Well then! Shu! Pa! Tsu! Shi-ma──"


  I further raised the volume of my voice and appealed by deliberately breaking up the words in an exaggerated manner.


  Then, Katsunuma's head snapped up, and she looked in my direction.


  I tightly furrowed my brow and urged Katsunuma on with my gaze.


  ──Come on, hurry up! Show them the new you!


  "──Hey!"


  ......Phew. Seriously, what a handful.


  On the surface, I was exasperated, but in my heart, I let out a sigh of relief and turned towards the voice.


  "What, are you planning to complain again? Katsunuma."


  Everyone made startled faces, and their eyes focused on Katsunuma.


  Katsunuma's body shrank as she received the gazes of the entire class, and she lowered her face again.


  "......That's......"


  "Huh? I can't hear you."


  "I said! That, with me......"


  She exhaled irritably while scratching her head vigorously.


  Geez, she's overly chickening out. Even if she's a small fry, isn't she the type to hang on with spirit and momentum? Is she remembering when she confronted Tokiwa's senpai girlfriend and getting scared?


  It couldn't be helped...


  I let out a small grunt, switched to my "character setting," and raised my voice in a shout.


  "You're so damn annoying, you loser! Quit whining, you pathetic excuse for a human! Just rot away like garbage, you worthless failure!"


  "Ugh!"


  Ignoring the startled looks from my classmates, Katsunuma snapped her head up as if yanked by a string and gritted her teeth fiercely.


  Then, she lifted her foot––


  With a resounding thud, she stomped the ground.


  "Shut up, baka! Challenge me if you dare!"


  The booming shout reverberated off the walls surrounding the courtyard, slicing through all other noise.


  ––Good. That's right. You can do it if you try.


  The strongest weapon in Katsunuma Ayumi's arsenal as a "character" is––


  Her unyielding tenacity that refuses to acknowledge defeat, no matter how many times she loses.


  *


  ──Three days ago, continuing from the time I tried to convince Katsunuma.


  "Romantic comed... huh? What?"


  "Put that aside for now."


  I firmly cut off Katsunuma's repeated words as she blinked in confusion. This conversation was going to drag on at this rate.


  "Listen up, let's organize our goals first. Above all, the priority is to establish your position in our class."


  "..."


  Katsunuma listened silently. After all her fussing and shouting, she seemed to have calmed down a little.


  "To do that, there are a few things I need you to do. First and foremost, attacking others to make them submit is completely banned. That sort of thing only works in middle school. Especially here at Kyou-Nishi, thinking you can succeed with such simplistic and foolish methods is absurd. Think about our classmates, will you?"


  "Shut up! You damn ronin!"


  "There it is! That diss is not allowed! You reflexively attack people like that, and that's why you always end up facing backlash!"


  "Ugh...!"


  Katsunuma swallowed her words with a face that perfectly matched the expression "gnashing her teeth."


  Hmm, she does have potential... no, wait, let's put that aside for now.


  "Also, as you are now, you won't do. You're selfish and lack a shred of goodwill. The current you, who tries to act tough despite not being particularly strong, is just a shallow show-off."


  "K-Knock it off! Stop saying whatever you want!"


  Katsunuma stood trembling, fists clenched, as if she could leap at me at any moment.


  But I wasn't scared of her at all anymore, knowing her true nature. She was just like a little puppy barking away.


  "You've got something way more valuable than that superficial exterior. All you need to do is show it off to the fullest."


  "That's not true! I've only ever failed, so what could I possibly—"


  "That's it."


  I immediately cut her off.


  "That way of thinking—your interpretation is wrong from the start."


  "My interpretation...?"


  "Yeah. The real you, not putting on any airs, just being yourself as you are— that's the Katsunuma Ayumi who can't be beaten by anyone."


  To put it simply...


  "In other words, Katsunuma Ayumi is most charming in her natural state."


  Katsunuma blinked blankly like she was hearing these words for the first time. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish.


  "C-Charming...?"


  I nodded firmly.


  "Yep. So, ditch that superficial facade entirely. Without relying on any of that, your past, your accumulated history, will stand on its own as your greatest strength."


  Katsunuma looked down in confusion and murmured,


  "But even if you say that... there's no way it'll work out..."


  "What, are you scared?"


  "Huh...? I'm not scared or anything!"


  "Oh, really? So you're just gonna run away with your tail between your legs. You're giving up 'cause you're afraid of failure."


  "Ugh, damn it...!"


  Katsunuma gritted her teeth in frustration and glared at me.


  I let out a snort and taunted her further.


  "If you're frustrated, then fight. Cling on desperately. Making use of the person who beat you to climb up is your specialty, isn't it?"


  "...!"


  "Then use me! Turn the tables on all your past defeats! You can do it!"


  "Ugh, damn it!"


  Completely overheated, Katsunuma groaned and ruffled her hair with both hands.


  Then she stomped her foot on the ground.


  "Alright, alright! I'll do it! And I'll make you eat your words!"


  With a fierce declaration, she shouted passionately.


  I couldn't help but laugh at her.


  What are you doing? Your hair's all messed up, and the shoulder of your hoodie is slipping off.


  Last time, she was full-on speaking in dialect, without any composure.


  ──But yes, that's right.


  That's what's good about you.


  That uncool side of yours──is what makes you shine the brightest.


  "Well said! Then, I'll explain the outline of the 'event' to you! Listen up, first──"


  *


  ──After all that.


  Katsunuma, who had reflected on herself, is now challenging me like this.


  So let's get started──this time's "event."


  The official name: "Nemesis Defeat Event"──let's begin.


  "Haa~? A competition?"


  I sneered at her best taunt through my nose and deliberately looked down on her.


  "Let's compete on who can collect the most trash! The one who picks up the most wins!"


  Katsunuma glares at me with a sharp look.


  She's stammering a bit, and her voice seems to be trembling slightly, but that's good. That's how it should be.


  I silently head towards Katsunuma.


  "C-Class rep...?"


  Ide calls out in a perplexed voice as I pass by, but I ignore him and stand in front of Katsunuma.


  "Um, so, the loser will apologize to the winner-"


  As everyone's eyes are on us, I respond to Katsunuma, who is desperately reciting the lines she memorized:


  "Hah. What are you saying now, you loser?"


  "Huh...?"


  Katsunuma's eyes widen as if to say this isn't what we agreed on.


  Well, of course. The "scenario" I told Katsunuma was just that we'd have an intense battle to liven up the event from here on out.


  I never said anything about coldly brushing her off like this.


  "What, are you copying me with this match thing? That's lame. I know you're just pretending to be a big shot, but you're really just imitating others, aren't you?"


  "Ah, huh..."


  I diss her loudly enough for everyone to hear, and then I suddenly notice Anayama nearby.


  "Did you think you could succeed by imitating the person who beat you? You're not thinking this through, right, Anayama?"


  "Hmm, hmm?"


  "Tell her already. This b*tch is too stupid, huh?"


  "Ah... well, um..."


  Suddenly put on the spot, Anayama was taken aback and fell silent with a troubled expression.


  I glanced sideways at Katsunuma and let out a snort.


  "If you want to do it, go ahead. I'm outta here."


  "Ah, wait!"


  Ignoring Katsunuma, who seemed unable to keep up with the conversation, I turned my back on the group and stepped away.


  "Alright, let's head out! Follow me!"


  Shouting that loudly, I began walking briskly towards the school gate, leaving everyone in confusion behind.


  ──Alright, I need to stay focused.


  From here on out, the real challenge begins.


  The time limit for the community cleaning volunteer activity is two hours. During that time, as long as it's within our assigned block, we're free to take any route we like.


  The western block is mostly a residential area with a network of narrow alleyways. It doesn't make sense for everyone to walk down the same path aimlessly, so we set up four different routes in advance and divided the class into small groups to cover each one. The western end of our block borders Kawabata River.


  *


  I suggested we use the park as a central collection point, so each group is now making their way there while picking up trash along the route.


  That was the plan.


  As for me, I positioned myself as a rover, free to move between groups and cover any areas that might have been missed.


  "Yo, Anayama. How's it going over here?"


  I poked my head out from an alley and called out to Anayama, who was crouching by the roadside, picking up cigarette butts.


  Anayama's group, which included those with lower attendance numbers, also happened to be where all the supporting characters were gathered. They could be considered the main group for this "event."


  "Yeah, there's quite a bit of trash lying around. In the gutters and the shadows of curbs."


  "We usually don't pay attention to those places, do we? Oh, but it looks like you guys are doing a great job!"


  Indeed, a third of their small bags were already filled, which was quite a substantial amount.


  As I spoke, I casually picked up a piece of paper litter I spotted nearby.


  "By the way, didn't they also have a cleaning event like this in 'Kaguya-sama: Love is War'?"


  "The one where they splash into the pond? That was such a heartwarming scene!"


  Anayama's face lit up, and he immediately got excited. But the next moment, he suddenly snapped out of it as if he had just remembered something, and covered his mouth.


  Hmm... I wonder if he recalled being dissed by Katsunuma?


  I glanced at the back of the group and then said in a louder voice,


  "Ah, don't worry about that anymore. No one's complaining, are they?"


  "Hey, Ide," I said to Ide, who was standing right next to me and glancing back.


  "Huh? Oh, class rep? Did you say something?"


  Ide turned to face me, snapped out of his daze.


  "You know, about how otaku hobbies are creepy and all that. No one's thinking that, right?" 


  "Eh, well... I read manga too, stuff like N○NA."


  At this answer, Anayama timidly interjected, "The fact that it's N○NA is so... band-like of you."


  "Huh, but isn't it interesting? It's got a certain raw humanity to it, you know?"


  "Yeah, I get that. It's got that unique portrayal of psychology that you find in shōjo manga, like it's depicting both the beautiful and ugly sides of human emotions..."


  And so, Anayama and the others began their conversation.


  Good, good... their guard is definitely lowering.


  Looking around, I noticed that the other members of the otaku group, aside from Anayama, were also interacting and cooperating with others outside their usual circle to collect trash. With this, their aptitude for group rom-com situations should improve.


  Relieved by the positive effects of my efforts, I steeled myself once more. Then, I interjected into their conversation.


  "Yeah, the root of all evil is gone, so let's all get along from now on, okay?"


  After emphasizing that last part, I looked towards the back of the group—where Ide had been sending glances—at Katsunuma.


  That girl was by the vending machine at the side of the road. From a distance, it didn't seem like her bag had much trash in it.


  Well, of course. Being at the very back, most of the trash would've been picked up by others.


  But Katsunuma... was diligently kneeling down to peer under the vending machine and picking up overflowing empty cans from the attached trash bin. She was being thoroughly honest. At the very least, she didn't seem to be slacking off or cutting corners in any way.


  ... Perfect. I'll use that.


  "Damn that stupid woman!"


  "Eh...? W-Wait, Master?!"


  I clicked my tongue loudly and strode purposefully towards Katsunuma.


  With a swift motion, I snatched the bag from her hand.


  "Ah! What are you─"


  "Hey, I told you trash from the garbage can is not allowed!"


  I yelled loudly at her.


  ... Well, to be honest, the stuff that overflowed and fell out was treated as fair game.


  Katsunuma's shoulders trembled as she cowered, and then she tightly gripped her left arm with her right hand and hung her head. Her white, slender arm was stained by the dirty work glove.


  "Ah, I see. So you're trying to get our class disqualified like that, huh?"


  "N-No, that's not it! I was just trying to win the competition..."


  "Don't lie, you haven't picked up any other trash except for this."


  Saying that, I held up the garbage bag containing only the cans she just picked up and shook it noisily.


  My angry voice and the unpleasant sound of the clattering cans drew everyone's attention to us.


  "What you're doing is so pathetic, I don't even want to bother with you. Right, Koizumi-san?"


  "..."


  I called out to Koizumi-san, who had been observing the situation, but she grimaced in disgust and abruptly turned her back to me.


  "You bast... no, you...!"


  "... Here."


  Seeing Katsunuma trying to obey my order in a flustered manner, I suppressed the emotions that threatened to spill out and tossed the garbage bag carelessly. The opening came loose, and the empty cans scattered noisily on the ground.


  I deliberately held the bottom of the bag when I threw it, so naturally that would happen.


  "Pick them up. All of them."


  "W-Why are you doing this...?"


  "Ah!?"


  I raised an eyebrow and furrowed my brow, glaring fiercely at Katsunuma.


  "If you don't like it, then give up and get lost."


  "......Ah!"


  At those words, Katsunuma's eyes widened, and she tightly pressed her lips together. Then, she glared sharply back at me, crouched down as if she had been sprung, and began to pick up the scattered cans.


  ...Phew.


  "Oh ho, crawling on the ground like that is so lame. You really look like a loser; it's hilarious! Don't you all think so?"


  I burst out laughing loudly.


  However, everyone around me remained silent and unresponsive.


  Ah ha ha, ah ha ha... haa...


  This is really taking a toll on my stomach...


  *


  —After a while.


  I arrived at Kawabata Park and headed towards the collection site in the square. The group in charge of sorting had already proceeded to the park and were waiting while picking up the surrounding trash.


  "Ah, Nagasaka. Nice work."


  As soon as Kiyosato-san from the cleanup crew noticed me, she called out, "Nagasaka-kun, over here!"


  My classmates who had already arrived were gathered around. From the looks of it, I was probably the last one.


  "You did a great job, Kiyosato-san. How's it going?"


  "We still have some sorting to do, but so far, it's looking something like this."


  Kiyosato-san stood up and wiped the sweat from her brow with her sleeve.


  The collected trash was to be sorted into combustible waste, non-combustible waste, glass and cans, plastic bottles, and plastics. They were then to be placed in bags of a predetermined size for each category. The final winner would be decided by the number of bags in each category (with weight as a tiebreaker if the numbers were equal). Additionally, bulky waste that didn't fit in the bags would not be counted.


  So far, our progress was two bags of combustible waste, one bag each of glass and cans and plastic bottles, and almost no plastics or non-combustible waste... just over four bags in total.


  "That's quite a lot, isn't it? I thought it would be less since we're in an unlucky block." Kiyosato-san said, sounding surprised as she placed her hands on her hips.


  "Yeah, maybe we got lucky."


  I replied nonchalantly, then turned to survey the area.


  Then, I called out to everyone in a loud voice. "Everyone, come gather around for a moment!"


  And so, I waited for my classmates who were scattered around the area to gather.


  Now then... I guess it's time for a little boost.


  "Great work so far, everyone. Thanks to your efforts... to be honest, we're doing pretty well. Last year's winning class had a total of six bags, I believe."


  A small cheer of "Ohh!" rose from the group.


  However, the maximum number of bags two years ago was seven, so we still had a long way to go. At the very least, we needed to fill at least two more bags...


  I want to place at least in the top three.


  I pretended to be deep in thought, my hand on my chin as I spoke in a teasing tone.


  "Perhaps... we might even have a shot at winning."


  The surrounding buzz grew louder.


  "No way, that's lucky! Leftovers are where it's at!" "We can aim for the top spot!" "Should we get a little more serious?" "Damn, I'm fired up now!" "What's the prize again?" "I heard it's cafeteria vouchers this year." "No way, for real?" "I kinda want that."


  Alright, this is good. Their morale is rising.


  Feeling the impact of my intervention, I began to explain our next move.


  "We're at the halfway point, so I think we should head to the Yatsukawa riverside walkway next."


  Compared to the Shizukawa riverside area in the riverbed block, Yatsukawa is a smaller river without much open space on its banks. Still, we should be able to find more trash than on regular backstreets.


  "There are walkways on both sides of the river, so let's split into two groups by attendance number. I'll give instructions to the latter half, and as for the first half—"


  I paused there and looked at the person I had in mind.


  "Koizumi, can I leave the coordination to you?"


  In response to my request, Koizumi narrowed her eyes slightly and gave a clear answer.


  "I've been intending to win from the start. Naturally, I'll expect the same of those around me. How about you?"


  Then, with powerful eyes that seemed to pierce right through me, she looked my way.


  Good, as expected. I couldn't let this opportunity to rile them up slip away.


  I raised my face and took a deep breath.


  "Listen up, everyone! If we keep this up, we can seriously aim for the win! What do you all think!?"


  With those heated words, I turned to look at my classmates.


  And my eyes met Eiji Tokiwa's.


  "......Alright! Let's win and have a cafeteria festival!"


  And with that, he clenched his fist and shouted, "Oh!" as he thrust it into the air.


  Nice assist! I guess that's what you call a "best friend" for you!


  Following Tokiwa's lead, my classmates, mostly athletes, began to voice their enthusiasm.


  Feeling the atmosphere gradually heat up, I shouted with determination.


  "All right! Let's step up our game in the second half!"


  "Oh!" came a clear response this time.


  Perfect! This is exactly how I envisioned it! Even though it's mostly going according to plan, I can feel my tension rising!


  "Hey, class rep. Can I..."


  Just then, Ide, who had been unusually quiet, timidly spoke to me.


  "Hmm? What's up?"


  "Uh..."


  He then pointed towards the edge of the park, at the hedge.


  Following his gaze, I looked in that direction and—


  —found Katsunuma Ayumi there, all alone.


  She was desperately searching for trash.


  Her movements were incredibly clumsy. As she tried to reach under the hedge, she couldn't quite get there, repeatedly scratching her face on the branches and scattering trash everywhere when she accidentally let go of the garbage bag.


  Her long hair was tangled with leaves, and her white tracksuit jacket was stained with dirt, making her look shabby.


  Despite all her efforts, the amount of trash she collected was still less than half of what I had managed to gather.


  No matter how you looked at it, she wasn't being helpful at all. It just seemed like a futile struggle.


  But then—


  "...She's really giving it her all," Koizumi muttered softly.


  Yes, even if she looked uncool and things weren't going well for her, she still refused to give up. Her whole demeanor shouted that determination.


  Drawn by Koizumi's words, the air that had been buzzing with excitement suddenly grew tense.


  "C-Class Rep..." Tokiwa looked at me with a face that said he couldn't stand it anymore. Everyone else turned their gazes towards me, their eyes filled with expectations.


  I let out a heavy sigh.


  ...Sorry, Tokiwa. I've made you hold back long enough.


  But now that it's come to this, I can't do things halfway.


  After steeling my resolve, I headed towards Katsunuma.


  "...You want to compete with me that badly?"


  "Ah!"


  Katsunuma's head popped out from the bushes with a rustle, looking up at me.


  Perhaps cut by a branch from the hedge, a little blood was oozing from her forehead.


  Suppressing the ache in my chest at her pitiful appearance, I forced myself to speak coldly.


  "If that's the case, then go to the art museum."


  "...Huh?"


  "You know it, right? The prefectural art museum. Since that's the last stop, get there first and pick up the trash. If you can gather more there, you win."


  Katsunuma blinked her eyes, then muttered in a dazed voice,


  "Th-That's..."


  "Ah, if you don't want to, that's fine. Just stay in the back so you don't get in the way."


  Spitting that out, I turned around and walked away.


  "──Ah!"


  I sensed her standing up behind me, and heard her running footsteps.


  ...Alright, she's headed there. She's really obedient despite not knowing anything.


  But I'm begging you... From here on out, it's seriously all up to you in my planned scenario.


  "H-Hey Master, about the art museum..."


  "Hm? You heard that?"


  As soon as I returned to the others, Anayama timidly spoke to me.


  "Um, I get the impression there wouldn't be much trash there...?"


  "Yeah, obviously."


  The air froze in an instant.


  Then, an unpleasant atmosphere began to slowly spread.


  I laughed cheerfully and said,


  "Well, she's useless whether she's here or not. At least she won't get in the way, right?"


  "M-Master... That's a bit harsh..."


  "She's so gullible, what a useless weakling. She's always been like that, messing everything up and failing at everything she does. She's a born loser."


  "Oi, Class Rep! That's enough out of you...!"


  Koizumi-san raised her voice in anger, unable to hold back anymore.


  "It's her own fault, isn't it?"


  "...!"


  Koizumi-san fell silent, her face twisting bitterly at my retort.


  "Besides, I was almost ostracized by her. I'm the victim here. Why should I hold back? It's all her fault."


  The class atmosphere turned tense.


  Pretending not to notice the uncomfortable sweat running down my back, I secretly regulated my breathing.


  And then, I... just like the god I know, used all my facial muscles to contort my eyes and mouth into a pleasantly distorted expression.


  Then, looking around at my silent classmates──


  "I'm just attacking the enemy on everyone's behalf.


  ──After all, she's not one of us anymore, right?"


  ──Really, Katsunuma, I'm counting on you.


  I'm reaching my limit, too.


  We arrived at the midpoint of the walkway along the Yatsukawa River and combined the trash from the two groups for re-sorting.


  But──


  "There's less than I thought,"


  The newly collected trash amounted to one and a half bags. We hadn't even reached our minimum goal, so the situation looked hopeless.


  "The last one is the art gallery, huh......I guess so, but......"


  Ide, standing next to me, muttered with a disappointed tone.


  Everyone seemed convinced that there wouldn't be any trash at the art gallery, and an air of resignation began to hang over the group.


  We had thirty minutes left. Faster classes would already be back at school by now.


  It was about time we received some information from our spy......


  Thinking this, I took off my gloves and took out my phone, only to find a single unread message.


  "Student Council intel. The top class has six and a half bags, another has six bags. Looks like it'll be close."


  —As expected, Uenohara Spy, your work is impeccable.


  "Damn it! We're still short, aren't we?!"


  Without missing a beat, I shouted and raked my hand through my hair in frustration.


  "Huh? What's wrong? What happened?"


  "According to the latest info, the top class has six and a half bags. We're going to lose at this rate."


  My classmates sighed dejectedly, their motivation visibly waning.


  "What should we do?""It's probably impossible now, they're too far ahead.""Should we just head back to school then?"


  ...Oops, maybe I deflated them a little too much. I'd prefer if they kept their spirits up a bit more.


  "Shut up, it's not over yet,"


  Koizumi-san interjected sharply, restoring discipline to the group.


  Wow... she's so reliable. From my vantage point across the river, I could see her actively climbing over the fence to pick up trash and giving instructions to others. With her taking such initiative, I could definitely expect significant improvements in our class's performance.


  Moreover, having someone who can demonstrate leadership skills like this as a "sub-character" will undoubtedly be beneficial for my future "plans." It's reassuring to know that I can rely on her to take charge of the class even when I'm not around.


  "The art museum is just ahead. Let's at least go and take a look."


  I quickly gave everyone instructions and decided to move towards our final destination.


  ──Now then. This is the climax.


  The Prefectural Art Museum is located in the southwest direction from Kyougoku Nishi and is famous for its Millet paintings. The museum also has park facilities such as a square and water area on its premises, making it a spacious and open location.


  "This... it doesn't look like there's any trash here, does it?"


  Ide sighed in front of the well-maintained entrance.


  The tiled walkway was spotless, and the neatly trimmed hedges and trees lined the approach in perfect order. It didn't look like even a single piece of paper had fallen on the ground.


  Just as everyone was about to accept defeat, thinking that they had exhausted all possibilities──


  At that moment.


  "Hmm, wait a second. What's that over there?"


  Koizumi-san muttered as she looked towards the parking lot.


  ──Good, you noticed it.


  "Is that... a container...?"


  In the spacious area where several buses could be parked, there were large containers with open tops lined up.


  Inside were──


  "Huh? Aren't those all garbage bags...?"


  Indeed they were.


  Those belonged to a waste disposal container.


  The surroundings stirred with a buzz.


  "Huh? No way, why is there so much garbage in the art gallery...!?"


  Ide was astonished, his eyes wide as saucers.


  "What is all this? Paper plates, disposable chopsticks...?"


  Ide stepped forward, craning his neck to look around. Koizumi pushed him aside impatiently and narrowed her eyes.


  Hmm.


  "Ah, that's it!"


  Anayama shouted as if he had spotted something. Everyone's gaze followed the direction of his finger.


  At the entrance of the park area──there was a special gate in the process of being dismantled.


  "The Kyougoku City Special Products Festival... Special Venue...!?"


  As the words were read out, everyone suddenly understood, and the place erupted in excitement.


  "Ah, garbage from the festival!?""No way, what a coincidence!?""There's always a lot of garbage after a festival!""Eh, so is the whole place littered with trash?""There's bound to be a lot of garbage if it's piled up like that...!"


  The classmates' enthusiasm rose sharply.


  As I watched everyone let out delighted exclamations here and there, I secretly smirked to myself.


  ──In the library, investigating the garbage potential.


  The biggest irregular factor I discovered while skimming through the PR magazine was the Special Product Festival.


  Usually held in a public square far from Kyou-Nishi, this year it seemed to overlap with another event, and so the art museum's public area was chosen as the alternative venue.


  The event itself, as its name suggests, was for the sale of Kyougoku City's special products, but one of its highlights was also the wine-tasting event for wines from within the prefecture.


  And with the presence of stalls, a large amount of garbage would inevitably be generated. Given the nature of the location, it would likely be a space that required a return to its original state, which meant that cleaning up the park would be a necessity.


  Having noticed this, I... had proposed to assist with cleaning a portion of the area by contacting the organizing body in advance.


  Perhaps because I went through the city's tourism department, the person from the organization readily accepted my offer. When I conveyed this morning that the cleaning volunteer activity would be carried out, they repeatedly expressed their gratitude.


  ──And because of this special factor.


  The garbage potential of the West Block.


  Just for today—is on par with that of the Riverside Block.


  "But we don't have much time left...!"


  Anayama anxiously raised his voice as he looked at his smartphone.


  With only 20 minutes left, even if the entire class were to move now, the amount they could gather wouldn't be much.


  ──So, that's why.


  I anticipated this situation.


  I left the most challenging spot to the most motivated person.


  "Hey, hey, everyone! Hurry over here!"


  Ide, who must have gone ahead to check out the situation inside, pointed towards the back of the park area.


  "What? What happened?"


  "Hurry, hurry!"


  Koizumi-san, puzzled, was urged by Ide to start running after him, and the rest of us followed suit.


  ──A little further down the northern path of the park area.


  In a corner of the promenade, surrounded by green trees.


  By what looked like a riverside.


  "Ah..."


  Someone let out a gasp of surprise.


  There stood──


  "──Ha!"


  Amidst heaps of trash,


  Covered in mud-stained athletic wear and with her long blonde hair dirty with mud──


  "Did you see this?! With all this, I'm winning!"


  ──With her chest puffed out, she wore a triumphant grin.


  There stood Katsunuma Ayumi, looking as proud as she could.
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  Ah... geez. What an embarassing sight.


  Did she fall into a puddle? Or maybe into the river right in front of us?


  If she remained composed, she might have looked cool.


  This klutz.


  But still──


  In your desperate, earnest, unwavering determination,


  No matter how many times you get knocked down, you stand up again,


  Your unyielding, never-give-up klutzy demeanor──


  ──Is the epitome of a rom-com character!


  "Ayumi! This is amazing!"


  "Huh, uh...?"


  It was her best friend Tamahata-san who ran up to the surprised Katsunuma, overwhelmed with emotion.


  And then, as if a floodgate had opened, classmates began calling out to Katsunuma.


  "This is a crazy amount!" "You picked all this up by yourself?!"


  "Awesome, incredible!" "That's six and a half bags! We're only half a bag away from first place now!"


  "Whoa, let's go! Just a little more!" "But she's so dirty!" "Someone, get a towel!"


  Watching this, I couldn't help but feel a swell of emotion in my chest.


  After all, this is what everyone wanted, right?


  Alright then──let's wrap this up.


  I pushed my way through the excited crowd and stood in front of Katsunuma.


  "Hey, klutz."


  Katsunuma snapped back to reality as I gave her a sly grin.


  "All this stuff, you didn't pick it up yourself, did you? You got it from one of the organizations."


  "...N-no, I didn't! I picked it up properly!"


  "Liar. Stop pretending to be a nice girl. It's really annoying."


  I continued to berate Katsunuma.


  Because I'm the "villain" of this event. The "enemy" that needs to be defeated.


  And the true "enemy" is──


  "Cut it out, class rep!"


  ──Ide, who slipped his body in from the side and stood in front of me.


  His face bore none of his usual flippant demeanor, only a serious expression.


  Ide──


  "Enough already! Stop bullying her and excluding her! This is no fun at all!"


  ──Ah.


  That's right. Exactly right.


  All the classmates were looking at the "villain" with condemnation.


  Not a single person was defending the "enemy."


  In other words, this was──the consensus of the class.


  Isolating, excluding, and ostracizing someone.


  Such a "scenario"──


  ──I am the "archenemy" that deserves to be defeated!


  "Katsunuma──what was the bet for the winner and loser again?"


  "Huh...?"


  She muttered softly.


  It's okay now, right? It's about time, right?


  ...Ah, I can't hold it in anymore!


  Then I took a deep breath.


  Inhaled and inhaled, arching my body back to the limit.


  And with all the feelings I had kept bottled up──


  "I'm really, truly────


  SORRY!"


  ──With 1,000 rehearsals under my belt, I executed a perfectly polished dogeza.


  "...............Huh?"


  All sound vanished from the surroundings.


  "I'm so sorry for mocking and dissing you! I was wrong!"


  Banging my forehead on the concrete ground, I yelled out.


  "Katsunuma-san is our savior! The best! Our friend!"


  And with all the air left in my lungs──


  "So please, forgive meeeeeeeeeee!"


  ──。


  ──......。


  ────............。


  Chirp chirp chirp.


  ......Ms. Sparrow, could you read the room a little right now?


  I tried to calm my breathing, still flustered, and glanced cautiously around me.


  From my low vantage point, I could see my classmates' faces—frozen, every one of them.


  Uh oh...... maybe I went a little overboard......?


  Unable to bear the silence, I stood up quietly.


  Then, I cleared my throat with an "Ahem."


  "......A-anyway, Katsunuma, I was wrong."


  Damn it, I messed up! I let my guilt get the better of me and apologized too dramatically!


  This is so uncool! I can't criticize Katsunuma like this! I need a redo, a redo!


  I slapped my probably bright red cheeks, trying to shake off the embarrassment, and said, "I-I'm not embarrassed! It's just swollen, that's all?"


  Katsunuma tried to brush it off, but her stiff expression gave her away.


  The more I looked at her, the more disheveled she seemed. How did she get like this from just picking up trash... or so I wondered.


  ...Well, but.


  Still, she's amazing.


  "You're so cool. As expected of my senpai."


  At those words, Katsunuma seemed to reboot.


  "I forgive everything you've done up until now."


  I continued, smiling gently to give a softer impression.


  "So please... forgive us too?"


  And then I turned to look at everyone in the class.


  "It's not fun when classmates bicker and put each other down, right? I think everyone feels the same way."


  Then I turned back to Katsunuma.


  "So let's just call it even. We were both in the wrong, so let's just forget about it."


  "Ah... well..."


  Katsunuma didn't know what to say.


  ...Honestly, what an idiot. You should've been able to figure that out without a script.


  "Ah, forget it!"


  Suddenly, a shout came from the side.


  It was Ide, who had tousled his perfectly set hair, clapping his hands together in front of him.


  "I was so lame! How boring! I'm sorry, Ayumi! I went too far!"


  "Ah, Ayumi! Me too! I'm really sorry for tattling on you!"


  Tamahata-san also apologized.


  And then...


  "... I was wrong too," "Sorry, Ayumi! I didn't mean to go that far!" "Pretending to be important was my bad," "I'm really sorry!"


  One by one, the members of the Katsunuma group started to apologize.


  ──Moreover.


  "Well... I've been badmouthing her behind her back too... so I apologize."


  Anayama scratched his cheek and bowed his head, trying to look as stern as possible.


  "But! I think it's wrong to make fun of anime! Tell me your preferences, and I'll definitely convert you into an otaku next time!"


  He pointed at her with a burst of confidence.


  "I didn't say anything wrong. I have no reason to ask for forgiveness."


  Koizumi struck a typical pose, crossing her arms and standing with her feet apart.


  But...


  "Well... that unfashionable version of you isn't all that bad."


  She shrugged and relaxed her mouth a little.


  "You're not very honest, are you, Koizumi? Didn't you say you'd beat up class rep later?"


  "Shut up, Mikoto. You're going to be the target for shooting practice next time."


  "Eh!" Nishino-san exclaimed.


  Everyone laughed at this exchange.


  "──Ayumi."


  And finally...


  Kiyosato, who had been watching from a distance, stepped forward.


  "No one will hurt you, Ayumi. Your place is here with us."


  With the face of an angel, she smiled gently, full of kindness and compassion.


  Katsunuma—


  "I-I... too..."


  Her lips quivered as she struggled to speak, her eyes turning red.


  "I'm really sorry... for doing such stupid things!"


  Covering her mouth... she bowed deeply.


  ──Yes. That's right. That's good.


  Everyone fought, apologized to each other, and reconciled.


  That's how we became comrades.


  ──This is the quintessential romcom template.


  Like a dam breaking, everyone swarmed around Katsunuma. Surrounded by many classmates, led by Ide and Tamahata, Katsunuma was mobbed. Watching from a distance, I relaxed my gaze.


  "Did your 'plan' work perfectly?"


  ......Torisawa, who had been silent until now, suddenly appeared next to me, grinning.


  "You chose the West Block as an option nonchalantly, knowing about the local fair from the start, didn't you? Regardless of whether or not Katsunuma would face trouble, you intended to bring it to this conclusion."


  "......Well, I wonder what you're talking about."


  I shrugged my shoulders and smiled mischievously.


  ......I really wanted to grin broadly, but it ended up looking more like a smirk.


  Torisawa looked genuinely amused, slapped me on the shoulder.


  "You never cease to amaze me. I don't know what your endgame is, but keep it up, leader?"


  "Y-Yeah, let's keep at it."


  As I laughed like a broken robot, Tokiwa, looking deeply moved, clenched his fists tightly.


  "......Alright! Everyone, just a little more! Let's give it our all in this final push!"


  After saying that, he thrust both hands upward toward the sky.


  The loud cheers echoed around us.


  Ah, I could feel the rising excitement from everyone.


  I could feel the breath of the romantic comedy.


  ──Yes, this is it.


  "......Alright, let's win this! Class 1-4!"


  """""Oooh!"""""


  This is the "romantic comedy class" I wanted to create!


  ──The "Defeat the Enemy Event."


  And the construction of the three-layered romantic comedy environment model, with the middle layer being the "Romantic Comedy Optimized Class."


  All clear.


  Mission complete!!


  *


  "Whew......that's that."


  After tossing a trash bag filled with candy wrappers into the school's garbage dump, I clapped my hands together.


  There weren't many people left in the school after the event. It felt even quieter because we'd been having a juice and candy party just a while ago.


  "Sorry about that, Tokiwa. Thanks for your help."


  "No, not at all. Please, let me at least do this much."


  With a cheerful "Hoi!," the bag of empty PET bottles that Tokiwa threw landed with a clatter on the top of the garbage pile.


  "Nice shot. Well, I have one last check to do, so I'll head back to the classroom. You go on to the after-party first."


  I said that, turning on my heel to head back to the classroom.


  "Ah, Class Rep──no, Kouhei!"


  "......?"


  Called back by Tokiwa, I turned around.


  Huh, did I just hear him call me by my name?


  "Once again......thank you so much for helping Ayumi."


  Tokiwa stood up straight, then bowed his head sincerely with a serious expression.


  "Wh-What is it, all of a sudden?"


  "You worked so hard for Ayumi, even going as far as to play the villain. At first, I was a little suspicious, but... in the end, you solved everything."


  "No, no, lift your head. I didn't do it to be thanked or anything."


  I only did what was necessary for my 'Project.' There was nothing special about it.


  "Besides, the one who worked the hardest was Katsunuma. If you want to compliment someone, praise her."


  "...Yeah, you're right."


  Tokiwa smiled, a wide grin spreading across his face.


  "But still, thank you. Kouhei, you're really something."


  Those straightforward words hit me directly.


  I-I can't help but get embarrassed when I'm praised that much... Heh heh.


  "A-Ah, anyway, see you later! Bye!"


  "Yeah, see ya later!"


  Suppressing a smirk, I ran toward the classroom.


  Yes, yes, I think I've successfully raised my favorability with him! He even started calling me by my name, and he's really playing the role of the "best friend" character perfectly!


  Excited, I dashed up the stairs to the fourth floor.


  Let's finish this check quickly and head to the fun 'after-party event!'


  With that in mind, I entered my classroom.


  "...Oh, Katsunuma?"


  There, in the empty classroom, stood Katsunuma, leaning against the window.


  Since her tracksuit was dirty, she was now in her uniform. Her hair, which had gotten muddy, was washed clean with water, and neatly pulled forward in a ponytail. 


  She didn't have a hair dryer, so it couldn't be helped that it was still damp.


  "Were you still here? What about the after-party?"


  "I told them I'd catch up later. Everyone's already gone."


  "I see."


  Feeling that she had fully reintegrated into the class, I spoke with a smile.


  "That's good. Like I said, you managed to win just by being yourself, right?"


  "...But we didn't win first place."


  Katsunuma averted her gaze and looked down, as if weighed down by her thoughts.


  ──To put it simply, we missed out on winning the championship.


  The final amount of trash collected was eight bags, a personal best. However, the riverbank block ended up tying with us, so the result came down to weight.


  Most of the trash Katsunuma collected was paper cups and plates, which are lightweight but bulky. While that increased the number of bags, it put us at a disadvantage when it came to weight. In the end, we lost narrowly to the riverbank block, which had heavier glass bottles and cans.


  Regardless, there was no blame to be placed on Katsunuma, who had collected such a significant amount of garbage on her own.


  Besides, to begin with—


  "What are you talking about? The goal from the start was to create a place for you. So it's your victory."


  "..."


  Even if the competition result was a loss, it was undoubtedly a victory for Katsunuma.


  That's why this 'event' was a huge success.


  "...So, what's up? Tokiwa already headed to the venue."


  When I asked that, Katsunuma looked back at me.


  "I forgot to say something to you."


  "Hm? What is it?"


  At that, Katsunuma stepped away from the wall and faced me directly, combing her hair with her fingers.


  She bit her lip tightly, then made up her mind and gave a small bow.


  "The ball... I'm sorry."


  "Huh?"


  "During the volleyball game..."


  Ah... Yeah, that happened, didn't it?


  Katsunuma continued, head drooping.


  "I swear it wasn't on purpose. I just thought, 'They're having so much fun, it's pissing me off,' and threw it without thinking. It just happened to hit the right spot by chance. I wasn't trying to hurt anyone or anything..."


  "It's fine. I said I forgave you. I could tell it was an accident when I saw how clumsy you are."


  She's so unlucky that things always backfire on her. I'm the same way.


  "I mean, you know..."


  Katsunuma raised her head and looked up at me with downcast eyes.


  "Why did you... do so much for me, even though I kept getting in your way and just hitting you all the time?"


  "It wasn't just for you. I needed to bring you into the class for my own goal. Plus, you had a much better 'setting' than I expected."


  "Purpose...? Setting...?"


  Ah, come to think of it... I never really explained that part.


  I glanced at Katsunuma, who tilted her head with a puzzled look, and scrutinized her from head to toe.


  "You know... you actually look better without makeup."


  "Wha-what!?"


  Startled, she touched her makeup-free face.


  "Your figure's not bad either... You are ranked 19th, after all..."


  "Hey, quit staring at me like that! It's embarrassing!"


  "I haven't given you a solid number yet, so it's not confirmed, but..."


  "A number?"


  While Katsunuma looked at me blankly, I let out a sigh.


  "I don't think you'll make it..."


  "Make it?"


  "But your 'attributes' and 'backstory' could easily be the strongest... What a waste."


  "W-Wait a minute, what have you been talking about...?"


  There's also the issue of what position to give her...


  Wait, hold on a second...


  "...Exception, out of range... Extra?"


  ──Ah!!


  That's it!


  I clapped my hands together and nodded repeatedly.


  Then I turned back to Katsunuma and gazed directly into her eyes.


  Katsunuma flinched and tried to take a step back, but the window behind her meant she couldn't retreat.


  "Katsunuma."


  "W-What...?"


  "You have incredible potential. Like how you desperately try your best even though you're just a small fry, and how you're unexpectedly honest."


  "T-That's...!"


  "And that 'grrr' face of yours. Those are precisely the qualities that make you a fitting 'heroine.'"


  "A heroine!?"


  Katsunuma let out a startled yelp.


  "But..."


  I groaned, frustrated, and delivered the news with great reluctance.


  "To qualify as an official heroine, you need to have a romcom aptitude of A or higher. Regrettably, I fear your limit is B."


  "Huh...?"


  "But it would be a shame to let your potential go to waste."


  So I thought about it.


  A role for Katsunuma that could even surpass the main characters in popularity, an exceptional position.


  That position is──.


  "I bestow upon you the role of an 'Unconquerable Heroine' and the 'Clumsy Kohai Character!'"


  "...Huh?"


  "Basically, an unattainable heroine."


  "...?"


  Katsunuma tilted her head in confusion.


  Do I need to explain?


  "It's like this. Basically, you're a 'supporting character,' not a main target for conquest. But you're so charming and your character stands out so much that readers love you like a heroine."


  "..."


  "But unfortunately, you're still just a 'supporting character,' unrelated to the main plot. No matter how charming you are, you won't receive as good treatment as the main cast. That feeling of being fundamentally outclassed suits you perfectly."


  "...Ah."


  Katsunuma muttered as if she had realized something.


  Oh, did she understand?


  "So, basically, you're picking a fight with me?"


  "Wait, how did you reach that conclusion!?"


  Katsunuma squinted her eyes and then clicked her tongue.


  "Nah, that's not gonna fly. Seriously, it's not. I was scared for nothing. Ridiculous."


  "What? You don't like it!?"


  "Wait, isn't she kind of back to normal!?"


  "I mean, come on, who'd be happy to be called 'clumsy' or a 'loser'? Are you an idiot?"


  "No, no, hold on! Don't jump to conclusions! Clumsiness is the pinnacle of gap moe! Like how the seemingly perfect student council president turns out to be an airhead doing love research, or how the stunning beauty is actually a hopeless office lady with the mentality of a grade-schooler... that gap makes her cute, right?"


  "I don't hear anything good in that."


  "Fine, I'll throw in the 'annoying busybody' trait too! You've been a total pain from the start! How's that? Now we're incorporating the latest trends!"


  "Your own annoying level just skyrocketed!"


  Uh-oh, her eyes are ice cold now. She's looking down at me like I'm filth.


  "A-and besides, these days even side characters get their due! If you're lucky, a few years after the series ends, there might be an Ayumi-if story! Your sharp tongue and underclassman status are definite selling points!"


  "Go die."


  "Ahhh, she's completely back to her old self!"


  W-what happened!? Where did that adorably honest and clumsy girl from earlier go!?


  "Seriously, what's with you and declaring stuff like that? Is this your goal?"


  "What do you mean, 'stuff like that'!? What's wrong with trying to have a romcom in real life!?"


  "...You're even more of an idiot than I am."


  "You're the last person I want to hear that from!"


  "Ahh!?"


  And so, the two of us start yelling at each other in the classroom.


  After a bit of back-and-forth, Katsunuma suddenly goes quiet.


  "...Enough. This is so stupid."


  She then lowered her head and muttered bitterly.


  "To you, I'm just someone who doesn't matter, right? You just happened to help me, and you want to say, 'Don't get the wrong idea.'"


  "I never said anything like that..."


  "Then why do you start talking about 'side characters' and 'unrelated' things!?"


  Clenching both hands tightly and biting her lip, Katsunuma glares at me.


  Man, this is why she's so hopeless.


  I sigh and continue.


  "You've been working hard on your own this whole time, haven't you? No matter how many times you lose or fail, you never give up."


  "..."


  I stare straight into Katsunuma's eyes.


  "And that's why I thought being the 'main character' of my story doesn't suit you. You're better off being the 'protagonist' of your own story. After all, you've always been my senpai in fighting against the absurdity of reality."


  "...Ah."


  Katsunuma's eyes widen.


  "I wanted you to stick to that strength. Even if you're clumsy or a loser, never bow down to reality. Keep going until you get what you want, even if you have to die a thousand times. That indomitable spirit... I respect that."


  And then, I smile.


  "Katsunuma Ayumi never gives up until she wins. So that's your unbeatable winning strategy, isn't it?"


  Katsunuma lowers her head and remains silent for a while, gripping the hem of her clothes tightly.


  Her downturned eyes seem to reflect some emotion, and her cheeks appear slightly flushed.


  And then—


  "...Damn, that's so corny."


  "What!?"


  Why!? I thought this was a cool scene!


  Katsunuma twists her face in disgust and hugs herself.


  "You know... that cringy way you sometimes talk doesn't suit you at all."


  "No way!"


  How come no one gets it!? Is it that bad for the 'protagonist' to say something cool?


  While I fume, Katsunuma lets out a huge sigh and turns away.


  "Ugh, so stupid. I'm leaving."


  "Yeah, yeah, just go. Go have plenty of fun and make some romcom memories."


  I shoo her away, and she clicks her tongue in response.


  "──Well, anyway."


  ──she said.


  Katsunuma strode forward, but then suddenly stopped.


  "At any rate... I'll try not to forget what you taught me."


  She swept her long blonde hair that hung in front of her back over her shoulder with a quick motion. She turned to face me, her upper body only──


  "Thanks for all your help... Senpai."


  ──and smiled, her expression looking somewhat refreshed.


  Backstage 4 – Special "Setting"


  '──And that's the whole story. Thanks to Uenohara, we managed to create a good sense of urgency. As expected of my trusted accomplice.'


  "Well, there wasn't much I could do during the event itself. A little bit of help was fine."


  I sat on my bed, twirling my hair as I spoke. I was glad I had pushed my way through to talk to the student council senpais. Perhaps it was because the person in charge was, well, that person.


  "By the way... what was Mei doing?"


  'Hmm, Kiyosato-san didn't have much to do with this one. We decided not to include her in the 'main storyline' this time, and she's on the instigator's side anyway.'


  While Kouhei spoke nonchalantly over the phone, I delved deeper into my thoughts.


  ──After this recent incident, I'd come to realize something significant about Mei's true intentions. She has an extreme aversion to her class falling into a negative state. So much so that she ended up wielding her influence, which she had never intended to use before.


  Her efforts to restrain Katsunuma-san when she went off the rails, to lure Kouhei out, and to even fabricate Tokiwa and Katsunuma's 'childhood friend' setup to gain sympathy─it was all done to prevent a catastrophic clash between the two.


  Perhaps the reason Class 4 was divided into small, friendly groups was because Mei had initially arranged it that way to avoid potential conflicts due to differing values.


  And behind her aversion to negativity was a past experience.


  From what I heard, she hadn't been able to overcome a similar situation before. Maybe she had regrets about not being able to help a bullied classmate or something like that.


  Hmm...? Wait a minute.


  An outcast. A disruptor of classroom harmony.


  Mei, who tries to blend in, to not stand out, to be 'normal.'


  ──......


  Could it be that──


  '──Hey, are you listening?'


  "Oh, sorry. My bad."


  ...I did it again. When I focus too much, I tend to tune everything else out.


  Clearing my throat, I tried to come up with a suitable topic.


  "Well... anyway, isn't it great that things turned out well? When you suddenly declared, 'I'm going to stop being the protagonist for a while,' I wondered if you were planning on becoming a decent person."


  'It's like you're saying I'm not a decent person when I'm the 'protagonist.' Besides, no one but me could play the 'villain' role. I never want to do it again, though.'


  "What would you have done if Katsunuma-san hadn't acted as expected?"


  'Well, I wasn't too worried about that. I trusted her persistence, you know.'


  ...Come to think of it, if she's persistent enough to earn Kouhei's recognition, that's quite something. From my perspective, Kouhei already seems crazy enough.


  In that sense, Katsunuma-san also has something unique that only she possesses.


  'Plus, she had various romcom attributes. If she could just shed her superficial facade and reclaim her true self, I was sure she'd reach a happy ending.'


  "......"


  "Hmm...? Oh, sorry, I'm being called for a bath. I'll be back later."


  'Oh, sure. Later.'


  As I stared blankly at my phone, which had automatically returned to the home screen after the call ended, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.


  I, who couldn't point to a single thing that was inherently mine and could only define myself by the "settings" and "labels" that had been arbitrarily assigned to me... I was probably inherently incompatible with Kouhei's desired "rom-com."


  For some reason, today I felt a slight twinge of frustration at this all-too-obvious fact.


  Epilogue – Who Decided That Things Can't Change in Volume 2?


  Another day, another energetic walk to school. The rainy season seems to be ending soon, as we've been having a lot of sunny days lately. I definitely prefer sunny days over rainy ones. The weather affects my investigations too, after all.


  "Mornin' everyone!" I greeted the class loudly as I entered the classroom. People started reacting, starting with those who noticed me.


  "Oh, Master. Did you finally buy the latest volume of 'Chiramune'? Have you read it yet?"


  "Of course I did! It was amazing! I cried non-stop from the middle onwards. It's so inspiring that I'm considering joining a club."


  "No way! I can't wait to read it!"


  Anayama and I were having a fun otaku discussion when Tokiwa, who had just arrived, joined in.


  "Hey, you two! What are you talking about this time? A new anime?"


  "Nah, it's about that trending light novel. It's a new-age youth romantic comedy, for real."


  "That's definitely getting an anime adaptation. Tokiwa, you'd be perfect for it if it was made into a drama. You'd love it since it's about coming-of-age, right?"


  "Huh, really? Let me borrow it!"


  As we were talking, Koizumi walked in.


  "Class Rep, you came to watch our practice match the other day, didn't you? You should've said hi."


  "Well, I didn't want to interrupt, and I'm technically an outsider..."


  "Your choice of snacks is weird, though. Who eats shingen mochi during a match? Next time, bring sports drinks and put the powdered stuff in a tank."


  [tl: 信玄餅 = shingen mochi. Shingen mochi is a rice cake (mochi) dusted in kinako (roasted soybean flour, amusingly also meaning "yellow flour" in Japanese) and brown sugar syrup, representing the prefecture of Yamanashi. It's named after Takeda Shingen (1521-1573), a famous daimyo who ruled over Yamanashi during the Sengoku era. Shingen mochi was developed in the 1960s and inspired by the locally made abekawa mochi (安倍川餅) which is traditionally eaten during Obon festival in Yamanashi and Shizuoka prefectures.]


  "At that point, you're basically a manager."


  "Eh, is that so? I got some sake manju as a snack, and I ate them, though?"


  [tl: 酒饅頭 = sake manju. A traditional Japanese sweet (wagashi) representing the Nanbu region of Aomori prefecture. Made with flour, sake and sweet red bean paste.]


  "Tokiwa, I think Koizumi's right this time... Master, your sense of taste is sometimes questionable."


  Then, Ide showed up.


  "Ah, Class Rep, Class Rep! What was that song you were singing at the party the other day? I couldn't tell because your pitch was all over the place, but the beginning was crazy!"


  "The 'Strongest × ○ Plan'? Also, please don't mention my tone-deafness."


  "Yeah, that's the one! We were talking about doing that one with our band."


  "Are you sure that's a good idea?"


  The beginning is the worst when it comes to appealing to girls.


  Torisawa, who happened to be passing by, chimed in cheerfully.


  "Why not? If you can play it, go for it."


  "Are you serious!? Torisawa, you're okay with that!?"


  "It's normal. Rock music and dirty jokes go hand in hand."


  "Oh... I guess it could work...?"


  Maybe it would sound cool if I sang it in English...


  "Exactly! I think it would be a great hook!"


  "No way. Ide's tone-deafness alone is a deal-breaker."


  "Ah, sorry, but Ide isn't even in our target audience."


  "...Huh?"


  "So, you do get mad about that. If we're talking about songs, I'd like to hear 'Snow○ Flower' if the connection is good!"


  And so, everyone was lively and excited.


  —The barriers between groups in the class were long gone.


  The dramatic improvement in our 'Q-U-L' investigation results showed an astonishing A-rank in romantic comedy adaptability.


  Ide's party group has always had high scores, and the new Katsunuma group, reformed with only the core members, also had no problems, with Katsunuma's romantic comedy adaptability rising to B-rank. The only funny thing was that Katsunuma's role had become "the klutz who receives lukewarm sympathy from everyone each time she fails."


  —Gara-ra!


  The classroom door opened with unnecessary force.


  "...Huh?"


  Before I could turn around, I saw Ide in front of me, his mouth agape in surprise.


  At the same time, there was a murmur of surprise from the people around us.


  What's going on? Who is it?


  I slowly turned my head to look at the person causing the commotion.


  And there she was—


  "...What's up? And could everyone stop staring!"


  —With her hair cut short.


  It was Katsunuma.


  "Huh? Ayumi, what happened?!" "Oh, it looks like the old you! It suits you!" "It's better than before; it's not in the way!" "I like it! I really like it!"


  People exclaimed their surprise and praised her.


  What!? Why did she have a 'haircut event' at this timing!? What happened!?


  Ignoring my stunned expression, Katsunuma brushed her shoulder-length hair back with a flick, gave a disdainful hmph, and started walking away.


  "Er, um... Katsunuma-san? What brought about this change of heart?" I asked cautiously as I passed by her side.


  "Could it be that you confessed to Tokiwa and got rejected...?"


  "Huh? I just cut it because it was damaged and dirty. What else could it be?" she replied.


  "Oh, I see..."


  Well, that's a very practical reason. Honestly, everyone is wasting their valuable rom-com events like this...


  "By the way, what does this have to do with you? Aren't you unrelated to this?" Katsunuma asked.


  "Well, I mean, you're right, but..."


  What's with her attitude? I never said we were unrelated...


  Katsunuma, still looking grumpy, huffed again and turned to leave, but for some reason, she suddenly stopped.


  "Well, but..."


  Katsunuma turned around, giving me a meaningful look.


  "Maybe the reason I switched to natural makeup is because of you, Senpai?" she said with a mischievous smile, showing her teeth.
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  ──Huh?


  "Huh!?"


  """Haaaaa!?"""


  Thus, after this, I would be subjected to intense questioning by my classmates.


  This is the story of how I created a class where typical rom-com developments occur so naturally...


  Yes, it was all thanks to my own efforts.


  Extra Chapter – As Long As You Keep Losing, You Won't Lose


  ──I've always hated myself.


  I'm not very likable, and my face is nothing special. I'm not smart, I'm clumsy, and I start crying at the slightest inconvenience.


  I'm seriously useless at everything, pathetic, and on top of that, I never give up, making me the worst kind of loser.


  I've known that since I was a kid. I've always been aware that I'm a pain in the ass.


  So, as long as I had just one place that would accept me as I am, that was enough. I didn't need anything else.


  But when I realized that even that one place was out of my reach──I just couldn't take it.


  I've always wanted to get it back, so I've been trying my best.


  Since I'm such a screw-up, I tried to imitate those who were doing well, but I couldn't pull it off, and I failed.


  No matter how many times I tried, I kept failing, and even when things went well, it didn't last. But I couldn't give up.


  Even when I thought I might be wrong, I couldn't stop. It felt like admitting failure would mean everything was for nothing, and I couldn't accept that, so I kept repeating the same mistakes.


  I was always, constantly, a loser.


  "──You know, I've always hated myself."


  "......"


  ──I stopped Eiji after his club activities.


  I started talking to him as I used to, without holding back.


  Eiji made his large frame look small, his face full of pain as he looked at me.


  Honestly, Eiji has always been too serious about other people. That's why you end up with nuisances like me tagging along, baka.


  Okay, so... honestly, honestly.


  If I just say what I think, it'll be fine.


  "Like, I'm stupid, pathetic, I'm from the boonies, and sometimes my dialect slips out... there's not a single good thing about me."


  "Ayumi......"


  "So, I thought that someone like me wouldn't fit in anywhere. I thought that only someone as dense as you could put up with me."


  And if I thought everyone else was my enemy, of course, no one would accept me anywhere. I'm such an idiot.


  "But... there's someone even more stupid than me."


  "......"


  "He's seriously creepy, says whatever he wants about people being broken or weak, and honestly, he's lacking in so many ways."


  I guess he might be able to study a bit, but his face is even worse than mine, and his attitude sucks. The lame lines he spouts in that serious tone are so cringeworthy.


  And then he talks about 'capturing' people, like a hero or something... who the hell does he think he is? In terms of being a man, Eiji is a hundred times better.


  But.


  "But... he said that it was amazing how I never gave up."


  ──That I was admirable.


  Those were the first words of encouragement I'd ever received.


  ──That's why, I...


  "That's why... I thought I'd give it my best, in my own way. That's all."


  I raised my face and looked straight at Eiji.


  I said that to him.


  "......Oh."


  Eiji looked relieved, somehow satisfied.


  "Okay. Do your best, Ayumi."


  And for some reason, he smiled a little sadly.


  ──.


  Ugh, this is getting embarrassing......


  Damn that senpai! I feel like he's made me dumber in more ways than one!


  I waved my face around in agitation, then hastily changed the subject.


  "So, what are you doing during Obon?"


  "Yeah, I'm going. Oh, tell Auntie I want some kinako ohagi!"


  [tl: きなこおはぎ = kinako ohagi. Ohagi, also known as botamochi, is a traditional Japanese sweet (wagashi) made with glutinous (sticky) rice, tsubuan (sweet red bean paste) filling and dusted with kinako (soy bean flour) or kurogoma (black sesame seeds). The proverb Tana kara botamochi (棚からぼたもち), literally "a botamochi falls down from a shelf", means "receiving a windfall", "a lucky break".]


  "Ew, no way. I hate those."


  Sticking my tongue out, I turned and started walking.


  No matter how many times I fail, no matter how many times I lose. As long as I don't give up, it's not a loss. So I will absolutely not lose. That's my...apparently, my surefire way to win.


  *


  As I thought about all this, I noticed a figure approaching from ahead.


  "......Mei?"


  "Oh, Ayumi? What a coincidence to meet here."


  Mei smiled with a face that was about a thousand times cuter than mine and waved gently.


  "Were you talking to Tokiwa? Sorry, did I interrupt something?"


  "Ah, well...... it's over now."


  "I see. See you later, then!"


  Saying this, she walked past me.


  ......Hey, wait a sec!


  "Mei!"


  "Yes?"


  Mei turned her face back to look at me.


  Right, I need to make sure Mei understands, too!


  "Well, I just can't seem to bring myself to pretend and put up a front or anything like that."


  ──Mei had always given me advice.


  She'd tell me what Eiji might be thinking, or what I should do. She'd been doing that all along.


  When I was hiding my true feelings, thinking that this person would definitely betray me, she'd tell me, "It's smart to hide your negative feelings." When I was copying everyone else, she'd cover for me, saying, "Everyone pretends to some extent."......


  "But...... I guess that kind of thing just isn't for me. It just made things more complicated."


  If I'd been better at that, I don't think things would have turned out like this.


  "I got too emotional...... and even when you tried to stop me, I ignored you."


  During PE class──when I was about to get caught by the teacher for skipping class, Mei came and tried to get me to skip some more for some reason. I was suspicious of her, so I forced my way back to class.


  She was probably just trying to keep me from getting too carried away. In reality, I ended up failing big time because I got so angry and lost my temper.


  "I know you were just trying to do what you thought was best, but...... I'm sorry."


  "......I see."


  Mei smiled at me as I bowed my head.


  Because her face was as kind as ever, I flinched involuntarily.


  "Yeah. You look refreshed, Ayumi. That's definitely the best thing for you."


  "Ah, well......"


  ......I didn't like this smile of Mei's.


  Even when I lied, even when I yelled, she just smiled gently and kindly.


  That's why I had no idea what Mei was thinking.


  That's still true now.


  "You're strong, Ayumi. You'll definitely be fine."


  ......Am I strong?


  "No way. I'm super weak. I fail all the time."


  "Is that so? You're definitely way stronger than me, at least."


  The way she said it so matter-of-factly made me feel a bit annoyed.


  "No way. Because, Mei, you're way more──"


  "That's not true."


  Her sudden strong denial surprised me.


  "There's nothing I can do. If I could do everything right──things wouldn't have turned out like this."


  "Me-Mei......"


  "See you! See you next week!"


  Before I could say anything, Mei smiled and ran off.


  ──.


  "Oh, Mei-chan. Thanks for all your hard work in club!"


  I heard Eiji's voice from behind me.


  "You're right, I've been relying on your advice a lot lately...... thanks."


  Eavesdropping is...... bad, right?


  "You're right, Mei-chan. Because I'm not as amazing as Kouhei......"


  Thinking this, I was about to start walking again when──.


  "You shouldn't seek some ideal; it's obviously better to just live a normal life."


  For some reason, those last words I heard made me really irritated.


   


  Chapter ??? – A Rom-Com That Absolutely Won't Become a Rom-Com


  ─ I walk alone down the dark path.


  "I'm sorry, Ayumi... Because of my weakness, I've only caused you pain."


  I walk.


  "Nagasaka, you're amazing."


  I walk.


  "You strive for your ideals, give it your all, and never give up no matter what...and because of that, you've reached the best possible outcome this time."


  I walk.


  "But, even if you keep pursuing your ideals, there's nothing at the end of that path."


  I walk.


  "Because...in truth, no one really desires that 'best ending'."


  I walk.


  "Ordinary people don't need to be the best. It's normal to not reach for things that are out of grasp."


  I walk.


  "The direction you're heading in is wrong. That's why, no matter how hard you try, there's no way you'll find a 'happy ending' at the end."


  I walk.


  "In fact...a fatal 'bad ending' awaits you."


  I walk, and walk, and keep on walking─.


  "─That's why, Nagasaka."


  And then, I stopped walking.


  "You are, after all, my enemy.


  Your meaningless ideals that cannot come to fruition, and you, who tries to force them onto others─


  I will deny them with all my might."
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  Afterword


  Hello, it's Hajikano, the author of this work. Despite a brief hospitalization, I was able to energetically release the second volume. Surprisingly, hospitals can be a great place to write (delusion).


  First of all, I would like to express my gratitude.


  Thanks to your support, my humble work "Love Dame" ranked 19th in the Bunkobon rankings and 10th in the New Work rankings in "Kono Light Novel ga Sugoi! 2020" (published by Takarajimasha). It also achieved a quadruple crown in the "Light Novel News Online Awards for July 2020", and I deeply feel your passionate support. Thank you very much!


  Perhaps because I was determined to repay your support a hundredfold, this volume has a significantly increased page count. I made my editor say, "This is the first time I've seen a light novel with this many pages (white eyes)," and caused him to vomit blood. I'm really sorry, editor-san! Also, sorry for saying, "I don't like the latter half, so I'm going to rewrite it (100 pages, bye-bye)!" and for turning the author's proofreading into a forest of Post-it notes! To atone for the stress that must have shaved years off his life, I hope you will enjoy this work.


  As always, Kuro Shiina's art quality is out of this world. I'm sorry for being a slug-like author who submits manuscripts at the last minute. And I'm sorry for making a certain character do a certain thing (for those who haven't read the main story yet, check it out now!). To showcase the wonderful character designs to their fullest, I heavily revised and edited the text, so please forgive me.


  Now, let's move on to self-promotion and announcements.


  I'm posting free short stories on my Twitter account. I irregularly post behind-the-scenes content that didn't make it into the main story, as well as scenes that were cut due to length constraints, so please check it out if you're interested.


  Additionally, my Twitter account is the fastest and most comprehensive source of information, including the latest news and giveaways. I've included a QR code at the end of this page, so please follow me if you'd like. By the way, the flying slug icon is me, so please don't send salty replies, or I'll melt!


  And finally, my humble work has been adapted into a manga that will be serialized in "Monthly Big Gangan" (published by Square Enix)! Looking at the lineup of serialized works, I'm both nervous and excited to see "Love Dame" among them. I will make an announcement as soon as I receive more information about the serialization.


  Until we meet again—


  Damn it, I ran out of space for my Yamanashi promotion!


  December 2020
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