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      Chapter 0: An Unprecedented Press Conference


      Good morning. My name is Ai Sato.


      I start my days by greeting the pretty boy attached to my ceiling—to be clear, I’m talking about a poster. After that, I walk over to the bathroom sink, brush my teeth, and wash my face. Then, I make tea by dumping sugar, a mysterious powder, and hot water into a mug with my favorite character on it. While blowing on it to cool it down, I return to my bedroom, sit down formally at my little table, and turn on the TV. With that, my morning preparations are complete.


      “What should I watch first?” I mused.


      Weekday morning anime before work was a time of supreme bliss. There was no greater comfort in life.


      I glanced at the TV as I reached for the input button on the remote. “Oh?” My hand froze. “RaWi Corporation CEO...holds apology press conference...in cosplay?”


      Wow, that string of words packs a punch. I didn’t know it was possible to fit that much information in one line. Judging from the layout, I guess this is a rebroadcast of a news clip?


      “Oh, there he is!” the female announcer exclaimed. “President Ara— What?!”


      The camera instantly turned to a middle-aged man wearing a short-sleeved orange martial arts uniform, a blue T-shirt, and blue wristbands. An embroidered patch on the left side of his chest read the name “Go.”


      “Testing, testing...” the man on TV said. After confirming the mic was working, he courageously declared, “Hey, it’s me, Arata.”


      My mind went blank. The people in attendance surely felt the same way—the eerie silence that followed had me wondering if my TV was broken.


      “So, uh, first of all, regarding the current controversy—it’s all true. I offer my sincerest apologies. I was a fool.”


      The cosplaying CEO bowed deeply. A few seconds later, I heard a single shutter click. As if on cue, several flashes went off, lighting up the back of his head.


      After a while, the CEO looked up. “Um, you there in the front. Yes, the one dressed in red. What did you think when you saw me?” he asked calmly.


      “Wh-What?” the person replied.


      The caption on the screen read “(Bewildered) Wh-What?” The text in parentheses spoke for the entire human race.


      “You thought I couldn’t possibly be serious, right?” the CEO continued.


      “Well...yes.”


      “I felt the same way. That’s how I ended up here.”


      “Um, what do you mean by that?”


      The cosplaying CEO recounted the story of how he’d fired one of his employees. He explained how he’d been infuriated by her inappropriate attire, and how this had led to a series of foolish mistakes. Glancing upward, he briefly summarized everything that had happened to him thus far.


      “Oh...he’s talking about me,” I remarked. So much for my blissful morning—I’m wide-awake now. Jeez.


      “Long story short, this cosplay outfit is my punishment,” the CEO said. “I held an unconscious bias, which I’d labeled ‘social norms,’ and clung to it, resulting in my downfall. So now, I am parting ways with my past self and starting over again. This odd outfit embodies my strong resolve.”


      I looked away from the TV and absentmindedly fiddled with my phone. One post caught my eye: 




      #CosplayPressConference is #1 trending lmao




      Has this been blowing up unbeknownst to me?


      I gave it five seconds of thought. “All right, I’ll pretend I didn’t see this.”


      Moving on, I switched the TV input and put on an episode of anime. It was time to resume my comfy morning routine: watching anime with a warm cup of sweetened tea.


      “Whoa! Miruno-tan has a new outfit! It’s so freaking cute! I gotta make it!”


      As I watched the glittery effects of the show, I was reminded of the event we’d hosted the other day. Tons of people had gathered, which had created an atmosphere that had sparkled just as much. Ever since that day—that moment—I’d been trying to come up with a dream. I wanted to find a challenge I could put my heart and soul into, just like the protagonist of a story.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Dream Survey


      My name is Ai Sato! I’m just an ordinary girl!


      “Waaah, my monthly overtime crossed a hundred hours again!”


      After starting my career, I nearly broke down from overwork. But one day, I underwent a miracle makeover! I donned my handmade cosplay and worked together with my colleagues to automate our tasks!


      “Yay! Life will be easier now!”


      Oh no! Everyone except me got transferred! Now I’m the only person maintaining our internal system. Wait, the new CEO saw me working in succubus cosplay and fired me! Grr, don’t think this means you’ve won!


      A month later, I went to Akiba to escape reality and stopped by a diner on the way home. There, I reunited with my childhood friend, Ken-chan!


      “I’ll create a place for you to shine!” he said, hitting on me!


      Unexpectedly moved, I signed a contract in a magical girl cosplay—so we wouldn’t forget the promise we’d made, of course! Now I’m an employee of KTR LLC!


      After that, I went through many encounters, partings, successes, and failures to reach our first large-scale event. The venue was a little dusty, and the plain walls and floor looked bleak. Yet everything sparkled like a starry sky! I felt like I could hear the stars’ heartbeats. And so, I decided to search for my own sparkly, heart-racing dream!


      Recap over!




      I showed up to the office in a colorful party outfit and a hairstyle that resembled cat ears.


      “Good morning! It’s the start of another productive day!” I greeted cheerfully as I opened the door.


      Um...is it just me, or is the atmosphere really heavy in here?


      The other three members of the company were all present: my childhood friend, Ken-chan; the blond-haired, blue-eyed tsundere, Ryo; and the soft, gentle prince, Tsubasa-sama.


      Ken-chan usually had a silly grin on his face, but today, he was sitting on the sofa and staring at his lap. Ryo stood next to him with a stiff expression. Tsubasa-sama was leaning against the wall in the corner of the room...with a scary look in his eyes.


      Seeking an explanation, I shot a glance at Ryo, who seemed like he’d be the easiest person to talk to in this situation.


      “Just sit down,” he snapped.


      Since he’s a tsundere, he probably means, “Good morning, sweet Ai-chan. Please have a seat.” Yeah, I’ll go with that.


      “Um, what’s with the doom and gloom?” I asked.


      “We’re having a postmortem,” he replied sulkily.


      Is something wrong? I wondered, sitting down on the sofa.


      “Wanna lead the discussion, Kenta?” Tsubasa-sama asked.


      “No, you do it,” Ken-chan replied.


      Tsubasa-sama sighed and grumpily began the meeting. “First off, we had a total of 5,225 attendees at the event and a net profit of about a hundred million yen.”


      A hundred milliooon?!


      “The biggest contributor was Sato-san,” he continued matter-of-factly. “The event wouldn’t have been possible without her.”


      Huh?! He’s praising me?! Based on the mood, I thought I was gonna get yelled at. What a surprise.


      “Next was Ryo. If he hadn’t landed a sales contract for the Smart Frames, we would’ve had trouble staying afloat. We make a great team. We overcame a crisis and achieved solid results.”


      Tsubasa-sama wore a bitter expression as he praised us. Is this a new type of tsundere? I felt my brain glitching out. How was I supposed to take this feedback? Well, at the very least, it feels good to be complimented. I’ll put on a smug grin the next time he does it.


      I waited eagerly for his next words, but...long story short, I didn’t get to boast.


      “The only disappointing thing was our leader’s incompetence.”


      For a second, I thought I’d misheard. Seeing the piercing look in Tsubasa-sama’s eyes, I realized my ears were indeed functioning correctly.


      “Kenta, you’re a skilled negotiator. Not many people could secure that many meetings in such a short amount of time. But as I told you at the very start, your plan was naive. I recall you’d said you would come up with countermeasures. Was I mistaken?”


      Ken-chan kept his head down.


      “Did you think your job was done the moment you hired Sato-san?” Tsubasa-sama asked, getting up in Ken-chan’s face like a delinquent giving someone the stink eye.


      Normally, my vision would be filled with roses at this point, but I couldn’t bring myself to fantasize this time. The air was just too tense.


      Ken-chan had once told me that Tsubasa-sama was very different when he was in work mode. At the time, I’d brushed it off, but now I understood. “Different” was an understatement—I was starting to wonder if Tsubasa-sama had multiple personalities. He was really scary.


      “Here, I’ll change the question,” Tsubasa-sama said. “When we found out we’d lost our customers, why did you immediately look to me for ideas?”


      “I...thought our chances of success would be higher that way.”


      “Wrong. You did it because you’re incompetent,” Tsubasa-sama scoffed. “You think a nobody like you—someone who couldn’t even handle such a situation—can change the world? Don’t make me laugh.”


      Uhh, do I really need to be here for this postmortem? I never heard anything about a plan or countermeasures...and this is kind of painful to watch.


      I shot Ryo another glance, hoping he’d bail me out. He looked like he wanted to say something but remained silent.


      “Moving on, we have two important tasks going forward: selling the Smart Frames and deciding on our next course of action,” Tsubasa-sama said, freeing Ken-chan from his glare. “Kenta, you’d better fulfill your role as leader next time. Keep thinking until your brain explodes. That is all.”


      Leaving us with those cold words, Tsubasa-sama exited the office. Ryo ran after him.


      There were only two of us left: me, whose mind had gone blank, and Ken-chan, who was as pale as a burned-out boxer.


      Okay, let me review the past few minutes exactly as I experienced them. I came to work all jovial, only to walk into a postmortem meeting. Then Tsubasa-sama calmly left and Ryo tagged after him, leaving us with this awful atmosphere. I have no idea what just happened, but I’ll try to cheer Ken-chan up!


      Silence.


      I can’t think of anything to say!


      “Those two are selling the Smart Frames,” Ken-chan said, still hanging his head. “Sorry, I need to be alone for a while.”


      His voice was choked with tears. While this wasn’t an unusual occurrence for him, in this case, it’d be hard to find someone who wouldn’t cry.


      What am I supposed to do here?


      I understood that he wanted to be left alone—frankly, I also wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. But I also felt bad ditching someone who was genuinely feeling down.


      Seriously, what’s going on?! Is this some kind of prank?!


      I bit my lip and looked at the door. It didn’t seem like Tsubasa-sama and Ryo were waiting outside with a “Gotcha!” sign.


      Composing myself, I stood up and plopped myself down next to Ken-chan. I decided to test the waters with something I’d normally say: “Still a crybaby, huh?”


      No response.


      “I think you did an amazing job!” I said, switching to an innocent act. “I mean, we made a hundred million yen!”


      Still no response.


      “What are you dissatisfied about?!” I yelled in an angry tone.


      This time, he reacted, lifting his head slightly. “My plan was a bust,” he said weakly.


      “You’re overreacting.”


      “We only succeeded because of you, Sato-san.”


      “Now you’re really exaggerating!”


      Ohhh? Is today the day I rake in the praise? Wait, this is no time to be delighted! I need to comfort him!


      “I didn’t do anything,” I said. “It was all you, Ken-chan.”


      “That’s not true,” he denied sharply, looking me in the eye for the first time.


      I blinked, startled. Did I say something wrong?


      I waited for him to continue.


      After a few seconds, he said in a voice filled with regret, “You developed the best tools possible...but due to my incompetence, I had to let them go.”


      “Let them go? What do you mean?”


      “It’s exactly what it sounds like. I’m sorry I couldn’t get your permission beforehand, but we’ve sold the Smart Frames—including the rights to them.”


      “Oh, so that’s what that was about.”


      It wasn’t a matter of selling individual units, but everything related to them as a whole.


      “Wait, they sold for that much?” I asked.


      “Ryo negotiated it well. All I did was listen to the terms and give my approval.”


      Ohhh, okay. I finally get it now. “You didn’t do anything, huh?”


      “Pretty much...”


      Crap, I slipped up and said something that might’ve hurt him more than anything else today. “But I mean, a leader’s job is just to come up with plans and recruit people, right? Once things are moving along, all they have to do is sign off on stuff! Okay? So, um... Hey, look, you’re just like a real CEO!”


      “You seem to have a distorted perception of things. An organization like that would go under.”


      “But we haven’t! That proves you did well!”


      “It’s because you—”


      “Fine, we can agree it was me.” Tired of his negativity, I cut him off with words I didn’t really mean. “In exchange, do better next time. Do it for me.”


      He looked at me as if he wanted to say something, then sighed instead.


      “No sighing,” I said. “It makes you seem unreliable.”


      He gave me the same look again, but this time, he put on a strained smile. “Are you trying to comfort me?”


      “What did you think I was doing?”


      “Knowing you, I figured you were just poking fun at me.”


      “Silly Ken-chan. Just admit you have a better opinion of me now.” I pouted and tapped his shoulder with my fist.


      He laughed like a child who’d successfully pulled a prank, but then there was silence. The heavy atmosphere had been lifted, though—I felt a little proud of myself for that.


      I really didn’t think I’d done anything special for the event. I’d just created what I’d been asked to. If anything, I’d caused problems for them by being the target of the cosplaying CEO’s ire. The cons outweighed the pros. So, although I’d never say it out loud, I respected Ken-chan. If he hadn’t taken action, the event never would’ve happened. The way I saw it, he deserved to be more confident after creating that wonderful, sparkling scene...even though I knew he wouldn’t agree with me. That was something I couldn’t do—after all, I didn’t have any dreams or aspirations.


      Despite how serious I was about the topic, I casually asked, “Hey, Ken-chan, how can someone find their dream? In what kind of situations do you discover something you want to do?”


      “Like...a hobby?”


      “What is my hobby?”


      “Isn’t it cosplay?”


      I sighed in exasperation. “Cosplay isn’t just a hobby or an interest. It’s on a whole other level. Get it?”


      “Not really...”


      Figures. I expected too much from crybaby Ken-chan.


      “Anyway, I think it’s good to talk to others about it,” he said. “If you just think about it by yourself, you’ll end up with a limited perspective.”


      “I see. I’ll ask the students about it later, then.”


      “Uh, maybe not them...”


      “I can’t?” Puppy dog eyes, go!


      “Well...just don’t go too far with it.”


      Score! Ken-chan’s easy to manipulate right now.


      I pulled up today’s schedule on my phone app. Then, I gently placed my phone on the table.


      “Ken-chan, are you recruiting instructors?” I asked.


      Thanks to that event, we had an influx of sign-ups for our course—in other words, I was extremely busy.


      “We have a job posting on our website,” he replied. “We’ve gotten a few applications, but...”


      “But?”


      “Tsubasa’s in charge of hiring.”


      “Oh...” I instantly understood. Tsubasa-sama had probably set the bar extremely high. “At this rate, won’t I end up working seven days a week?”


      “Now we really look like a start-up.”


      “Hello, is this the police station?”


      “I’m kidding. I’ll take turns with you until we find someone.”


      “Okay, thanks. We definitely need more people, though. Let’s expand the office and make a killing!”


      “Yeah... I don’t plan to expand the coding school, though.”


      “Wait, really?”


      “The goal there is just to interact with students. In other words, getting our name out there and gathering information. Didn’t I tell you that?”


      “Uh, no?! Seriously, everything you say is news to me!”


      “Is that so? Are you sure you didn’t just forget?”


      “I... No comment.”


      He gave a strained chuckle.


      I see... Gathering information, huh? Yeah, that’s pretty important. I’m gonna have a chat with my students, then, making sure not to “go too far with it.” Okay?




      Case one: Office Worker A, a man in his twenties.


      “Huh? My dream?” he asked.


      “Yeah! Do you have one?”


      “FIRE, I guess.” That stood for Financial Independence, Retire Early. “I wanna save up a hundred million yen and live off the dividends. Basically, I wanna quit my job as soon as possible.”


      “I see...”




      Case two: Office Worker S, a man in his thirties.


      “Become CEO,” he said.


      “Ooh! And why is that?”


      “I’ll go public and immediately cash out.”


      “And then?”


      “Uh...live it up?”


      “I see...?”




      Moving on to case three: Office Worker K, a woman in her thirties.


      “It’s kind of embarrassing, but...I’d like to get married,” she said.


      “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I think it’s a great dream!”


      “Thank you. I’m currently looking for a partner who makes at least ten million yen a year, but I haven’t gotten any bites.”


      “Oh...”


      “Sato-san, do you have any good strategies?”


      “That’s outside my field of expertise...”




      Case four: money.


      Case five: money.


      Case six: money.


      Case seven: money.




      “Whyyy?!” I wailed after the seventh student left. “Ken-chan, adults’ dreams are so impure.”


      I looked to him for agreement, but he didn’t respond. Apparently he’d become a corpse—no, just kidding. He was working on something by the window, so he was probably extremely focused. That didn’t stop me from standing behind him and grabbing his defenseless shoulders.


      “Aaargh! This is all wrong! I’m not looking for this materialistic stuff!” I shook him with all my might. “I expected better! I wanna hear about hope and passion!”


      “Calm down, Sato-san. You’re shaking the desk.”


      “Shut up! I hope your coffee spills!”


      I continued to take out my frustration on him.




      Regaining my composure, it was time for case eight: Game Developer Y, a woman in her twenties.


      “I want to make our next game a huge hit!” she said.


      “Wow, you’re so cool! I’d expect no less!”


      “Tee hee, I know I am.”


      Yes! This is what I wanted to hear!


      “Was there a reason you wanted to get into game development?” I asked.


      “Hmm, that’s a tough question. Was there?” She squinted and thought for a bit as she lay in my lap. Eventually, she cheerfully replied, “I dunno. Before I knew it, I’d already made one!”


      “Wow, you’re so cool! I’d expect no less!”


      “Tee hee, it’s all thanks to you, Onee-sama.”


      “I didn’t do anything. Your hard work was what got you there, Yuri-chi.”


      “Ahh, my heart! I love you, Onee-sama! Mwah!”


      “Hey now, this isn’t the place for that!”




      That was the last class for the day. Having listened to seven desires and one dream, I declared, “Ken-chan, I’m going to marry Yuri-chi.”


      No response.


      Our office was a plain room with nothing but sofas and a table. Actually, that was a lie. There was also a desk and chair in the corner by the window, which I liked to call Ken-chan’s study nook. That said, it was piled high with documents rather than textbooks.


      “What’ve you been doing all day?” I asked, propping my arm on his desk.


      “Thinking about stuff,” he replied.


      Obviously. I’m asking about what that stuff is, my dear Ken-chan.


      “Is it what Tsubasa-sama said?” I asked.


      “Something like that... Wait, ‘sama’?”


      “Have you come up with any ideas?” I pressed on, pretending my Freudian slip hadn’t happened.


      Ken-chan smiled awkwardly and put down his papers. “None at all. I feel utterly inadequate.”


      I pressed my finger onto his cheek. “Can I talk to you, then?”


      “Sure, but what’s with the finger?”


      “Your cheeks sure are stiff. You really are a boy.”


      “I’m afraid I don’t follow... Well, I guess this is normal behavior for you.”


      Huh? Did he just insult me? Man, whatever. “Yuri-chi’s eyes were sparkling.”


      “Yuri Honma-san, right? She does seem more cheerful these days.”


      I nodded. “And after listening to her, I learned something.”


      “That’s good. What is it?”


      He turned to me, and I saw his full face for the first time in several hours. His eyes were slightly swollen. Was he still crying while I was working? I’ll pretend I didn’t notice.


      “I need to be picky with who I ask,” I muttered.


      He gave me a blank look for a few seconds. Then, he chuckled and said, “Were you that unhappy with the people who just wanted money?”


      “Yup. I’m looking for people with that sparkle just like Yuri-chi. If you know any good candidates, speak now or forever hold your peace,” I said in an overly dramatic tone.


      “Let me think... Actually, didn’t Kanzaki-san give you his business card at the event?”


      “Kanzaki? Oh, that pushy guy.”


      “That’s what you think of him? You’re a real big shot, Sato-san.”


      “Yuri-chi was surprised to see him too. Is he famous?”


      “Yeah. A quick search will tell you more than I can, but his total assets exceed one trillion yen. I think that’s enough for you to understand.”


      “Oh, he’s an alien.”


      “That’s a unique way of putting it.” He laughed. “Why not contact him?”


      “Are you serious?”


      “If you’re being selective with who to talk to, I think he’s the best option.”


      I looked Ken-chan in the eye. It was hard to tell if he was joking or not.


      “I see,” I said simply.


      Honestly, I wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea. The one-trillion-yen figure made my inferiority complex tremble in fear. But he did have a point—talking to a renowned celebrity would be greatly beneficial to my cause.


      I bit my lip in thought. Glancing at my childhood friend for advice, all he gave me was a useless smile. Grrr.


      “I guess there’s no harm in sending an email,” I said, opening the business card app on my phone.


      During the event, I’d been struggling to keep all the business cards I’d received in order, and a kind soul had told me about this app. With the power of AI, one could organize their business cards just by taking photos of them; it was very handy. I was proud of my fellow “AI-chan.”


      “What should I say?” I asked.


      “Just keep it simple. Something along the lines of ‘I’d like to speak with you.’”


      “Okay, I’ll go with that.” I typed those six words and hit the send button.


      “Wait, did you actually only send that one sentence?”


      “Huh? Was that bad? I just did what you told me to! It’s not my fau—”


      Suddenly, my phone rang, and I instinctively flinched.


      “The number matches his business card,” I remarked.


      “M-Maybe you should pick up?”


      I nodded nervously and answered the phone. “Hello, Sato speaking.”


      “It’s been a while,” came a masculine voice brimming with confidence. “It’s me, Kanzaki. I saw your number in your email signature. I know this is sudden, but are you available next Sunday?”


      “Huh? Um, yes. I’m free.”


      “What’s the closest train station to you?”


      “Uhhh, Ueno.”


      “Do you know where the statue of Takamori Saigo is?”


      “Saigo... Oh, yeah.”


      “Let’s meet there at noon, then.”


      The call ended.


      I stared at my phone, dumbfounded. “Huh...?”


      * * *


      Good day, commoners. I am Ai-chan of the prestigious Sato family. A question for you: How many meters aboveground is your living space? Hm? A single-digit number? Oh my, are you immersing yourself in nature?


      As I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, I’m currently high up. So very, very, v-v-very h-h-hi— Sorry, an error has occurred. Please wait while I reboot.


      Reboot complete. Your usual Ai-chan is back. Now then, it’s time for a short flashback.




      On Sunday, I’d met with Kanzaki-san at the designated meeting spot, and we’d decided to have lunch first. We’d chatted as we walked through Ueno Park, going around the pond until we’d arrived at a place called East-something-or-other. Upon closer inspection, the word for “East” had looked different from usual—it must’ve been the Chinese version.


      Are we getting Chinese food? I’m not good with spicy stuff, I’d worried as I followed him—only for him to walk right past East-something-or-other and enter the high-rise next door.


      The elevator had rapidly ascended, bringing us to a spacious room that could fit a hundred people. There had been a wooden table by the window with dishes laid out on it. A man in white had stood next to it—the chef, perhaps? He’d bowed to Kanzaki-san before taking his leave.


      What the heck is this?!


      My mind hadn’t been able to keep up with the suddenness of it all. It was like just a little while ago, I’d been talking to my childhood friend, but upon turning the page, I’d found myself in a different world. Holy crap.


      “Are you not a meat eater?” Kanzaki-san had asked.


      “Huh? N-No, I e-enjoy it j-just fine?”


      “That’s good. Let’s eat before the food gets cold.”


      He’d strode toward the table. I’d frozen up for a second before hurrying after him.


      “If there’s anything you can’t have, just let me know,” he’d said.


      “O-Okay.”


      I’d held my breath as I’d looked at the food. Wh-Where am I supposed to begin? Multiple knives, forks, and spoons had been spread out before me. I’d seen high-end restaurants in anime and manga, but naturally, I had no idea what the proper etiquette was.


      I’ll just copy Kanzaki-san.


      He’d picked up a fork and taken a bite of salad, so I’d copied him.


      Whoa, this is good stuff.


      “It’s an honor to meet you again,” he’d said as he cut his steak.


      “Same. Thank you for coming out today.”


      I’d mirrored his actions, cutting a piece out of my steak, sticking my fork into it, and putting it in my mouth.


      Mmmm?! It’s like those scenes in cooking manga where people suddenly turn naked! What is this?! It’s amazing! I’ve never had meat like this before! It’s soft like custard and juices gush out when I bite down, but it doesn’t feel greasy at all! My clothes are gonna burst!


      What if...I add rice?


      I’d cut another bite-sized piece of steak and placed it on a spoon with rice. My hand trembled. The plain white rice had seemed to shimmer in the light. I’d tightened my grip and slowly brought the spoon to my mouth.


      Mmmm?! Oh my god, I think I’m gonna cry.


      After I’d instinctively thrown my head back in surprise, I’d looked straight ahead and made eye contact with a smiling Kanzaki-san. That had snapped me back to reality.


      “I’m glad you like it,” he’d said.


      At that moment, I’d learned why the phrase “burning with shame” existed.


      * * *


      After we finished eating, I strove to act in a ladylike manner—such that no one would be embarrassed to see me.


      The real challenge begins now. As I tilted my glass of water to take a sip, I recalled the information I’d reviewed yesterday.


      Eito Kanzaki was a Japanese entrepreneur who’d suddenly appeared in America’s Silicon Valley three years ago. He had professed himself an AI engineer, and his company had also offered AI-related services.


      With cutting-edge technical prowess and speed, Kanzaki had grown his business in the blink of an eye, taking it public in just half a year. After that, he’d sold his shares and used the funds to start a new company. While the details were unknown, he appeared to be recruiting talented AI engineers and offering exceptional pay. Rumor had it that he was researching something truly innovative.


      Why am I here? Our worlds are too different.


      I decided to ignore my unease for now. This was a valuable opportunity—if I shied away from asking, I’d surely regret it.


      “That steak was a cut above the rest,” I said.


      “Ha ha, nice pun.”


      No, that wasn’t intentional. Ugh, he ruined my momentum.


      Biting back various emotions, I looked him in the eye and said, “Can I ask you a question?”


      “Of course.”


      I took a small breath in and held it for a bit before saying, “What is your dream, Kanzaki-san?”


      He thought for a second before muttering, “I see,” and gazing out the window.


      I followed his line of sight to a view overlooking Ueno Park. From here, we could see the enormous pond, the zoo, the temple, and the trees. Normally, it would be a breathtaking scene, but since I was so nervous, I only saw a bunch of symbols.


      “We met at the statue of Takamori Saigo today,” he said, still looking outside. “Do you know the story behind it?”


      I pondered the intent behind his question for a bit before answering honestly, “No.”


      “It was built with donations from approximately twenty-five thousand fans.” He narrowed his eyes. “Can you believe it? Twenty-five thousand people, in an age before the internet.” It sounded less like praise and more like jealousy. “They accomplished something incredible—that’s why it’s been passed down for generations. Now, how many people attended your event the other day?”


      “Um, about five thousand.”


      “I see. Still a ways off, then.” He gave a frustrated sigh. “I wanna—I mean, I’d like to— Oh, forget it,” he muttered. “I want the name Eito Kanzaki to go down in history. That’s my dream,” he declared confidently.


      A chill ran down my spine. This was my first time hearing someone say they’d “go down in history” with a straight face. The words themselves were those of an elementary schooler’s fantasy, but Kanzaki-san had the track record to back them up. My chills weren’t because of his words, though—they were caused by the look in his eyes. I wanted to know why he had that dream, and why people with goals had such intensity in their eyes.


      What kind of world did he see through those eyes? I felt like if I knew, I’d be able to find my own dream, just like Ken-chan and Yuri-chi. I could live in a world that sparkled just like that event venue. I wanted something to obsess over—something I could throw my heart and soul into like the protagonist of a story.


      “Kanzaki-san, why do you have that dream?”


      “If I tell you, will you become mine?”


      “Huh...?” I had not expected those words. My mind went blank.


      He rested his elbows on the table and flashed me an assertive smile. “I’ve never told anyone this before—not even my like-minded colleagues. It’s my biggest secret. Hence, a trade: I want you, and you want to know my reasoning. Not a bad deal, right?” His tone left no room for refusal.


      “Um...”


      “Your only mission is to make my dream a reality.”


      Ohhh, he’s recruiting me. Jeez, that scared me.


      “You have two years, and there’s no penalty for failing,” he continued. “However, for those two years, you must live solely for me.”


      He’s going for the hard sell, and his gaze is really intense. H-How do I turn him down?


      “As for the signing bonus, how does one billion yen sound?”


      Whaaat?!


      “If it’s not enough, I can increase it. Name your price.”


      “W-W-Wait a second!”


      “I won’t wait. The only answer I’m looking for is yes. If you want something other than money, just tell me. I swear by the name of Eito Kanzaki that I will get you anything you desire—be it a living environment, people, or objects.”


      “No, what I mean is...I’m not worth that much, you know?”


      “Sato-san, I recommend you stop being modest. If you have no value, then nobody on this planet does besides me. Modesty from a superior person is an insult to the common civilian.”


      I didn’t know what to say. We were conversing within arm’s length, yet he seemed so far away—practically out of eyeshot. That was how different we were.


      “If you’re being selective with who to talk to, I think he’s the best option.”


      Ken-chan, can you hear me? I’m speaking directly into your mind right now. I think I just encountered the demon king while still in my starting equipment.


      “May I hear your answer?” Kanzaki-san asked.


      Oh, crap. Now’s not the time to escape from reality.


      “Sorry,” I said.


      “You should reconsider. If you have a dream of your own, your best chance of making it come true is by joining me.”


      “I have no intention of changing jobs right now.”


      “Let’s give it some time. If you think about it rationally, you’ll realize you’re making a foolish decision.”


      His lines sounded unrealistic—like something out of a movie—yet he said them with complete seriousness, staring at me with cold, machinelike eyes. His gaze made me feel like he was peering into my soul. I would’ve felt more at ease if he’d suddenly said something like, “I can see right through you!” but unfortunately, the atmosphere didn’t lend itself to that.


      What do I do?


      I knew what was happening to me: I was being recruited.


      But...what do I do?


      I couldn’t deny that it was an attractive offer, but Kanzaki-san was severely overestimating me. I liked being praised, but it didn’t feel real. He couldn’t just throw out the number “one billion” and expect me to understand.


      I wanted to change the subject with a witty joke, but he was too intimidating for me to even dare to try.


      “Let’s talk about artificial intelligence,” he said with a smile. “Do you know the word ‘singularity’?”


      “I’ve heard it before, but that’s about it.”


      “It doesn’t have an exact definition—everyone interprets it in their own way. I define it as...” He placed a small, black device on the table. It looked like a wireless phone charger, and it beeped before projecting a video in the air. “The moment intelligence is born in this virtual world.”


      The video feed simply showed a large meadow and a man running in circles around it. Nothing more. What does he mean by intelligence being born there?


      There was another beep, and the projection disappeared.


      “Sato-san, do you like history?” Kanzaki-san asked.


      “Kind of,” I replied without much thought.


      He looked me in the eye and began to speak in a calm, slow tone. “I love it—especially the history of innovation. When you only have superficial knowledge, it looks like geniuses suddenly appear and make world-shattering discoveries. But in reality, these are the culminations of many small discoveries made over the span of centuries or even millennia. It makes you realize that revolution is inevitable. So why is it that, for each of these revolutionary discoveries, only one person gets to go down in history as a genius? The answer is lifespan. Humans have too little memory capacity, and our processing speed is too slow. Even if you can gather all the puzzle pieces, it’s hard to assemble them within your lifetime. That’s why the person who inserts the final piece gets all the honor. But going forward, that will change. Millions—or even hundreds of millions—of entities, all with a million times more computational power than humans, will gather and share their memories instantaneously. In just one second, they can achieve a future that would take humanity a hundred years. That’s the singularity.”


      Kanzaki-san paused to catch his breath.


      “Just imagine—a hundred years from now, when all modern research has been completed.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “For example, eyesight. What we see with our eyes is actually electrical signals. A researcher theorized that it could be possible to simulate vision by sending electrical signals to the brain, and in recent years, experiments have successfully re-created the sensation of vision in people with total blindness.”


      He gestured with his hands as he spoke enthusiastically, his eyes sparkling.


      “What will the world be like when this technology has been perfected? Right now, it requires large experimental equipment, but one day, it’ll take the form of a tiny chip. Just by attaching it to your head, you’ll be able to expand on the information in your line of sight. You’ll be able to watch movies with your eyes closed. Your entire field of view will be a screen—the ultimate immersion. Isn’t it exciting?”


      His smile had an innocent childishness to it, yet something about it differentiated it from that of an actual child.


      “Another example: medicine. Some diseases are caused by cell errors. A researcher theorized that there could be a way to treat cells directly. It sounded like a pipe dream—everyone thought it was impossible. But in recent years, machines and artificial intelligence have opened up new possibilities.”


      With each sentence, his voice grew more forceful.


      “The list of examples is endless. Technologies that were pipe dreams just a few years ago are becoming reality one after the other. A hundred years from now, the world will exceed our wildest imagination. Personally, I’m convinced that humanity will be able to program their appearance, abilities, health—everything. But our current development pace is too slow! Eito Kanzaki won’t live to see that era! What could be crueler than this?!”


      He slammed the table, and I couldn’t help but shiver, overwhelmed by his intense passion.


      “There’s only one hope,” he said softly. “It’s the singularity. With software that exceeds human capability, we can achieve a hundred years’ worth of innovation in one second.”


      He stood up and held out his hand.
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      “I will make it happen,” he declared. “And to do that, I need you, Sato-san. You have the power to bring the distant future to the present day. That is what I want. So please, join hands with me. Together, we will create the future.”


      It was an appealing offer. Realizing my hand was moving on its own, I clenched it back. I really had no desire to change jobs—even the prospect of my dream salary hadn’t swayed me. But now, I felt different. I hadn’t changed my mind, of course; I just...found myself unable to outright refuse.


      “Why do you think so highly of me?” I asked, lowering my gaze.


      “The All-RaWi System,” he replied instantly. “The average person can only process one piece of information at a time. A genius might be able to handle two or three, and personally, I can’t get past five. But you, Sato-san—you must be processing hundreds of pieces of information simultaneously. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to create that system.”


      “I appreciate the compliment, but you’re really overestimating me. I’m not that—” Hearing a sigh, I closed my mouth, fearing that I’d offended him.


      I nervously looked up, and for the first time, I saw him looking downcast.


      “I see,” he said. “So that’s how it is.”


      He was implying something with those words, but I didn’t know what it was. The room fell silent. Each passing second felt like an entire minute. I could hear my heart pounding like a drum, and my body felt hot, as if I’d been sprinting on a summer day.


      The extreme tension hovered in the air for a while before Kanzaki-san finally raised his head and said, “Sato-san, I’d like to introduce you to someone.”


      “To whom...?”


      “I’m certain it’ll be a good experience for you. How about it?”


      He repeated his offer. The first time, I’d only been able to avoid answering by asking a question. That wouldn’t work this time.


      I’d come here today because I wanted to find my dream—I thought I’d be able to glean some clues by talking to a highly accomplished person. The result was completely different from what I’d imagined. Kanzaki-san had overwhelmed me at every turn.


      I suddenly felt pessimistic. I doubted I’d ever be able to have his passion, no matter what I did.


      If that’s the case, I should turn him down. But then...nothing would change. That would mean I came here for no reason. Even if it’s impossible for me, I at least want to know how someone can be as passionate as him.


      I looked Kanzaki-san in the eye and said a single word: “Sure.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: An Adult’s Dream


      I’m Ai Sato, age twen—I mean, a youthful and energetic little girl! Guess what?! I’m on a mountain right now!


      “I will wait for you in the car, Sato-sama,” the driver said with a respectful bow.


      What a dashing silver fox!


      “Oh, um, thanks.” I gave a quick bow and locked onto my destination: a lone wooden house in the mountains.


      Such wabi-sabi! I can’t wait to see what kind of encounter awaits me there! Okay, here goes! Wait...are we serious about this?!




      It’d been several hours since I’d gotten into the car Kanzaki-san had arranged. I’d never been in a black luxury car before, and the sheer comfort of the ride had made me restless. It’d been so spacious that even if I’d stretched my legs out as far as they would go, I couldn’t kick the seat in front of me. The driver’s seat had also been separated from the back seats, so it’d basically been like having a private room on wheels. The quiet space had been ideal for organizing my thoughts.


      If I were to summarize my conversation with Kanzaki-san in a sentence, it would be: I was made painfully aware that we lived in different worlds. As I’d telepathically communicated to Ken-chan earlier, it’d felt like encountering the demon king while still in my starting equipment.


      “Oh, right, I should let him know,” I’d said, taking out my phone and typing a message. “‘I’m in Singapore right now, so I won’t make it to the class reunion.’ Aaand, sent.”


      The read receipt had appeared immediately, followed by a sticker of a bear tilting its head.


      So cute. Anyway, now that that’s done, back to thinking. A lot has happened... It’ll take a while to sort it all out.


      “The All-RaWi System, huh?” I’d murmured. That creation of mine was probably the only thing worth mentioning in my otherwise ordinary life.


      “The company I’d trusted turned out to be exploiting me.” I’d heard this story several times during my job hunt, but I’d never expected it to happen to me.


      Less than half a year after being assigned to a department, my supervisor had collapsed from overwork and needed to be hospitalized. Soon after, my coworker had fallen ill, leaving me to meet with the department head alone. What would he say to me? What unreasonable demands would he make? In the end, my fears had been met with...an apology. The department head had seemed genuinely frustrated with what had happened—he’d wanted to prevent future occurrences and reward his subordinates for their hard work, and he’d asked me if I was interested in automation.


      His request had been phrased as a question, but as a new employee, I’d known I couldn’t refuse orders. Still, it somehow hadn’t felt like I was being forced into it. I hadn’t been moved by his words or anything; I’d just found myself wondering why he’d sounded so frustrated. So I’d irresponsibly agreed to give it a try.


      After that, automation had consumed my thoughts. I’d never been so serious about something before. I’d learned that my bickering coworkers had actually been good friends—not only that, but I could even talk to them about anime. During those hectic days, a single mistake could’ve resulted in more than a simple trip to the hospital, yet I hadn’t hated my job as much as one would think. I’d come to understand how my department head had felt, and I hadn’t wanted my colleagues’ efforts to go to waste.


      The moment the All-RaWi System had been completed, my whole body had trembled. In the world of fiction, this story would have had a happy ending right then and there. But in reality, all of my colleagues had been transferred away, and eventually, even I—the sole maintainer of the system remaining—had been fired for cosplaying. Everything had slipped through my fingers just like that.


      That was why I’d been so happy when Kanzaki-san had praised the All-RaWi System.


      “Did it mean something after all?” I murmured.


      I thought I’d lost everything—that those long days I’d spent struggling had all been invalidated. Developing that system had been the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life, yet it’d been taken from me as easily as someone throwing a scrap of paper in the trash.


      “Ugh, it still hurts to think about.” I took off my shoes and hugged my knees.


      I couldn’t help but feel vulnerable whenever I was alone...and that was why the spectacle I’d seen at our event would surely stay with me for as long as I lived. A few days beforehand, when the CEO had broken the news to us—the same CEO who was now cosplaying—we’d realized we’d lost everything. It’d reminded me of when I’d gotten fired the first time. Thinking the same thing was going to happen again, I’d felt like I was going to break down. But my colleagues hadn’t faltered for a second—they’d immediately switched gears and faced the unfair situation with a positive mindset.


      I genuinely wanted to know how I could become like them. That was why I’d agreed to meet the person Kanzaki-san wanted to introduce me to. I’d just wanted some kind of hint, no matter how small.




      “So how did it lead to this?!”


      Here I was on an unknown mountain. Looking up, the stars were shining in the sky, but they refused to illuminate the pitch-black ground for me. The only lights I could see were those of the car behind me, the streetlights scattered along the road, and an orange glow coming from the old house in front of me.


      Am I about to be abandoned deep in the mountains? It’s not impossible... I just turned down Kanzaki-san’s job offer, after all.


      Is the person I’m meeting a man? Am I really supposed to chat with him in the middle of nowhere? Are we sure there aren’t any ulterior motives here?


      My anxiety grew with each passing second. Honestly, I just wanted to turn around and go home. I hugged my shoulders, bit my lip, and stared at the timeworn house.


      Okay, yeah, I’m ditching this place. It just wasn’t meant to be, sorry.


      As soon as I thought that, the front door opened with a creak. That was when I met her.


      “Ai...Sato?”


      “O-Oh, hello. I’m here on Kanzaki-san’s recommendation.”


      * * *


      Megumi Yamada-san was a woman with the appearance of a young girl. She was a head shorter than me, with waist-length black hair and charming dark circles under her eyes that looked like a failed attempt at makeup. Her choice of attire was unusual—a white lab coat over a tracksuit.


      She led me into a somewhat spacious room. Much to my surprise, the walls and ceiling were entirely covered in talismans.


      “Kneel down and close your eyes,” she said in a monotonous voice.


      “Yes, ma’am! I shall kneel and close my eyes!” I obeyed on reflex.


      Why are there talismans everywhere?! What kind of hobby is this?! Nice aesthetic, though!


      “So, um, what’s going to happen to me?” I asked.


      “You’re my test subject.”


      For what?! Black magic?!


      “Your arms are long,” she continued. “I wonder if it’ll be okay.”


      Is she casting black magic on my arms?! What’ll become of them?!


      “Take off your shirt. I can’t see your arm.”


      Could it be a health exam?! Is she gonna draw my blood or something?! Oh my god, I’m so scared! I can’t take this anymore! Save me, Ken-chan! Or at least take my place! I’ll sit next to you and smile!


      “Don’t move.”


      Eep, that’s cold! What’s this mystery sensation on my right arm?! Did she put something on it? Ouch! It shocked me! I definitely heard a crackle just now! Hey, what was that crack— Huh?! Now she put something over my head!


      “Open your eyes.”


      I nervously did as told and was faced with a pure-white wall. My mind couldn’t keep up with this unexpected series of events. But as time passed, I calmed down and eventually realized what I was looking at.


      “Is this...virtual reality?” I asked.


      “Correct. Touch the wall with your right hand.”


      Virtual reality—or VR. I’m familiar with that technology. Good, it’s not black magic.


      I took a deep breath and reached for the virtual wall. Wait, what? Is something there? I gave the wall a light tap and was met with a hard surface. Next, I tried touching it with my fingertips. It had a rough texture.


      “Press on it slowly,” the girl said.


      As instructed, I placed my palm on the wall and gently applied pressure. “Um...something is there, right?”


      “No.” Her voice came from right behind me.


      The next moment, the weight on my head was lifted. She was probably taking off the VR device. A few seconds later, my vision returned to normal.


      “Whoa...there really isn’t anything there,” I remarked. My right hand still felt like it was touching a wall, yet my fingers were surrounded by empty space. “How does this work?”


      I looked at my right arm. There was some kind of black sleeve around it, spanning from wrist to shoulder. Did I undergo modification surgery? I joked to myself, giving my hand a small shake. It felt light as a feather—I wouldn’t have noticed the extra weight if I wasn’t paying conscious attention to it. I timidly touched the sleeve. Weird, it feels hard even though I can bend my elbow just fine. Is the material different over here?


      Clack, clack, came the sudden sound of typing.


      Startled, I looked over and saw the girl standing at a desk with a computer on it, her back turned to me.


      “Um, Yamada-san?” I said, approaching her and peering at her profile.


      I unconsciously held my breath. If I interrupt her, she might toss me out in the mountains.


      With a terrifyingly serious expression, she looked at various charts displayed on an impressive four-screen setup.


      I quietly stepped away and resumed examining the device on my right arm. Did Yamada-san make this?


      It was probably designed to allow physical interaction with a virtual world. Recalling the sensation from earlier, I tried touching the nearby wall with my left hand.


      It feels exactly the same.


      I absentmindedly ran my fingertips along the wall.


      Hmm, it kind of feels like paper here? Wait, whoa! It’s one of those talismans! Even I don’t have a weird fetish for rubbing talismans! Huh? Upon closer inspection, it’s...not a talisman after all?


      I leaned in closer, and the first thing that caught my eye was a suspicious symbol. This was why I’d assumed the sheet of paper had been a talisman at first glance. But now I could see that there were also words and formulas on the page.


      It’s like a thesis...or research notes, I guess?


      Feeling a tingling sensation, I shifted my gaze from the wall to the ceiling and back to another wall. Realizing that the talismans covering the surfaces of the room like in a horror movie were all actually research notes, I felt a chill run down my spine.


      A computer, virtual reality, haptic feedback, and research notes... There’s only one conclusion that can be drawn from this information. Could it be...?


      I examined the room as a whole. It was square, measuring about three meters on each side. The floor was spotless and made of a mysterious, strangely soft material. The only furniture in the room was the desk in the corner. On top of it was the aforementioned four-screen display, and below it was a PC tower and cardboard box. It was a stark environment, as if someone had simply placed a desk in an empty room.


      This is probably the spot, I thought, sitting down in the center of the room. I turned to a random note on the wall and moved my gaze clockwise. That confirmed my suspicion.


      Sticking a note nearby for convenience was something everyone had probably done at least once in their life, but most people wouldn’t go to the effort of sticking them to the ceiling just because they ran out of space, right? So there had to be a reason for it. I couldn’t understand what was written on the notes, but I had a feeling they were arranged in a specific fashion. For example, from my current position, I could tell that the diagrams were oriented such that they could all be read from the center of the room.


      If my hunch was right, all of these notes must’ve been carefully selected. Still, there were enough sheets to cover the walls and ceiling. If one were to gather them together, how big would the pile be? How much time would it have taken to compile all of this information? How long had this girl been researching for?


      I stared in awe, feeling as if I’d caught a glimpse of her extraordinary passion and perseverance.


      “I’m surprised,” came a voice from straight ahead.


      I looked up and saw Yamada-san standing in front of me.


      She stared at me and murmured, “Are you an expert?”


      Her words proved my hypothesis. “It’s not my field of expertise, but I got the feeling the notes were arranged this way for a reason. You can see all of them from here, right?”


      “Ooh,” she said, her expressionless face not matching her impressed voice. “You have good eyesight.”


      “That’s what you were surprised by?!”


      “I’m kidding.” She went back to her desk and touched a piece of paper on the wall to her left. “This is the first page.” Then she picked up a pair of glasses from the desk, put them on, and pointed behind me. “And that’s the latest one.” She looked at me and asked in a bragging tone, “Are you curious?”


      Her voice was slightly husky, giving it a mature, provocative impression that contrasted her childlike appearance.


      “Yeah, tell me,” I said without hesitation. I wanted to learn more about her.


      So began a long night.


      * * *


      The emergence of virtual reality had accelerated research into haptic devices. The goal of the research was to simulate the sense of touch within virtual worlds.


      Now then, what exactly is this sense? What is the true nature of the sensation—say, hard or soft—we experience when touching something? The answer is electrical signals processed by the brain.


      That was why researchers had split into two camps. One side aimed to deceive the brain, while the other aimed to transmit electrical signals to the brain.


      Megumi Yamada’s research was part of the latter. She had developed a sleevelike device that attached to one’s arm. It was equipped with a microcomputer and, to put it simply, skillfully controlled electrical signals to reproduce the sensation of touch.


      Listening to her story, I was reminded of Kanzaki-san’s words—about an era where humanity could program themselves. It had sounded like a pipe dream, but after experiencing part of it for myself, I now truly believed such a future was possible. Still, like he’d said, it was probably a hundred years away.


      However, the ability to program the sense of touch was right in front of me. My heart began to race. I couldn’t stop fantasizing about it.


      A virtual world you can touch?! That’s just... Oh my god! I can touch my favorite characters! And do all sorts of things to them! Ahhhhhh!


      And so, I listened to Yamada-san’s explanations with rapt attention all night long.


      After saying “Good morning, world” to the rising sun, we decided to take a short break. I stepped out for a walk, being careful not to scream in excitement, and realized the car was still waiting for me. I sped over, bowed, and apologized profusely.


      The driver came out of the car and smiled gently. “I thought this might happen, so I’m prepared to stay for seven days. Please don’t worry.”


      Is this the mindset of a professional?


      Moved, I let him know that I’d be staying at Yamada-san’s house for a few days.


      “Understood,” he said. “Please take this, then.”


      “Oh, thank you. What’s in here?” I asked, taking the reusable shopping bag from him. Huh, it’s surprisingly heavy.


      “It didn’t seem as if you’d brought any luggage with you, so I procured some basic necessities for you.”


      “Sorry to make you go through all that trouble. How much did they cost?”


      “Ah, no need to repay me. I’ve already been reimbursed.”


      “Oh...okay.”


      Kanzaki-san’s total assets exceeded one trillion yen. To him, this probably felt no different from handing over a one-yen coin.


      “Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”


      “It’s my pleasure. I’ll be taking my leave now. When you’re ready to return, please come to this address.” The driver gave me his business card, bowed deeply, and got into the car.


      I saw him off with a bow. As the car rounded the first corner, I took my phone out of my pocket and sent an email to the office.


      I’m staying out overnight, so I’ll be using my PTO. ♡


      I looked up at the sky and squinted at the blinding sun. “Heh, look at me, keeping my company updated. I’m a model employee.”


      With a smug smile, I turned to go back to the house, only to lock eyes with Yamada-san, who was standing nearby.


      She stared at me expressionlessly. “Why are you suddenly talking like a sumo wrestler?”


      “That’s me. Can I get chankonabe for breakfast?”


      “The stew sumo wrestlers eat to gain weight? Sorry, all I have is nutritional products.”


      She actually took me seriously... My sexy man impression was interpreted as a sumo wrestler’s voice, and my joke fell flat too. What a disaster.


      Then again, we only met yesterday. We just need to get to know each other.


      “By the way, Yamada-san...” I said.


      “Call me Megumi.”


      “So, Megumin?”


      “Megu—well, okay. What is it?”


      Sparks ran through my body. This girl didn’t show much emotion—ever since last night, she’d been wearing the same robotic expression. But that had changed when I’d called her Megumin! For some reason, she’d clenched her lips tightly right after, but there was no hiding that soft smile. You heard me: She was smiling!


      No, I can’t get too excited now. I have to wait until we get closer. I must endure.


      Composing myself, I decided to resume the conversation with a bit of small talk.


      “Megumin, why’d you come outside?” I asked.


      “Because...it was hot.”


      “Oh, yeah, it’s cooler out here. Honestly, it’s downright cold. Are you okay wearing just that?”


      “It’s fine. I’m used to it.” She clutched my left arm and lowered her gaze. “Sorry, that was a lie.”


      “Aha ha, so you are cold. Wanna borrow my jacket?”


      “No...that’s not what I meant.”


      What did she lie about, then?


      “Promise you won’t laugh?” she murmured.


      “Yup, promise.” I smiled.


      Megumin dug her foot into the ground, twirling it bashfully. “Since I was talking all night long... I was afraid you got mad and left.”


      O-Oh, oh, ohhhhh!


      Phew, that was close. I almost lost my sense of reason, but I managed to hang in by using my MP (Mind-rewind Power). How can this cute creature be so destructive?!


      I smacked my cheeks. Hey, Ai-chan! Stop messing around! You didn’t come here to have fun! Time to change the mood with a serious question.


      “Can you say the word ‘explosion’?” I asked.


      “Why?”


      “Sorry, that’s not what I meant. Give me a sec.”


      I turned my back to her, took a deep breath, and smacked my cheeks once more to regain my focus. When I faced her again, I got the feeling she was looking at me with suspicion, but I chose to ignore that for the time being.


      “Um, how should I put this?” I mumbled.


      I’d decided to stay because I wanted to learn more about Megumin. The boundless passion and perseverance I’d sensed from her research notes had won me over instantly, and that feeling had only grown stronger as I’d listened to her explanations all night. It was a bit too embarrassing to tell her this outright, though.


      “You’re lucky, Ai,” she said.


      I looked down and saw her gazing up at me blankly. I’d already gotten used to her odd outfit, but this default expression of hers would take some more time. I couldn’t help but feel nervous when she stared at me like that.


      “Um, what do you mean by that?” I asked, forcing a smile.


      “My research is almost done. You might get to see the final product.” Her face didn’t change, but her voice sounded smug. She must’ve been confident in her work. But then she anxiously looked down at the ground. “Do you want to?”


      Maybe she’s actually flustered on the inside? That’s so adorable!


      “Hmm, well, I do have work to do...” I said, putting on a conflicted act. I couldn’t resist the urge to tease a cute girl.


      “I see... Oh well.” She turned around.


      Huh?! She gave up that easily?! “W-Wait, I was just kidding!” I jogged in front of her. “Let me see your research.”


      “Okay,” she said sulkily.


      I breathed a sigh of relief. No more jokes until we’ve gotten closer.


      “Can we start now?” she asked impatiently.


      This girl was strong. Even though she hadn’t slept a wink last night, she didn’t seem tired at all.


      “Actually, could I use your bath first? I wanna warm myself up.”


      “Don’t have one.”


      “Huh...?” For a second, time seemed to freeze. What did she just say? She...doesn’t have a bath? “Do you have a TV?”


      “No.”


      “A radio?”


      “No.”


      “Do people here drive much?”


      “Not really?”


      Nooo! This place is too rural for me!


      “What’s wrong?” Megumin asked.


      “Sorry, I got a bit confused. How do you normally wash yourself?”


      “The nearby hot spring.”


      “There’s a hot spring?! Awesome! Let’s go!”


      “I’ll pass.”


      “No, you should come with me.”


      “Why?”


      Because I wanna take a bath with her... But if I say that, she’ll probably turn me down. I’ll have to think of a convincing line.


      “Since we’ll be spending the next few days together, we should take this opportunity to get closer to each other.”


      “Why?”


      O-Oh no, this isn’t looking good. She’s basically asking, “What’s the point of that?”


      “It’ll make our discussions more productive,” I said in a last-ditch effort.


      Megumin pressed her index finger to her lips and thought for about five seconds. “Fine, but only today.”


      Yes! Victory goes to Ai-chan!


      * * *


      When you hear the word “nearby,” what distance do you imagine? Personally, I draw the line at a ten-minute walk. But today I learned that Megumin’s standard is set at ten kilometers. It’s like being told, “Tee hee, a light year is a unit of distance, not time!”


      After walking far beyond my limit, we arrived at the hot spring.


      Submerged in warm water, I hugged my knees and said, “I’m staying here forever.”


      “No, we’re leaving in half an hour,” Megumin, who was sitting next to me, said heartlessly.


      Weird. She walked the same distance, yet she doesn’t look tired at all.


      “I wonder if I’ll survive the walk back,” I muttered, rubbing my aching legs.


      “Technically, there’s a bus.”


      “Oh, I see... Wait, what?! Then why did we walk?”


      “Because walking is free.”


      “I’ll pay both our fares, okay? Let’s take the bus back,” I pleaded.


      She looked at me in surprise. “Ai, are you rich?”


      Huh? Doesn’t it only cost like two hundred yen to ride a bus? Her response was mildly worrying, but I didn’t mind paying more if it meant not having to repeat that walk.


      “I’m not loaded or anything, but it’s okay,” I replied. “Don’t you get money from Kanzaki-san?”


      “No,” she said gloomily. “I don’t have any money.”


      Did I just step on a land mine?


      “I-It’s been a while since I’ve gone to such a spacious bath,” I said cheerily.


      It was a weekday morning, so there weren’t any customers besides us. It felt great to have the large bath all to ourselves.


      Megumin was sitting with her back against the edge of the shallow tub, her long hair outside the water. Is she taking a half-body bath? She seems accustomed to this place.


      “Do you come here every day?” I asked.


      She lowered her gaze, dejected. “Only sometimes.”


      “Um...I can pay for your bath today, if you want,” I offered.


      She looked at me with such speed, I could almost hear her head turning. “Are you a CEO, Ai?”


      Her sense of money is so cute. I’ll gladly pay a thousand yen if it makes her this happy.


      “I’ll be staying here for a while, so think of it as paying rent,” I said.


      “Shall I...wash your back?”


      “I like that idea! Let’s wash each other!”


      I got out of the tub, sat in front of the shower mirror, straightened my back, and closed my eyes. I could sense Megumin behind me, and after a few seconds, something cold touched my back.


      “Huh? Are you using your bare hands?” I asked.


      “I thought I’d teach you something while we were here.”


      Teach me what?


      She ran her fingertip down my spine. “Do you know where I just touched you?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Why do you know? Figuring that out is the first step. So I did some research,” she said. As she began her explanation, she washed my back with her bare hands. “There are sensory receptors under the skin. They convert physical stimuli to electrical signals and transmit them to the brain via neural circuits. These electrical signals are generated according to certain rules, and they most likely contain information on location, temperature, hardness, and whatnot—otherwise we wouldn’t be able to perceive where we’re being touched. So what are the rules?”


      Her sentences were longer and more fluent than usual. I focused on listening to her, resisting the urge to react to the ticklish feeling on my back.


      “I repeatedly measured the signals. Though there was a lot of noise in the data, after going through the process numerous times, I was able to calculate the average and determine what a relatively pure signal would look like. Next, I introduced response variables such as location, hardness, and temperature. Using deep learning, I performed a regression analysis on signals recorded from my body. I discovered several rules this way.”


      I don’t really get it, but it sounds super cool! I thought, reacting like an elementary schooler.


      Megumin pressed her palm against my back. “The human body is truly incredible. It can instantly process such complex signals.”


      She sounded cheerful. I wished I could’ve seen the expression on her face as she said that.


      “Your back is so big, Ai,” she continued.


      As a young maiden, I wasn’t particularly happy to hear that.


      “I’m small...in a lot of ways. So I’m jealous,” she said, rinsing my back with the shower head. “Will I seem more grown-up if I cut my hair?”


      “Hmm, I dunno.” Personally, it felt like a waste to me. Her long black hair was simply gorgeous. “Do you wanna look older, Megumin?”


      “The child rate...”


      “What?”


      “The first time I came here...they charged me the child rate.”


      I heard the squeak of the faucet being turned off. The water stopped flowing, and all was quiet.


      “It was humiliating,” Megumin declared, her voice strangely resonant.


      I didn’t know how to react. I’m not supposed to laugh, right? What to do...?


      “Now it’s my turn to wash your back!” I exclaimed, turning around. “C’mon, sit down!”


      Megumin stared at a certain body part of mine. “They’re big.”


      “A-Are they?” I felt like humbly denying it outright would just trigger her insecurities, so I kept my mouth shut.


      “Can I touch?”


      I thought for just a moment before putting my hands on my hips and sticking out my chest. “Sure!”


      I awkwardly maintained my smile for a few seconds before her small hand hesitantly touched me.


      “Ooh, what a strange sensation,” she remarked.


      She proceeded to squeeze them in silence, and for some reason, I felt my maternal instinct kick in. It was like having a small child touch me out of pure curiosity. While I welcomed physical intimacy between girls, this seemed different from that.


      “I’m satisfied,” she said, withdrawing her hands.


      That’s weird. This kind of scenario is supposed to have more giggling and squealing. Something isn’t right.


      “Okay, my turn!” I declared.


      “Huh? But...I don’t have anything to touch.”


      “Heh heh heh, that’s not true!” I began touching her.


      “Wait, Ai, it tickles!”


      “Oho ho, you’re so sensitive!”


      Yes! This is what I wanted!


      We had plenty of physical contact after that!


      * * *


      “Ai, you’re a pervert,” Megumin said, pouting after we got out of the bath.


      “I’m sorry.”
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      We’d just arrived at the bus stop. Looking at the schedule, we had two hours to kill until the next bus. Remembering the hot spring facility had a restaurant, I suggested lunch in the meantime. I took a picture of the schedule with my phone, and we went back inside.


      The menu had two croquettes for four hundred yen. It seemed kind of pricey until I realized it also said “Kuroge Wagyu.” Sounds fancy. What else do they have? Ramen for six hundred yen... Oh, they have katsu curry! I haven’t had curry in a while. Maybe it’s too heavy to eat by myself, though. Hmm, what to choose?


      “Megumin, what are you having?” I asked.


      “Nothing.”


      “If you’re worried about money, I’ll foot the bill.”


      “Are you an oil baron...?”


      Whoa, I skipped a bunch of levels just now.


      “It’s okay,” she said. “I feel bad.”


      “I’ll order the katsu curry, then, and we can split it. I can’t finish it all by myself, so I’ll need your help.”


      “I don’t think I can even eat half.”


      “How about just eating as much as you can?”


      “Okay...thanks.”


      “Nah, I’m the one who should be thanking you.”


      We placed our order and sat down at a table.


      “The hot spring felt nice, huh?” I said, making small talk.


      “Yeah...” Megumin fidgeted.


      “What’s wrong? If you need to use the bathroom, just go.”


      “No...” She shook her head, her eyes darting around. “It’s been a while...since I last ate with someone.”


      Oh, is she nervous? “Teach me about artificial intelligence, then.”


      “Why?”


      “You were telling me all that stuff earlier, right? Something about a deep learning regression analysis on training data?”


      Megumin had been very talkative while describing her research, so I thought this topic might help calm her nerves.


      “I’ve never worked with deep learning before, so it’s hard for me to picture it,” I continued. “Can you explain it to me?”


      “Okay...”


      Just as expected. Her research is super high level, but she’s still childish in certain ways.


      “Where should I begin?” She lowered her gaze.


      Her face was as expressionless as ever, but I was starting to notice subtle changes. For example, she was currently a bit excited...probably...maybe...hopefully.


      “Deep learning is a type of artificial intelligence with multiple hidden layers,” she began.


      “Inner layers?”


      “Today’s artificial intelligence algorithms are generally composed of input layers, hidden layers, and output layers.”


      “I see...?”


      “Let’s say you’re trying to calculate BMI based on height and weight.”


      “Mm-hmm...”


      “The input layer contains height and weight, while the hidden layers contain random values. What happens if you multiply them?”


      “Uhhh, hang on a sec.” I thought about it seriously. Lately, I’d only been writing the kind of x’s where swapping the left and right side would lead to all-out war, so I needed to switch gears in order to do regular multiplication. “Since you’re multiplying by random values, the output will be random too?”


      “Correct—a random value appears in the output layer. By calculating the discrepancy between that and the training data, you can update the values in the hidden layers to reduce the error range. Theoretically, you should be able to repeat this process until the discrepancy reaches zero. This is the basis of artificial intelligence... Does that make sense to you?”


      “Wow, that’s smart!”


      “Yes, it is.” Megumin gave a faint smile. “Can I keep going?”


      “Yeah, tell me more!”


      She went on to give me a more in-depth explanation—with some trivia along the way.


      Whenever I heard the term “artificial intelligence,” the first thing that came to mind was how it was depicted in fiction, like anime. In those worlds, artificial intelligence would usually either go rogue and turn against humanity or fall in love with a human. But the artificial intelligence Megumin taught me about today was more mechanical in nature.


      There were two processes involved in artificial intelligence: learning and predicting. Learning was the act of teaching the AI, “Given X weight and Y height, the BMI is Z.” Predicting was the act of making the AI determine, “Given X weight and Y height, the BMI is Z.” The technical vocabulary could be confusing, but in the end, it wasn’t doing anything different from what humans do.


      However, it was important to note that artificial intelligence was only capable of making predictions. It was up to the developers to decide what to do with them. Also, in order to improve the accuracy of the predictions, you needed to both collect high-quality data and design a suitable structure for the hidden layers. If either of those were lacking, the AI would be a bust. It sounded like a lot of work, but I could see how people would be interested because of that.


      Time flew by as we were chatting, and our katsu curry arrived.


      “How much do you want?” I asked.


      “Just a bit.”


      Megumin seemed much more relaxed now. Feeling good about myself, I moved about a third of the curry to her plate.


      “There you go,” I said.


      “Thanks.”


      She glanced at her plate for a second, then stared at me without moving.


      What’s wrong? Oh, could it be...?!


      “Open wide,” I said, placing a small amount of curry onto my spoon and holding it out to her.


      She blinked a couple of times before eating it.


      O-Oh my gosh, that was so cute. Again, again!


      “That’s not it,” she said, refusing my second feeding attempt.


      I gloomily put down my spoon.


      “You eat first,” she insisted.


      I decided to read between the lines a bit. She probably wanted me to finish eating so she could offer me her portion if I didn’t seem full at the end. What a sweet girl! My affection meter’s almost maxed out!


      “Okay, but you have to feed me,” I said.


      “Why...?”


      “That’s just how it is. C’mon, right here.” I leaned closer to her and tapped my lips with my finger.


      With a troubled look, she timidly brought her spoon to my mouth.


      “Mmm, it tastes a hundred times better this way!” It really does. I could eat this every day and never get tired! “My turn. Open wide!” I grinned as I held out my spoon.


      Megumin looked around before lowering her gaze in shame. “Stop it.”


      “Aww, but why?”


      I had a guess: Ever since the first bite, the other customers had been watching us with endearing eyes. Honestly, it was a little embarrassing. But Ai-chan would never back down over something like this.


      “Hurry, Megumin, before it gets cold!”


      “Can we eat normally...?”


      Hmm, maybe she really is uncomfortable? All right, let’s stop. Ai-chan is a mature lady who can read the room...probably.


      “Okay,” I said. “Well then...shall we eat?”


      “Yeah.”


      We resumed eating, and this time, Megumin didn’t act reserved about her share of the food. The sight of her eagerly digging in with her small hands and mouth was simply adorable.


      While savoring the curry, I also nourished my soul.


      * * *


      On the bus ride back, I quietly gazed out the window. Although there were nothing but mountains in the distance, there were a surprising amount of houses built near the road; farm fields filled the land in between them. More people lived here than I’d expected—it was reassuring to know that I wasn’t stuck in uncivilized territory.


      This place sure is laid-back.


      I looked back inside the vehicle and saw Megumin frantically tapping away at my phone. Even a certain postapocalyptic ATATA-er would be impressed by her speed.


      Right after we’d gotten on the bus, she’d suddenly asked me, “Do you have anything I can write on?” So I’d opened the notes app on my phone for her, and she’d been typing in it ever since. She must’ve come up with an idea for her research.


      I couldn’t bring myself to talk to her for fear of interrupting her intense focus. Seeing her like this made me remember why I’d decided to spend this time with her in the first place. That was close—I was so caught up in our flirting that I nearly forgot. I lightly smacked my cheeks and turned my gaze back to the window.


      Why’s she doing her research in the middle of nowhere?


      Since the bus only ran once every few hours, even taking a bath was a half-day affair. Living in the city would surely be more convenient in every way. At first, I’d thought she might just be staying with her parents, but I hadn’t seen any family members around.


      Also...how long has she been doing this research?


      I recalled the notes in her room and the articulate way in which she’d explained them to me. Back in my student days, would I have been able to speak so fluently about my research? Would I have been able to fully cover the walls and ceiling with it? No, there was no way—and that was why imagining the days she’d spent to get to this point had lit a flame in my heart.


      If she’d been the eccentric genius type, I probably wouldn’t have thought much of it. But Megumin was an ordinary person. Aside from her outstanding expertise in her field, she wasn’t that different from me. She had insecurities about her size, she felt bad that I’d paid a thousand yen for her, and though her speech was usually awkward and stilted, it became eloquent when she was discussing her area of knowledge.


      She really did seem like a normal girl you could find anywhere. The only difference was her extreme passion for and dedication to her research. It wasn’t something I could imitate. Even if I were to find a dream of my own, I doubted I could act on it the way she did. Dreams were hard to chase—that was what made them so dazzling.


      The older you get, the more distant your dreams seem...because you realize what you can and can’t do.


      For example, financial insecurity was an issue. Dreams weren’t a replacement for food, after all. Where did Megumin get her money from?


      Another example was the physical limits of one’s abilities. No matter how passionate someone was, they were still bound by their strengths and weaknesses. Did Megumin have a reason to believe that she was absolutely capable of succeeding?


      I wouldn’t have wondered about these things if she were a young child. Children could fail as many times as they wanted to, and adults would be there to bail them out. But facing challenges as an adult was different. No one would come to your rescue—you were responsible for everything you did.


      That’s why I’m so curious about her. Why did she start her research in the first place? What thoughts and experiences did she have while toiling away in solitude? What does the world look like through her eyes? How can she keep going despite any doubts she may have?


      I glanced across the aisle to Megumin, who was now looking out the window on her side. Did she finish taking her notes?


      Suddenly, she turned toward me and reached out her hand. I was startled for a second, but apparently she was just pressing the button to request a stop. We got off the bus soon after.


      “Ai, hurry,” she urged me several times as we walked. She must’ve been impatient to test out her new idea.


      Aww, how cute. Back in my day, I ran around like that too—not that I can’t run now, of course. My knees are just a bit unsteady, that’s all.


      “Wait up!” I said cheerily as I jogged after her petite figure.


      Blue sky as far as the eye could see, a rural landscape I never got to see in the city, the sound of trees rustling in the wind... I ran down that picturesque country road with a smile, doing my best to endure the pain in my knees.


      * * *


      There are two types of Ai-chans in the world: the Ai-chan who doesn’t exercise enough and the Ai-chan who does. I wish I could be the kind of Ai-chan who can run a kilometer without breaking a sweat...


      Anyway, we got back to Megumin’s room. I sat on the floor and watched her work on her computer for a while, feeling as if I’d taken an arrow in the knee.


      I wonder how long this will take? It’s been about twenty minutes now, and she’s not showing any signs of finishing.


      Given her intense concentration, I definitely couldn’t interrupt her to ask.


      Okay, let’s check out some of these notes. I think she said the first one was near the desk? Wait...that’s right next to her.


      I thought about it for a second before concealing my presence and standing up. She was probably too focused to notice me...or so I hoped. I quietly came up beside her and glanced at her face.


      Her concentration really is something else. It’s hard to believe this is the same person I was fooling around with at the hot spring.


      At any rate, she didn’t seem to mind me standing there. Relieved, I began reading her notes.


      Yup...I don’t understand a thing.


      It was basically an academic paper. The last time I’d read something like this had been for my university graduation project. The page I was looking at was a standard sheet of printer paper with less than a thousand characters written on it, yet the content was so dense that I couldn’t read it for more than a few seconds before my head started to hurt.


      I turned around to gaze at all the papers in the room. How many years would it take me to understand all of this? Megumin had said that her research was nearly finished. Which would come first—my comprehension, her project’s completion, or my deadline?


      That’s right—I have a deadline. Actually, I’ve already blown past it. I had all that work piled up, but I cast it aside to be here. Ken-chan must be screaming right now.


      I’ll be here for a week at most, I think. I’ll apologize when I get back. Sorry, Ken-chan.


      I resumed my staring match with the notes.


      “Why?” came a voice from below.


      Looking down, I saw Megumin sprawled out on the floor.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “It didn’t work.”


      She seemed really depressed. The idea she’d thought of on the way home must’ve not played out as expected.


      “Gonna sleep,” she sulked, her behavior now matching her elementary-schooler appearance.


      “You’re not going to lay out a futon or something?”


      “Can’t.”


      Does that mean she doesn’t own one or that she just doesn’t want to move? Probably both, I guess.


      “Can I lie next to you?” I asked.


      “Okay.”


      I lay down beside her. Thinking about it, I hadn’t slept at all since yesterday. Though it was still bright outside, I was also exhausted from walking ten kilometers. I’d likely fall asleep the second I closed my eyes.


      “What’s this floor made of?” It felt strangely soft and fluffy against my skin.


      Instead of a reply, all I got was the sound of her breathing.


      “Good night,” I said, shutting my eyes.


      Drowsiness instantly washed over me, but I couldn’t sleep—it was way too cold. I hugged my shoulders and sat up. The driver had procured a lab coat and tracksuit, just like Megumin’s, for me to wear. At first, I’d simply thought, Heh heh, he must’ve wanted us to match. But now I couldn’t ignore the fact that I was freezing. How come Megumin was fine like this?


      I closed my eyes again and tried to hypnotize myself by reciting, “It’s warm. It’s warm. It’s warm.” It’ll be okay. We’re both human beings. I’ll get used to it soon enough.


      After a few minutes, I really did get a little accustomed to it. I was still cold, but I felt like I’d be able to fall asleep if I tried.


      Suddenly, a pair of arms wrapped around mine. “Megumin?”


      As far as I can tell, she’s fast asleep. Does she have a habit of clinging to things?


      “It must be because of my body heat, huh?”


      She’s so cute...and warm.


      With my free hand, I reached for my bag, grabbed a spare lab coat, and gently draped it over her, careful not to wake her. It wasn’t much, but it would provide at least a little bit of warmth.


      “Why does she wear a lab coat?” I mused. I once heard an anime character say that a lab coat is a researcher’s emotional armor... Well, that doesn’t matter right now. “Good night,” I said a second time.


      “Wait,” Megumin said, squeezing my arm.


      “What’s wrong?”


      Silence. Um, she said something just now, right? Was she...talking in her sleep?


      I examined her closely. She showed no sign of being awake.


      Guess she really was sleep-talking. “How cute... Too bad about the dark circles, though.”


      The bags under her eyes stood out against her angelic sleeping face. Sleep deprivation was probably common for her.


      I sighed and shifted my gaze to the countless notes stuck to the ceiling. “Maybe I should try harder to read them.” I wanted to know more about Megumin, and it was possible that her notes held the clues. “Never mind, I should sleep first. I’ll put in the effort when I wake up. Good luck, future me.”


      * * *


      I awoke to the most excruciating muscle pain ever.


      “Damn you...” I cursed my past self for being out of shape and vowed to exercise at least a little bit going forward.


      “Ai, are you awake?”


      I turned toward the source of the voice and found Megumin at her computer, holding a mug.


      “Good morning?” she said.


      “Yeah, morning. What’re you drinking?”


      “Café au lait.”


      What a cute choice. “I want some too. Oh, but I should brush my teeth first. Do you have a sink...or at least a faucet?”


      “This way.”


      She led me to a faucet—as I’d suspected, there was no sink. I equipped the toothbrush, cup, and towel the driver had prepared for me and engaged in combat against the cold water. Then I returned to Megumin’s room, warm café au lait in hand.


      I looked at my phone and realized it was 6 a.m. Wait, the date rolled over?! That means I was out for ages! O-Oh well.


      “Megumin, what’re you gonna do now?” I asked.


      “Getting revenge. I’ll win next time.”


      “I see. Good luck.”


      “Thanks.”


      It seemed she saw research as a battle. I gave the little warrior a thumbs-up.


      Now I had nothing to do.


      Guess I’ll read her notes.


      I fired myself up and faced the papers on the wall.


      Man, this really is hard to understand without specialized knowledge.


      “Megumin, can I ask you a question?” I asked, not expecting anything.


      “Sure. What’s up?” she replied immediately. Apparently she wasn’t always in hyperfocus mode.


      I resumed my studying, reading Megumin’s notes and asking her the occasional question. Meanwhile, Megumin conducted her experiments, stopping to sulk every now and then. This continued until the sun went down.


      It was monotonous work, but time passed in the blink of an eye, probably because I was so engrossed in the notes. At first, the difficulty of the content had made my head hurt. But with each Q&A session, my understanding deepened, and after a certain point, my reading speed increased dramatically. It was like perusing a novel—the notes contained a storyline. All there was to it was listing ideas, trying them all, watching them all fail, and repeating the method over and over until one of them succeeded. Still, I found it just as exciting as watching an entertaining anime.


      At the time she’d written these notes, her level of knowledge wouldn’t have been too far off from mine. Even so, she’d repeatedly made discoveries—as if finding singular grains of sand in the desert—which had advanced her research bit by bit. If one looked at her successful ideas in isolation, they would absolutely call her a genius. But her notes documented her entire process, and reading them made me realize there hadn’t been any particular leaps in logic. It was inevitable that she would have arrived at those results. Her research was a series of countless trials and errors, at the end of which she’d found a single miraculous success.


      It wasn’t easy—usually people would lose heart if the idea they’d put so much thought into turned out to be a flop, but Megumin never gave up. She was truly amazing, and I respected her from the bottom of my heart. But more than that, she sent chills down my spine. This research wasn’t something that could be fueled by a dream or hobby alone. Megumin was devoting her entire body and soul to it—every last bit of physical and mental energy and every ability she possessed.


      I looked over and saw her checking the results of her experiment. One of her four screens displayed a colorful graph. She stared at it so intently, it felt like she was going to bore a hole into it.


      After a day of studying, I could now understand a little bit of the graph. Megumin placed great importance on a metric called “reproduction rate,” which she calculated with her own formula. It indicated how closely the simulated sense of touch resembled the real one. I assumed the value 98.053 percent currently displayed on the screen was the reproduction rate, meaning she had about two percent left to go. If a layman were to see this, they might think, Close enough, but considering the number was displayed with three decimal places, even a difference of 0.001 must’ve been significant. Thinking about it that way, the remaining two percent seemed a long way away...but Megumin had said her research would be finished soon.


      Will I be able to witness the moment of completion? My heart raced with hope. I was officially a fan of this project.


      Just as a toddler falls while learning to walk, any challenge is bound to involve some degree of failure. Generally, failures hurt—the more invested you are, the greater the pain.


      I couldn’t even imagine the amount of emotional damage Megumin must’ve taken after having all of her ideas fizzle out. When all of my efforts had been for naught, I hadn’t been able to recover. I was scared of failure—whenever I considered trying something new, I couldn’t help but recall my past experience. I never wanted to feel like that ever again...and I surely wasn’t alone in thinking that.


      No one was immune to this apprehension. Still, some people were able to continue taking on challenges no matter how many times they were knocked down, and the notes I was reading were proof of that. Megumin had refused to give up even after all of her ideas had been refuted. Didn’t her legs ever tremble with fear? Didn’t her mind ever go blank? How could she keep moving forward despite all her efforts being in vain? I was desperate to know, and if possible...I wanted to be like that too.


      “Ai, are you free?” Megumin asked out of the blue.


      “Yeah. What’s up?” I replied, startled.


      “What do you do when you’re stuck?” she continued, not taking her eyes off the screens.


      “Um, watch anime, I guess?”


      “Why...?”


      A few seconds passed. Megumin turned to look at me, dumbfounded. It was my first time seeing that expression on her face—she seemed considerably surprised.


      I puffed out my chest and declared, “Watching anime gives me courage.”


      “I see...” she muttered, slowly lowering her gaze. After another pause, she sighed and repeated, “I see.” Then she looked back at the screens and resumed her work.


      Am I imagining things, or is something off about her?


      “Megumin, wanna eat something?”


      “Not yet.”


      “But we haven’t had anything since morning. Can’t we take a break?”


      “I’m fine.”


      “If you don’t eat, your efficiency will actually worsen, you know?” I said in the most cheerful tone I could muster.


      She loudly slammed the enter key and looked at me.


      Uh-oh, did I make her mad? I anxiously held my breath.


      Megumin knelt down and pulled a cardboard box out from under her desk. “Here.”


      “Th-Thanks.”


      The box was full of nutrition bars. Megumin casually grabbed one and began eating it while staring at her screens.


      I felt a little uncomfortable. It was normal to be on edge when things weren’t going your way—I, too, was guilty of taking out my frustration on others. But the current mood felt more volatile than that.


      Will she cheer up if I bring her a sweet café au lait? Then again, talking to her right now would probably just make things worse.


      Much to my surprise, Megumin asked, “Ai, how’s progress?” As I’d suspected, she didn’t seem pleased. “Any questions?”


      “Umm, I’m fine so far!” I replied with a forced smile.


      “I see.” She lowered her gaze and turned off her displays.


      “Megumin?”


      She sat down on the spot and proceeded to lie down on the floor. “Gonna sleep.”


      “Uh, okay... Good night,” I said, feeling extremely uneasy.


      She’s probably just tired, right? She’ll feel better when she wakes up.


      Unfortunately, my optimistic prediction would later prove to be completely wrong.


      * * *


      After Megumin had fallen asleep, I continued to pore over her notes, oblivious to how much time passed by.


      At the hot spring, she’d talked about using deep learning to perform a regression analysis on training data. That part had stuck with me because of the fancy lingo, but in reality, it wasn’t that important. The goal of this research was to complete a single formula. For example, when she’d begun washing me at the hot spring, I’d known instantly that her bare hands had touched my back. Why was that? It must’ve been because of something occurring inside my body, but what?


      Megumin’s approach was very straightforward. If one could perceive the location where they were being touched, then the signals transmitted to the brain must, at the very least, contain location information. So she’d repeatedly applied stimuli to her body, measuring the signals until she’d identified the ones relating to location. Next, she’d done the same thing with varying temperatures. After that was hardness, followed by intensity. After a staggering number of experiments, she’d finally arrived at the formula for touch. It contained various constants.


      Talking about constants, the most famous one was probably pi. Others included the Avogadro constant and gravitational acceleration. These constants often appeared when expressing concepts in the world through formulas.


      So, what are the constants in the formula for a human’s sense of touch? No one knows—no one in the world but Megumin.


      “This is incredible.”


      If there’d only been one constant, this research would have been finished ages ago. But not only were there several, they were linked—such that if one changed, another would also change. It was the kind of complex system of equations that even a computer would struggle to solve—a research topic that would normally take centuries to uncover, with geniuses from each era making small incremental discoveries until a conclusion was eventually reached. But Megumin was trying to do it all by herself.


      “Just incredible.”


      I didn’t know how many times I’d uttered that word. I found myself even more absorbed than yesterday.


      Then I reached that page.


      “Huh? What’s this?”


      There, she’d written her personal reaction to something. Her inner voice hadn’t appeared in any of the previous notes, so I found it unexpected but not necessarily strange. But as these comments increased in frequency, they began to sound like cries for help.


      “What happened...?”


      “I don’t know why it’s not working.”


      “I’m running out of time.”


      “This one failed too. I’m fed up with this.”


      “I won’t make it in time.”


      “I don’t want to disappear.”


      “Ai, you already got that far?”
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      Startled, I spun around. Megumin was standing behind me, staring vacantly at me with an unreadable expression.


      “What did you think of my research?” she asked, her voice hoarse.


      I couldn’t think of a reply.


      “Any questions?” she urged.


      I’d heard that phrase before—it must’ve been important to her. I understood that she wanted me to ask something, but I had no idea what kind of question she was looking for. I didn’t know what to say.


      “You’re smart, Ai.”


      “That’s...not true,” I forced myself to say.


      That generic humble response turned out to be the worst thing I could’ve said.


      “What am I, then?”


      “Um...what?”


      “You figured out my research right away. If you’re not smart, what does that make me?!”


      The moment I heard the anger in her voice, I recalled what Kanzaki-san had said: “Modesty from a superior person is an insult to the common civilian.”


      “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that—” I froze before finishing my sentence.


      Megumin’s lips were pressed tightly together, and large teardrops welled in her eyes. All I could do was avert my gaze.


      After a little while, she asked, “Do you know what this is?”


      I nervously looked in her direction and saw a cardboard box at her feet. There was some sort of black clothing inside.


      “It’s a bodysuit-type tactile device,” she explained, not bothering to wipe the tears streaming down her cheeks. “My research focuses on the arm. This one covers the whole body, but its reproduction rate is low. Mine is better.” There was no emotion in her voice, yet her tears continued to fall. “But how long will that last? In research, only one team can be on top.” Her small hands trembled as they hugged her shoulders. “If someone else finishes first...I’ll have nothing left. I don’t want that. I don’t want to disappear.”


      Her last words pierced deep into my heart. My mind went blank—it was too much to take in all at once. I hadn’t even considered that she might harbor such intense fears...but thinking back, the signs had been there.


      It would’ve been easy to feign ignorance. It would’ve been even easier to make myself the villain and regret what I’d said. But both of those options were meaningless—I’d just be ignoring her feelings. I searched for the right words to say, but nothing came to mind. I was at a complete loss.


      It was strange—when I taught at True Coding School, I said all kinds of important-sounding stuff. But now, I couldn’t utter a single word. Every time I tried, my mind shut down like a powered-off machine. After all, it was my mistake that had led to this situation. If I were to say something insensitive again, it could hurt Megumin even more. I was too afraid of that to open my mouth at all.


      “Ai, do you know?”


      I flinched. “Know what?” Even I thought my voice sounded pathetic.


      Megumin held a piece of paper in front of my face. It had a single equation written on it. I’d seen a very similar one many times at this point.


      “Do you know...the constant in this equation?” she asked casually.


      My anxiety skyrocketed to the point where I could barely breathe. Since I hadn’t said anything, she was forcing me to make a choice. I had three options: say yes and solve for the constant, say no and put on my best innocent look, or remain silent. What would happen in each case?


      Countless choices faded in and out of my mind. Each choice branched into several others, then continued to spread further. Processing these infinite branches, my brain eventually froze like a computer that had run out of memory.


      What do I do? What would Ken-chan do in this situation? What about Yuri-chi or Kanzaki-san? What would they do?


      What...was my goal again? I was looking for a dream. That’s why I interviewed all those people. And I wanted to see what the world looks like when you do have a dream.


      I wanted something I could devote my body and soul to—like the protagonist of a story—but I was unconsciously afraid. The project I’d worked harder on than anything else in my life had been taken from me so easily. All of my blood, sweat, and tears had been for naught. The pain still clung to my heart.


      But then I’d witnessed people who’d refused to give up even after all of their hard work had been denied. They were dazzling, and I wanted to be like them. But right now, I couldn’t even say a word.


      “Never mind,” Megumin said, pulling her hand back. She was telling me my time was up.


      I hadn’t finished organizing my thoughts yet, but I immediately grabbed her wrist. “Wait.” I let go and smacked my cheeks. “Give me a little more time.”


      If I backed down now, I’d never get another chance. If I ran away now, I’d end up regretting this forever. I couldn’t let that happen. If all I did was wish for a dream, nothing would change. In the end, I needed to seize it with my own hands.


      My body trembled with fear. I wasn’t confident in this decision. I could very well fail. My mind was filled with negative thoughts, but even so, I made up my mind to take on the challenge. It was time to stop wishing and start doing.


      “What happens if you expand that equation?” I asked, taking one step closer to Megumin. “You’re almost there, right?” She’d told me that her research was nearly complete. I held back my nauseating anxiety and declared, “Let’s do this, then. We’ll finish it together. I won’t leave until it’s done.”


      She didn’t respond right away. Instead, she simply looked at me in surprise.


      “Are you okay with that?” I asked with a nervous smile, putting the decision in her hands.


      I’m so pathetic. At the very last second, I resorted to a cowardly trick.


      I’d created a situation in which there was no way Megumin could reject my offer, and on top of that, I’d left the final decision to her. I’d wanted to say, “Leave this to me” like a real protagonist would, but I just didn’t have the ability. I couldn’t take on her entire problem and solve it by myself—that wasn’t what she wanted, anyway. So I hoped she would share it with me, even if she only had a tiny piece to spare. I’d admired her from the very beginning. Reading her notes, I’d realized how desperate she’d been to complete her research. I wanted her to find success—I wouldn’t allow her hard work to go to waste.


      Megumi Yamada-san was a charming woman with long, black hair, bags under her eyes, and the appearance of an elementary schooler. She had insecurities about her small size, and although she was usually clumsy with her words, she became much more eloquent when talking about her research. Her face wasn’t expressive—during conversations, none of her features moved aside from her mouth. That was why my heart fluttered every time I caught an occasional smile from her.


      And now, she was crying. That was more than enough reason for me to take on the challenge.


      “Yes,” she finally replied. She wiped her tears with her sleeve, took a deep breath, and gave me an intense look. “I’m okay with it if it’s you, Ai.”


      So it began.


      Variables were elements represented by letters such as x or y. Since there was no limit to how much could be represented by a single variable, what had appeared to be a simple equation became a complex mass once the variables were substituted with their original values.


      The equation she’d first shown me had fit on a single line, but even a full sheet of paper wasn’t nearly enough for the expanded version. We laid out sheet after sheet, and when we ran out of space on the three-by-three-meter floor, we started using the wall. Even that proved insufficient—in the end, we had to use the ceiling too.


      I stood in a corner of the room and shivered as I looked at the formula spanning from ceiling to floor in the shape of a backward “C.” There was too much information. I’d never seen such an enormous equation before. It contained multiple constants, but they weren’t independent—if one was changed, it would affect others as well. This research wouldn’t be finished until we solved a complex system of equations that would be difficult even for a computer.


      I smacked my cheeks and stared at the walls of values before me. Time flew by—it’d been dark outside when we’d finished expanding the equation, but now it was bright. I continued to rack my brain, replenishing my energy with café au lait and nutrition bars along the way. There were many discussions to be had, some of which escalated into arguments.


      The sun set, then rose again. Just as my concentration was finally starting to give out, I was struck with a sense of clarity. My mind felt sharper than it had any right to be after days without sleep, and I could visualize a single line connecting the massive system of equations. It was the feeling of being as focused as humanly possible—the last time I’d experienced this was back when I’d been developing the All-RaWi System. At the time, I’d felt like this every day.


      “Megumin, try the numbers I’m about to tell you.”


      I didn’t understand the logic behind them—the values had simply appeared in my head. I relayed them to Megumin, and she ran the experiment.


      “Reproduction rate: 100%”


      The display presented us with a number that marked the end of this research.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Dream’s End


      Megumi had been born in a place surrounded by farm fields and mountains. She’d lived with her mother, father, and grandfather—a family of four. Her mother had also been a petite woman, but unlike Megumi, she’d been frail. By the time Megumi had been old enough to understand what was going on around her, her mother had already been confined to a hospital bed. They’d only been able to see each other once a week, and the little adventure on the train to the hospital had been young Megumi’s greatest joy.




      “Mommy, I’m here! Are you awake?”


      “My, look who’s full of energy. But you mustn’t shout in the hospital, okay?”


      “Tee hee, sowwy!”


      Megumi took off her shoes, climbed into the bed, and hugged her mother’s warm arm tightly. Her mother gently stroked her head.


      Megumi loved her mother. Since she could only see her once a week, she demanded a week’s worth of attention each time she visited.


      “Did you come with gramps today?” her mother asked.


      “Yeah! But he’s too slow, so I left him behind!”


      “Now, now. Be kind to the elderly.”


      The trip to the hospital took over an hour and required transferring between trains and buses. Since it would be difficult for a young child to go alone, Megumi was always accompanied by her father or grandfather. That said, her father was often away from home for work, so about ninety percent of the time, she went with her grandfather.


      “Look, mommy! I learned how to play cat’s cradle!”


      “Ooh, really? Let me see!”


      “Okay! I just stretch it like this, twist here, let go here, flip it around and... Ta-da! It’s Tokyo Tower!”


      “Very nice. You’re good with your hands, Megumi.”


      “Tee hee, aren’t I amazing?”


      Megumi was always learning things to show her mother—it made her happy to receive so much praise. And when she would get tired of playing, the sun would go down, and it would almost be time to go home, she always asked the same question.


      “Mommy, will you come home someday?”


      With a conflicted smile, Megumi’s mother patted the girl’s head and began a conversation that was a little too hard for her five-year-old daughter to understand.


      “Megumi, take care of your body, okay?”


      “I do! I never catch colds.”


      “That’s good. I’m glad you don’t take after me.”


      “That’s not true! People say my face looks like yours all the time.”


      “How sweet. You’ll grow up to be a beauty, then.”


      “Tee hee, I know what you’re doing! Singing your own praises!”


      “Oh my, what a vocabulary. Mommy’s proud of you. Keep up the studying and get smarter, okay?”


      “Yeah! I’m gonna be a smart girl.”


      “And when you find something you want to do, go for it without hesitation. You’ll probably make a lot of mistakes along the way, but don’t worry. Once you succeed the first time, all the tough times will turn into precious memories.”


      “Mommy, you’ve said that a million times.”


      “Oh, is that so?”


      Megumi would later grow up and realize that those had been words of farewell. Her mother must’ve known her time was running out.




      One day, Megumi was surprised to see that her father was at home for once. She tugged on his hand, asking him to go to the hospital with her.


      Her father hugged her. “Megumi, you won’t be able to talk to mommy for a while.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “Mommy is fighting an illness. It’s really tough, so we can’t distract her.”


      “We should go support her, then!”


      Megumi tried for an hour to persuade her father, but to no avail.


      Three months passed without a hospital visit. Megumi couldn’t take it anymore—she clutched her money and left home alone.


      “It’s just the hospital. I can go there myself.”


      Once she’d somehow managed to arrive there, she ran to her mother’s hospital room as usual...but the bed was empty.


      “Huh? Where’s mommy?”


      Megumi asked a nearby nurse where her mother was. Since she’d visited the hospital so many times, everyone knew who she was.


      The nurse grimaced and said, “I don’t know.”


      Megumi was annoyed. She thought her father and the nurse were both being mean. Why were they hiding her mother?


      “Fine,” Megumi said, deciding to find her mother herself.


      She spent hours walking around the large hospital building until finally, after stealthily following a doctor into a room, she found her.


      “Mommy...?” she called out.


      Naturally, there was no response. Her mother was sleeping on the other side of a glass pane, connected to countless tubes.


      Her voice alerted the doctor to her presence.


      “Whoa! Who let a child in here?”


      After that, the doctor called Megumi’s father, who came to pick her up.


      When they got home, Megumi wailed loudly. She felt like her mother was going somewhere far away.


      Worried, her grandfather gave her some toys, but Megumi threw them all back at him, saying she didn’t want them.


      That marked the end of her hospital visits. Overcome with sorrow, she cried every day.


      One day, her grandfather said, “Megumi, wanna come to my secret base?”


      Intrigued by those words, Megumi went on an adventure for the first time in a while. They took the bus to a small house—apparently, her grandfather had been a carpenter in his younger days, and he’d built this house for fun; it had served as a learning experience. Since no one was using it anymore, he offered to give it to Megumi.


      “I don’t want it!” Megumi replied bluntly.


      Her grandfather began to say something, but she couldn’t make sense of any of it—his accent was too thick and he was mumbling.


      “I have no idea what you’re saying!” Megumi interrupted him, annoyed.


      “Oops, my bad. Can you understand me now?”


      “Now I can!” Megumi replied with needless frustration.


      “Megumi, do you want to try building a house?”


      “Huh? There’s no way I can do that!”


      “What makes you think that?”


      “Look how big it is! I can’t build that!”


      “Keh heh heh heh!” her grandfather cackled in a strange voice.


      Megumi puffed out her cheeks angrily.


      “You’re such a kid, Megumi.”


      “Duh! I literally am a kid!” Now she was really mad.


      Her grandfather laughed in response, and Megumi kicked his leg without thinking.


      “Hey now, don’t go kicking the elderly.”


      “Hmph!” Megumi stuck out her tongue.


      Her grandfather didn’t get upset with her—in that sense, he was a mature adult.


      “Listen here, Megumi. Nothing is impossible for you.”


      “That’s not true!”


      “Oh, you think so? Well then, if you do build this house, you’d better apologize to me!”


      “Fine! I want a big one!”


      “Got it. Don’t forget your promise, okay?”


      After that, Megumi’s grandfather taught her everything there was to know about construction. He began with making blueprints—it was a comprehensive lesson covering floor plans, elevation views, and more.


      “Dang, your lines sure are straight, Megumi.”


      “Why wouldn’t they be?! I’m using a ruler!”


      “You’ll understand when you’re older. People with crooked hearts end up with crooked lines no matter what they do. Your lines are straight, which means you were raised well. You’re a good girl, Megumi.”


      “I guess so, yeah!” Megumi cheered up after being praised.


      That day, they only drew up plans. The following day, they began building the house with paper and scissors.


      “It’s just paper!” Megumi complained.


      Despite her displeasure, her grandfather managed to talk her into making the house.


      “Megumi, that side’s off by four millimeters.”


      “No, it’s not!”


      Her grandfather was extremely meticulous—perhaps that was why it ended up taking over a month just to cut out all of the parts. Once those were ready, it was time to assemble them.


      Megumi followed his instructions carefully.


      “Will this really become a house?” she asked.


      “It will. Trust your gramps.”


      All of the parts had been perfectly calculated such that even little Megumi would be able to put them together. She built walls, pillars, a roof, and even scaffolding to use while assembling. Before long, she finished building a paper replica of her grandfather’s secret base right next to it.


      “Wooow! I really did make a house!”


      “Keh heh heh! I told you so. Nothing’s impossible.”


      After playing with the paper house for a while, Megumi apologized to her grandfather as promised. Her grandfather laughed and forgave her.


      “Hey, what’re we gonna make next?!” she asked.


      Her grandfather cheerily offered some ideas.


      Megumi was back to her happy self.




      One day, Megumi went to wake up her grandfather as usual.


      “Gramps! It’s morning! Wake up!” She yanked off his covers. “Waaake uuup!”


      Normally, her grandfather would grumble and get up, but this time, he remained asleep.


      “Huh? Hmph, what a sleepyhead.”


      Megumi gave up and reported this to her father, who was making breakfast in the kitchen.


      “Daddy! Gramps won’t wake up!”


      Her father stopped cooking and went to check on her grandfather.


      A few hours later, Megumi found herself riding in an ambulance. And a few days later, she was sobbing at her grandfather’s funeral, her voice hoarse.


      “Why?! Why do I have to say goodbye?! No! I don’t wanna!”


      After the funeral, a new morning dawned. Megumi went to her grandfather’s room, but nothing was there anymore. It scared her, and she cried again.


      “Megumi, you can stay home by yourself, right?” her father asked.


      “I don’t wanna! Don’t go, daddy!”


      “It’s okay. I’ll be back at night.”


      “No! Stay here!”


      Megumi begged him every day, but in the end, her father always went to work. It was too quiet when she was home alone—she was terrified that a ghost might appear. So with her paper, pens, and scissors, she immersed herself in her studies and crafts. When she was making things, she could forget about everything else, and when she was studying, she could focus solely on that.


      Soon enough, she started elementary school. She didn’t talk to the other kids there—the thought of having to say goodbye again, as she had her mother and grandfather, was too painful.


      “How did everyone find the first test?” her teacher asked. “Believe it or not, two of you got a perfect score!”


      Including Megumi, there were only ten first graders. Considering two of them had gotten full marks, the test probably hadn’t been all that difficult. Still, her teacher was the type who believed in nurturing children through praise, so every time Megumi got a perfect score, she was praised to an embarrassing extent.


      Her classmates, however, only congratulated the other overachiever. They all hated Megumi because she wouldn’t play with them.


      In the end, Megumi moved on to second grade without making a single friend.


      “Megumi-chan, how do you study at home?” the other overachiever asked.


      She was the only person who continued to associate with Megumi, and her name was Miku Hidaka.


      “Stop yapping in my ear,” Megumi said.


      “Megumi-chan...” the girl whispered slowly. “How do...you study...at home?”


      “That’s not what I meant.”


      Despite Megumi’s cold attitude, the girl never stopped trying to make conversation with her, even as they went on to third grade.


      “Megumi-chan! Let’s talk about environmental issues!”


      “Ugh, you’re so stubborn.” Megumi sighed and decided to make her stance clear. She pointed at the girl and declared, “You. I don’t like you.”


      The girl gaped at her, eyes widened in surprise. Then, she said, “I have a name, you know! It’s Miku!”


      This girl had nerves of steel. She kept up her relentless approach all the way from fourth grade through to sixth grade.


      “Megumi-chan, wanna work on our summer research projects together?” Miku asked right before school break.


      “Why...?”


      “Your projects are always so cool. I was hoping we could at least work on the last one together.”


      “Not interested.”


      “Too bad! I’m being stubborn today!”


      “You’re always stubborn...”


      Megumi ignored her. However, as Miku’s voice grew louder in her attempts to persuade her, their teacher came to see what was going on.


      “What’s wrong, you two?” their teacher asked.


      After Miku explained the situation, their teacher seemed to have a eureka moment. Megumi had a bad feeling. Sure enough, her hunch was right: Their teacher forced them to work together on the summer research project.


      “Heh heh heh, what should we research?”


      “Pick whatever you want.”


      “Are you sure? Hmm, what to choose?”


      Megumi felt annoyed as she watched the girl happily mull over ideas.


      When summer break began, Miku came over to Megumi’s house.


      “Huh? It’s just you at home? Where are your mom and dad?”


      “They’re not here.”


      “Whoa! That means we own this place!”


      “I don’t think it works that way.”


      Miku laughed cheerfully as usual. Megumi had no idea what she found so enjoyable.


      “Megumi-chan, did you know that researching normally means writing a thesis?”


      “No. What’s that?”


      That was when Megumi first learned the word “doctorate.” She knew that after elementary, middle, and high school came university. But she didn’t know there was such a thing as graduate school that came after that. Apparently graduating from university gave you a bachelor’s degree, while graduate school was for master’s degrees and doctorates. Miku proudly explained that a doctorate was the highest level for a researcher—and her father had acquired that shiny title.


      “When I grow up, I wanna become a researcher like my dad,” she declared. “What about you, Megumi-chan? What do you wanna be?”


      “Don’t know.”


      “No way, I don’t believe you. You wouldn’t study so hard if you didn’t have a goal, right?”


      “I’m just keeping my promise.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Keep up the studying and get smarter, okay?”


      “I study because my mom always told me to. That’s the only reason.”


      Despite having spent six years distancing herself from others, Megumi found herself willing to talk that day—probably because it felt refreshing to have a normal conversation for once. It’d been a long time since she’d even chatted with family. Time flew by as she and Miku talked about themselves.


      The next two days went the same way, without any discussion whatsoever about their research project.


      At last, Megumi suggested that they decide on a topic before it was too late.


      “A...topic? O-Oh, right! A topic! I came up with one, I swear!”


      It seemed Miku had forgotten all about it. It took a while since they’d gone offtrack, but they eventually managed to decide on a research topic.


      From then on, Miku would come over and go home at a fixed schedule every day. At first, Megumi found it extremely irritating. But before she knew it, she’d begun looking forward to Miku’s visits.


      “This is amazing, Megumi-chan! You built the equipment for the experiment all by yourself?!”


      “It was easy.”


      As elementary schoolers, they couldn’t afford to buy anything expensive. Megumi had managed to put together what they needed with the powers of her wisdom and skill.


      “What do you think about this, Miku?”


      “Hmm, no clue!”


      “You’re so useless.”


      “Wow, rude!”


      Little by little—really, the tiniest bit at a time—Megumi began to enjoy the time she spent with Miku. Not a day went by without them seeing each other. Sometimes Megumi would go to Miku’s house for dinner, and sometimes she’d even stay the night. They went to the summer festival together, and Megumi brought Miku to her secret base, where they made things with paper and scissors.


      They finished their research project and impressed everyone with their presentation. They started talking to each other in the classroom too, and they were glued at the hip during events like field trips.


      Megumi loved Miku.




      Their graduation ceremony was the last time the two ever saw each other. Miku was going to study abroad. The plan had originally been to leave Japan at the end of summer break, but she had asked her father to wait until graduation. In tears, she revealed this to Megumi on her last day in the country.


      “Sorry... I wanted to tell you sooner. I’m really sorry.”


      Right before summer break, Miku had said, “Your projects are always so cool. I was hoping we could at least work on the last one together.” Megumi now understood the true meaning behind those words.


      “Good luck,” Megumi said.


      “Thanks. I’ll do my best to become an amazing researcher!”


      Megumi shed a few tears, but it was nothing like the wailing she’d done as a child. She understood that the people she loved were bound to disappear, so she was able to refrain from crying out loud.


      Middle school began. This time, she really didn’t talk to anyone. Eventually, it was time to decide on her career path. Without a moment’s hesitation, she chose to go straight to work.


      “Go to high school,” her father ordered her.


      “There’s no point in school,” she argued.


      Despite her protests, she was unable to persuade her father. Thus she was forced to attend high school. She had to commute there by bus and train—what used to be a fun little adventure in her early childhood was now a tedious daily routine.


      Her father bought her a smartphone, and she despaired. Past, present, future—the internet contained information on everything. Obviously, she didn’t believe the questionable websites that said things like, “This is where you’ll be in ten years!” But it was easy to imagine her future objectively.


      This time, I’ll get a job.


      Megumi looked for a stable job she could get right out of high school and decided on becoming a civil servant. She also searched for information on her father—she wanted to know why he was always leaving her to go to work. Naturally, the internet couldn’t answer that directly...but it did have enough information for her to make an educated guess. Megumi theorized that her father needed money to raise her and pay for her mother’s life support. Using statistics to estimate his finances, she found that—barring extremely optimistic conditions—the calculations resulted in a deficit. Further research led her to the term “death from overwork.”


      She decided to announce her career path to her father that very day.


      Her father came home late at night, looking exhausted. His eyes widened when he saw Megumi.


      “I need...to speak with you,” she said, her language unnaturally distant and formal. Since she only talked to her father a handful of times a week, he was practically a stranger to her.


      “Uh...wait for me in the kitchen,” her father said nervously.


      Megumi nodded and took her usual seat at the table. A few minutes later, her father sat down across from her.


      After she’d explained her plan, her father sternly repeated the order he’d given her when she’d been in middle school.


      “Go to university.”


      “There’s no point.”


      “Tell me your reasoning.”


      “I can do all the studying I need on my smartphone. Why bother paying millions of yen for tuition? In the end, it’d only get me a job that pays three million yen a year. That’s no different from becoming a civil servant out of high school. As a civil servant, I would be making money instead of paying tuition. Isn’t that obviously superior?”


      She tried to persuade him using the information she’d acquired. In this day and age, you could learn anything without paying millions of yen in tuition. But her father wasn’t convinced. No matter how logical her arguments were, he refused to relent.


      Eventually, her emotions got the better of her.


      “Daddy, do you want me to be alone forever?”


      “Of course not.”


      “Liar. You’ve never done anything with me.”


      “I’m...sorry about that.”


      “That’s it? I put all this effort into explaining my decision, and you just apologize and call it a day? Adults have it so easy.”


      She didn’t mean it—she knew her father was working like a dog to keep his family alive, and she was old enough to be able to imagine how much pressure he was under...


      “I’ve always been alone,” she said. “Now, in the past, and forever.”


      ...but she wasn’t mature enough to accept it.


      “That’s why I want to become independent. Wouldn’t that lessen your burden too?”


      She was hopelessly frustrated. She didn’t want to say these things—she was just scared. After learning about death from overwork, she felt like her father might disappear too. She was desperate to avoid that, and it was making her mind a mess.


      “Besides, I’m not asking for your opinion,” she added. “I’m telling you what I’m going to do. I don’t need your permission to choose my own path.”


      She got up from her seat, afraid that if she kept going, she’d say something she couldn’t take back. She still had enough sense to realize that.


      “Wait,” her father said.


      Ignoring him, she tried to walk past him, only for him to grab her wrist. His grip was firm. Expecting a scolding, she turned to look at him and was surprised by the expression she saw.


      “You did your research,” he said with a faint smile. “You’ve gotten real smart, Megumi.”


      “What? Aren’t you going to yell at me?”


      “Why would I do that? I’m very pleased right now.”


      Megumi was baffled.


      “I apologize,” her father said calmly. “I was treating you like a child. From now on, we’ll talk like adults. Have a seat.”


      “Shut up. I don’t care.” Megumi looked away, sulking. She knew she was being pathetic, but she couldn’t bring herself to accept what her father was saying.


      “You explained the monetary aspect and said that you could study with your smartphone. These are both valid points. However, this is only one of many perspectives. It seems to me that you’re intentionally excluding certain things. Am I imagining it?”


      Her father spoke gently and logically. It was definitely the opinion of an adult with a far wider view than Megumi’s.


      “You have endless potential, Megumi. That’s why I want you to consider this more carefully.”


      “You’re too optimistic. I’m just being realistic.”


      “Realistic... That’s an interesting word. What do you mean by that?”


      It felt like nothing she said would discourage him. “What? It means I’m looking at reality.”


      “I think about it differently. Reality is the world you see with your own eyes, Megumi.”


      “I don’t get it.”


      “Really? You’re a smart girl, so you should.”


      Megumi was totally the child in this debate. Her father was much wiser than she’d thought—she doubted she could win this battle of words.


      “Life is a science,” her father said abruptly. “Every outcome has a cause. For example, Megumi, if you have a goal, a way to achieve it definitely exists. I believe that as long as you can find the right method, any pipe dream can become a reality.”


      “That only applies to talented people.”


      “Talent—another interesting word. What do you mean by that one?”


      Megumi bit her tongue. Just as when she’d said “reality,” she hadn’t considered the meaning of the word at all.


      Her father waited a bit before saying, “Talent is the ability to trust in your future and keep fighting no matter how much hardship you face. Therefore, that word can never be used in the context of giving up on your future. Do you understand? Talent is something that anyone can obtain.” He looked Megumi straight in the eye. “Sit down. We’re going to figure out your future.”


      Megumi averted her gaze, frustrated that she didn’t have a single comeback. Still, she relented and sat down. She felt that if she ran away now, she’d end up feeling even more defeated.


      “Now, where to begin... Oh, let’s talk about smartphones. Megumi, do you know what a computer is?”


      “Duh? Who doesn’t?”


      “Ah, kids these days sure are advanced. When I was your age, most people had never heard of them.”


      Who cares? Megumi thought, annoyed.


      “I’m talking about before you were born. The university I went to had this huge computer, you see. It was bigger than you and cost hundreds of millions of yen. But in terms of specs, it was even weaker than the phone you carry around, which only cost tens of thousands of yen. Do you know how much more powerful your phone is?”


      “Maybe like ten times?”


      “Try millions of times. Shocking, right?” Her father’s eyes sparkled as if he were a kid in a candy store. “And the technology is still evolving. By the time you reach my age, computers will be a million times more powerful than they are now. Can you imagine it? A million times your smartphone’s capabilities, and probably cheaper too. What will the world look like then?”


      Megumi felt strange as she listened to her father. She never knew he could talk so much, let alone with such childish glee.


      Her father proceeded to teach her about the dramatic changes in the world over the past few decades. He also told her the coming decades could bring even wilder developments.


      “You were born in an incredible era, Megumi,” he said, his voice slow and firm. “The world is your oyster. This is an age where you can do anything if you put your mind to it.”


      His words left a deep impression.


      “So please don’t tell me you’ll throw away all those possibilities. It breaks my heart.”


      “Okay.” Megumi had been convinced to change her path. “Sorry for saying those mean things.”


      “Hm? What’re you talking about? Oh, more importantly, would you look at the time! It’s already morning! I’m gonna be late for work!” Her father hurriedly stood up and rushed to get ready with an energy unbefitting of someone who’d stayed up all night talking. “Sorry, I can’t take today off, but we can continue this discussion when I get back. I’ll give it some more thought.”


      “Okay...good luck at work.” Megumi waved goodbye.


      She mulled things over for a while in the now-quiet house.


      “I feel like gramps said something similar,” she murmured.


      Nothing was impossible. People had unlimited potential. If both of them were saying it, it must’ve been true.


      After her change of heart, Megumi began thinking positively about the future. She researched and studied a variety of things, and her father suggested possible fields every day. On days she fell asleep early, he’d leave a note on her desk, and on days she stayed up, they’d talk until morning.


      Once a month, when her father was off from work, he’d give her a tour of facilities he could enter thanks to his connections. He knew a surprising number of people, and he was an unexpectedly good talker. Honestly, Megumi hated this at first—it wasn’t fair that he neglected her in favor of socializing with all these people. But in time, her impression of him changed drastically. Her father had promised he wouldn’t leave her to suffer alone anymore, and true to his word, he began spending more time with her. Megumi wished she’d spoken up sooner—it turned out she’d had a respectable father all along.


      Eventually, she decided on her future path. She’d taken a strong interest in neuroscience and wanted to attend the university where the most esteemed professor in the country taught. She didn’t want to be a burden on her father, though, so she applied to be a scholarship candidate, which would exempt her from tuition fees. She studied like crazy for the exam and got perfect marks on the self-scored test.


      When the results arrived, sure enough, she’d been accepted as a scholarship student. A few days later, her enrollment documents arrived.


      Megumi put them in her father’s coffin to be burned with him.


      It’d happened right after the exam had finished. Her father had been driving somewhere for work, and due to fatigue, he’d fallen asleep at the wheel. A tragic accident had occurred, robbing Megumi of the only person she’d had left in her life.


      “Liar.”


      She didn’t cry. She was just disappointed.


      After the funeral, she skipped school for what was probably the first time ever. There was a lot of work that needed to be done, but she couldn’t bring herself to think about any of it, let alone do it. She didn’t understand the legal proceedings and whatnot. She remembered receiving help from a bunch of unfamiliar faces—relatives and friends of her father whom she’d never met—but none of the specifics stayed with her. She just didn’t have the capacity to think about anything.


      Her father had said that life was a science and every outcome had a cause. So what was causing all of her loved ones to disappear?


      Ugh, I don’t care anymore.


      Megumi lay listless in bed, doomscrolling on her phone. That was when she stumbled upon...


      “A virtual...idol?”


      Her mindless browsing had led her to a video-sharing site where a cheerful girl who looked like an anime character was currently hosting a livestream.


      As Megumi watched the girl chatter away, she murmured, “Virtual reality, huh?”


      It was a new technology—people were still experimenting to see what it could and couldn’t do.


      “I didn’t know it could look like this.”


      The virtual reality she’d heard of was more of a stiff, formal thing, so the concept of a virtual idol seemed very fresh and exciting in comparison.


      Megumi continued to watch the stream. Eventually, the girl began reading comments from her viewers. Apparently the video platform had a feature where people could pay money to post comments, and it was customary for the streamer to express their gratitude by reading them aloud. Is it similar to tipping a street performer? She didn’t quite understand, but the culture intrigued her.


      “‘Do you believe in God?’ Gee, that’s a loaded question, but of course I do! I totally worship the makers of this world, since real life is, well, you know...”


      The virtual idol probably wasn’t implying anything positive. Megumi knew the feeling.


      “I’ve never met the god who created the real world, but I do chat with the god of this world every now and then. They’re a great person, you know? You should thank them too, li’l bunnies.”


      Megumi’s entire body trembled upon hearing that. It scared her how easily she began to cry.


      That’s it—I just have to make my own world.


      The real world followed a set of laws that had apparently been written by God. Thus, Megumi made up her mind: She would become a new god herself. She’d create a new world where she could rebuild everything. She would absolutely see this through.


      First, she had to study, and she wanted to do this at the most cutting-edge place possible. Research revealed that the best in the business was a company called Kalgreever. Fortunately, the CEO was Japanese.


      She looked up his phone number and dialed it right away. A woman answered—the CEO’s secretary. She didn’t give Megumi the time of day.


      Megumi was not pleased. Would it have been so hard to listen to what she had to say? She came up with a new opener and called again...only to be turned down again. Still, she repeated the process, unwilling to give up.


      By the fourth time, the secretary recognized her. “You again?”


      Another failed attempt. Megumi wondered what she was doing wrong.


      Life is a science. Every outcome has a cause.


      With her father’s words in mind, she thought about the situation logically. She wanted to join Kalgreever, and she felt the fastest way to achieve that was to speak directly with the CEO. She tried to call him, only to be blocked by his secretary. Why was the secretary standing in her way? Conversely, what could Megumi do to not be blocked?


      She racked her brain to the point where her head hurt, searching for a cause that would lead to her desired outcome. Then she dialed the number again.


      “I don’t know what to say,” the secretary said. “You’re the first person who’s ever called seven times.”


      “I’m near your office right now.”


      “What? Please stop it. You’re bothering us.” The secretary sounded concerned.


      Megumi declared her winning line: “This will be the last time I call you...under one condition.”


      “What is it?”


      “Please write down what I’m about to say and have the CEO read it. If he turns me down after that, I’ll give up. I just don’t want you to judge me yourself.”


      “Fine, just this once.”


      Megumi instinctively pumped her fist. Perhaps because of that distraction, the words she’d so carefully crafted slipped her mind. “Um...what do you think I should say?”


      “What? You’re asking me?”


      She honestly thought she’d doomed herself, but the secretary helped her come up with a message for the CEO. What a nice lady.


      Thus, she was granted a five-minute audience with the CEO. She entered the huge building, where the secretary led her through the security check and into the elevator.


      “Are you really a high schooler?” the secretary asked, looking at Megumi’s small frame.


      “Do you want to see my student ID?”


      “No need. You’re better off using this time to think about what you’re going to say to the CEO.”


      “Thanks...”


      Megumi had about a minute to mull it over before they arrived at a door labeled “Meeting Room A-2.” The secretary knocked, and upon hearing the voice of the older man inside, opened the door for Megumi.


      “Thank you,” Megumi said, stepping inside.


      She’d been expecting a lavish setting, but it turned out to be an ordinary, cramped room, with a monitor on a table and four chairs around it. Standing right by the entrance was a very tall man.


      “You’re Megumi-chan, the girl who called seven times, right?” he asked with a gentle smile.


      The door closed behind her.


      “I’m...Megumi Yamada. Thank you...for taking the time to meet with me today.”


      “Oh, you can cut the formalities. I’m not one to care about language or etiquette. I mean, if I judged everything based on that, my company would go under. Don’t you agree? All that matters is that our words convey what we’re trying to say,” the CEO said, his voice low and firm.


      He sat down in a nearby chair, crossed his legs, and looked at Megumi—sitting down had put him at the same eye level as her.


      “Now, let’s hear what you have to say.”


      Megumi was genuinely terrified. The CEO’s reaction was completely different from what she’d expected, making her planned approach completely useless. Behind the man’s smile was an incredibly intimidating aura.


      She bit her lip to suppress her fear, looked him in the eye, and said, “I’m going...to become God.”


      “Oh?”


      “I’m going to create a new world using virtual reality. That’s what brought me here.”


      “So you’re interested in virtual reality, are you? That explains why you chose my company. Now, if you’d led with that, this conversation would be over. But I’m interested in what you said—God, huh? That’s a nice way of putting it. You have a good eye too. Fascinating.”


      He clapped his hand loudly on his thigh as he rose from his seat. Then, he moved to a chair farther inside the room, on the other end of the table.


      “Tell me, why do you want to become God?”


      It was as if he were saying, “This is going to take a while, so have a seat.”


      Megumi gripped the chair he’d been sitting in previously and—still standing up—began telling her story. This presentation would probably determine her future.


      Her allotted five minutes went by in the blink of an eye, yet the CEO didn’t stop her. She threw herself into her speech, putting everything on her mind into words.


      The CEO let her finish, then called out to his secretary behind the door. “Midorikawa-kun, can you hear me?”


      After a pause, the door opened.


      “Are you serious, sir?”


      “Of course. This is the most interesting kid I’ve ever seen.”


      Just like that, Megumi got the job.


      At the end of the day, the CEO said to her, “This is the only time I’ll help you. From now on, you’re on your own. Got it?”


      “I have...one more request.”


      “Sure, I’m in a good mood today. Let’s hear it.”


      “I want...to live near the office.”


      There were two reasons for this: One, she didn’t want to go home to an empty house. Two, she didn’t want to waste time commuting. She explained to the CEO that as a minor, it was difficult for her to move by herself. She knew it was a lot to ask for, though.


      “All right, I’ll get that taken care of too!” he replied with a smile.


      You never know until you try, huh?


      After filling out some paperwork, Megumi became an official employee of Kalgreever. However, the department she was assigned to only handled simple administrative tasks—it wasn’t involved in development. It was a good working environment, and her coworkers were very nice to her. But it wasn’t what she’d envisioned.


      She worked diligently for a month without complaint, thinking she must’ve been put in this position for a reason. Naturally, she continued studying during this time, utilizing lunch breaks and any spare moments she could find. She studied even harder than she had for her recent entrance exams.


      Megumi had been assigned a mentor—a kind woman with a gentle demeanor. However, she kept their conversations to the bare minimum. After all, that person would eventually leave her too.


      At lunchtime, her mentor would always nag her, saying, “Megumi-chan, skipping meals isn’t good for your health.” For some reason, even though Megumi gave nothing but absent-minded responses, this continued every day.


      She must not have any friends.


      “Oh, I know that—virtual reality, right?” her mentor said. “One of the departments is always getting commended for their work on that.”


      “Tell me more.”


      Her mentor told her about the department that was researching virtual reality—this was information that couldn’t be found online. She also explained that employees had the opportunity to transfer departments just once a year. In order to do that, they had to pass an interview with the manager of the department they wished to join.


      “From now on, you’re on your own.”


      Megumi now understood the meaning behind the CEO’s words. She immediately took action.


      Only once a year? Like I care. If all I need is the boss’s approval, every day is an opportunity.


      Megumi spotted her target in the cafeteria and sat down next to him. “Hello.”


      “Ah, hellooo there... Huh?! What’s a child doing here?!”


      “I work here. My name is Megumi Yamada.”


      She showed him her employee ID, and his eyes widened. He was quite an expressive man.


      “Umm, do you need something from me?” he asked.


      Megumi got straight to the point, telling him she wanted to join his department.


      “Hmm, which university did you go to?”


      “None.”


      “Juuust a high school diploma? Which one?”


      “I didn’t graduate.”


      “A middle school grad?! What?! We don’t hire those! How’d you get in?”


      “I went directly to the CEO, I guess?”


      “Hah! That’s a new one!” The man laughed in a funny voice—that was a good sign. “Do you haaave...some kind of special skill?”


      “Passion...if that counts.”


      “I’m being serious here. Do you have any kind of achievement to your name? An award, a patent—anything? I need to see your accomplishments. I don’t work with people who don’t have a track record.”


      Megumi answered truthfully and was told to come back after achieving something. It was back to the drawing board. Achievements, achievements... How am I supposed to get those?


      Needing all the help she could get, she asked her mentor for advice.


      “Why don’t you participate in the upcoming event?” Her mentor explained that it was open to all employees and there were video archives from past years. “People from outside the company attend too. If you give a good presentation there, it should count as an achievement!”


      This was extremely useful information. Megumi bowed in gratitude and offered her mentor the nutrition bar she’d been planning to eat that day.


      “Huh? Is this for me? Thanks, but it’s okay. Can we have lunch together instead?”


      Megumi nodded. She’d lose study time, but it’d probably be worth it if she could get useful information out of her mentor.


      And so, Megumi began preparing for the event. In addition to the internet, she had access to her company’s internal network, which was called an “intranet.” She gathered every bit of information she could view with her permissions, and it proved to be very useful.


      Realizing the event was beyond her current capabilities, she decided to skip it this time around.


      In her second year at the company, she confidently applied for the event and was rejected at the proposal screening stage. Dissatisfied, she identified who the judge was and went directly to them to complain. They politely explained the reasons she’d been rejected, which boiled down to “Give it some deeper thought.”


      With that feedback in mind, Megumi watched the presentations at the event and reflected on her own proposal. She was forced to accept that she still wasn’t ready.


      In her third year, she put even more effort into her proposal. She studied harder than ever before and considered every little question that she would’ve ignored before. Whether she was eating, commuting, or bathing, her smartphone—which she’d loaded with reference materials—never left her hand. She didn’t sleep aside from unconsciously dozing off once every few days.


      Her lifestyle began to visibly affect her health, and her mentor constantly worried about her—annoyingly so.


      “Megumi-chan, you look like a panda with those dark circles under your eyes.”


      Eventually, it got to the point where Megumi noticed her own deteriorating health too—her eyesight worsened, and she could no longer read small text from a distance. Still, she refused to take a break. She lived solely to achieve her goal.


      For her second attempt, she polished her proposal to a level that was comparable to the presentations at last year’s event. She collected data through experiments and prepared a demo. She was absolutely certain she would pass this time.


      Unfortunately, she was rejected again. This time, it was because the company wasn’t interested in her proposal. They were hosting a corporate event, not an academic seminar. They couldn’t present ideas that wouldn’t generate revenue. After Megumi angrily told them they should’ve included that in the guidelines, it really did get added.


      Megumi once again attended the event, keeping the feedback in mind. She noticed people in suits gathering around the presenters and chatting. Listening in on them, she realized their conversations were underscored by money.


      In her fourth year, she mulled over her proposal throughout the entire work day. She wasn’t slacking on her duties, of course. She’d delegated all of her work to the computer.


      There was no longer anyone to nag her—her mentor had been transferred to another office. Megumi was all alone, but she didn’t think anything about it. This was normal for her. Everyone would disappear eventually, and she would always end up isolated. There was no way she’d feel anything about it at this point.


      Day after day, she continued to think, until finally, she found a topic she felt couldn’t possibly fail: tactile devices. She finished the glove-shaped apparatus in about a month. Since she already had the theory in her head, bringing it to life was easy.


      She wasn’t satisfied yet, though. She thoroughly considered every possibility based on the feedback she’d received in the past and pondered how to present her idea in a way that would prove she’d developed a valuable tool, both verbally and in writing.


      At last, she passed the proposal screening. As they say, third time’s the charm.


      However, her joy was only momentary. She realized she’d spent four years of her life just to reach the starting line. How long would it take to achieve her goal? The thought terrified her.


      Anyway, I need to get ready, she told herself, shifting her focus toward the day of her presentation.


      * * *


      The event took up an entire floor of a large building near Tennozu Isle Station in Shinagawa, Tokyo. Guests from outside the company had been invited as well.


      Are there more attendees than there were the past two years, or does it just feel that way because I’m nervous?


      Taking several deep breaths, Megumi told herself, It’ll be okay. My presentation is perfect. I saw that guy—the boss of that department—among the attendees. Today is my ultimate chance to build a track record and leave an impression on him at the same time. Don’t worry. I can do this.


      With one last decisive exhale, she entered focus mode. Her turn was right before lunch break—an ideal time slot. The event proceeded smoothly, and before long, it was showtime.


      She brought her laptop and demo equipment to the stage, which contained nothing more than a table and screen. She placed her laptop on the table and connected the HDMI cable. After confirming that her slideshow was being projected onto the screen, she picked up the microphone.


      “And now, a presentation by Megumi Yamada-san,” the emcee announced.


      At first, her stomach did flips, but once she started talking, she felt a lot better. As she continued her explanations, she looked around for the department manager and was stunned by what she saw.


      What is he doing...?


      She had to look far back—even past the last row of folding chairs—to find him. The boss was leaning against the wall near the entrance, talking to someone standing beside him. He wasn’t paying any attention to Megumi’s presentation at all.


      Look at me! she screamed in her head. Obviously, her plea didn’t reach him.


      Her heart rate quickened, and she felt dizzy. For some reason, she couldn’t stop sweating. She’d never considered the possibility that the manager wouldn’t even listen to her presentation.


      “Lastly, I have a demonstration...”


      Toward the end of her time onstage, her mind went blank.


      “Since we have lunch break coming up, if you’re interested, please let me know.”


      This was a line she’d prepared in case her presentation didn’t go well. She’d figured that if she could at least get someone to try out her creation, it would become a talking point and the department manager would hear about it. But that plan wasn’t going to work either—she’d been too naive. The boss had spent her entire presentation talking to the person next to him; she felt like her heart was going to snap into two.


      Her presentation had been the culmination of all her hard work. Ever since she’d decided to become a god, not a day went by where she didn’t think about it. She’d been rejected countless times, yet she’d never given up in her search for a cause that would lead to the outcome she desired.


      What am I supposed to do?


      She’d felt confident going into today. It’d never occurred to her that the manager might not even spare her a glance.


      As she stood there, dumbfounded, suit-wearing attendees began to gather around her.


      “Sorry, I need to use the restroom,” she lied, carrying her equipment out of the venue.


      She took the stairs instead of the elevator. Step by step, she slowly made her way down to the first floor, feeling as if she were casting away all of her hard work. She exited the building and continued walking aimlessly in a daze. Before she knew it, she was standing in front of a river.


      What would happen if I jumped in?


      The answer was probably nothing. She’d just be making more work for the police.


      She stared at the things in her hands: a laptop, a large VR headset, and a bulky glove. She started up the demo program and put on the headset and glove. A plain white wall appeared before her—something that could be whipped up in less than a minute using any 3D game engine. Touching the wall with her glove hand, she felt a strange sensation at her fingertips.


      “What is this...?”


      It couldn’t be called “touch.” It was just an odd, unfamiliar feeling.


      “Was it always like this?”


      This is weird. Something’s not right. Before the presentation, it was way more— Ugh, forget it.


      She took off the headset and hung it around her neck. Squinting at the sun’s glittering reflection in the river, she—


      “Who was that presentation for?” came a voice.


      Looking over, she saw a tall man standing next to her.


      “Who...?” she asked.


      “You wanted someone to hear it, didn’t you?”


      She was trying to ask the person who he was, but it seemed he’d misunderstood. She didn’t have the energy to correct him, though, so she decided to humor him. She recounted her journey thus far—rather than explaining it to him, it felt more like talking to herself. I wanted to create a virtual world. I wanted to learn at the best possible place. It didn’t work out. She couldn’t recall the words she’d used to convey those points, but the man’s response indicated that he understood.


      “So basically, you made that glove all by yourself.”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      The man laughed.


      What’s so funny? Megumi narrowed her eyes.


      The man looked at her and said, “I want to try it. I won’t let you refuse. You’re the one who said to tell you if we were interested.”


      Oh, so he followed me all the way here just for that. What a weirdo.


      “Fine.” Megumi nodded and gestured for the needlessly tall man to kneel. She set him up with the equipment and launched the program.


      “I see,” the man murmured, taking off the headset by himself. “You’re making the wrong decision.”


      What’s with this guy? She glared at him.


      Brimming with confidence, the man declared, “At this moment in time, this here is the most accurate virtual sensation of touch on Earth.”


      “Huh...?”


      “However, you seem to have no intention of continuing your research. What a shame.” He looked at the glove on his right hand. “How much would you sell this to me for?”


      “I won’t.” Megumi grabbed his wrist.


      “Why not? You don’t need it anymore, do you?” he asked mockingly.


      “I never said that.”


      Megumi’s hand trembled—she’d never gripped someone’s arm with such force before. Instead of grimacing in pain, however, the man had a disturbingly pleased expression on his face.


      “The world was an agricultural society just two hundred years ago, but the Industrial Revolution changed everything,” the man said out of nowhere.


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Do you know who kicked off the revolution?”


      Megumi had no idea what this topic had to do with anything. She glared at him in silence.


      The man sighed and continued, “Most people list off the names of inventors, but that answer is incomplete. The revolution couldn’t have happened without the existence of financiers.” He suddenly knelt down and looked up at Megumi. “I’ve become your fan. If you keep working on this research, I’ll be your financier.”


      Megumi felt unexpectedly happy. For all she knew, he was just being polite—or perhaps he was even a scammer. Even so, she couldn’t help but feel proud that someone had finally acknowledged her research.


      That was precisely why she smacked the man’s hand away and said, “I don’t need your money. This belongs to me.”


      As frustrating as it was to admit, his words made her realize she’d indeed made a wrong decision—namely, where she’d chosen to place herself.


      “You have a good eye, but there’s only so much you can do on your own,” the man said. “I’ll introduce you to someone who can help.”


      “That won’t be necessary.”


      “What if they’re even more skilled than you?”


      “Leave me alone.”


      The man refused to back down, and in the end, they exchanged contact information.


      Megumi was now motivated to resume her research. First, though, she had to secure a space to do it in. While looking for a place where no one would be able to bother her, she remembered her grandfather’s secret base. She immediately quit her job and hired a moving company to transport everything she needed.


      In the beginning, even maintaining a basic living standard was a struggle. It took a month just to deal with the bugs, mice, lack of heating, and foul odors. It also cost more money than she’d expected. She realized she’d need to be more frugal from now on.


      Finally, she managed to get her research underway. The first year went smoothly. Her goal was to reproduce the sense of touch, and she’d already finished developing the underlying technology. What she was missing was accuracy.


      Thorough research of related technologies led her to artificial intelligence. Since it required a lot of training data, she gathered data from people living nearby as well.


      “Why, hello there, sweetie. Would you like some candy?”


      She wasn’t fond of her small stature, but here, it came in handy.


      The data dramatically improved her tactile device’s performance...but then she hit a wall. When a machine produced an error, the obvious solution was to investigate the cause and fix it. However, this obvious solution didn’t apply to artificial intelligence, which was essentially just performing multiplication. Since Megumi was only seeing the end result of millions upon millions of calculations, she couldn’t possibly determine the problem from that—no human could.


      Further complicating matters was the fact that artificial intelligence wasn’t something she could casually experiment with over and over again. Because of her limited computing resources, verifying a single hypothesis took several days for the calculations alone. Even after optimizing the algorithm to the best of her ability, it still took an entire day to run each experiment.


      To make the most of the waiting time, she began writing notes and sticking them to the wall. When she ran out of wall space, she pondered for a bit before deciding to use the ceiling. Eventually that also ran out of space, so she took all the notes down and reposted only the most useful ones. She fussed over their placement and even adjusted the boldness of the text.


      Megumi started spending time on things unrelated to her research. She was scared—no matter how much she worked, she wasn’t getting the right results, and the anxiety was killing her. She wanted tangible proof that she was making some kind of progress, even if it didn’t have anything to do with her project.




      One day, Megumi was reading related studies as usual when she stumbled upon a shocking piece of information.


      “What is this...?”


      While Megumi had been researching how to re-create the sense of touch in one’s hands, a competitor had reproduced it in the form of a full-body suit and commercialized it.


      “It can’t be...”


      They’d been posting articles on a near-daily basis, and Megumi read through every last one of them. She realized the product did nothing more than apply superficial stimuli—a far cry from her ideal.


      Still, its existence struck fear into her heart. What if someone else succeeds before I do? She’d never considered this before. Such an event had surely caused many researchers and innovators to despair.


      “Mine’s the best,” she told herself in a shaky voice.


      Research fell into two categories—there was the best, and then there was everything else. The people who made it to the top got to be featured in textbooks, but there was no way they were the only ones who researched their topics. So what happened to all the others? If Megumi ever fell to second place, would she fade into obscurity, just like them?


      “No... I don’t want that...”


      She gripped her pen tightly, scrapped all of her previous theories, and began exploring a totally new avenue. Day and night, she repeated her experiments countless times, but to no avail.


      “What am I getting wrong?”


      If this failed too, she’d be out of ideas. Someone else could succeed first, and then she’d truly have nothing left.


      “Why won’t it work?!”


      With each passing day, she grew more impatient. She’d completely lost her composure at this point.


      “I won’t give up...”


      Whenever she was on the verge of breaking, she thought back to her father’s and grandfather’s advice. Nothing is impossible. Life is a science. Every outcome has a cause.


      There had to be a way—the proof was in the sensation’s very existence. What was touch? How were humans able to perceive it? Since her body surely contained the answer, she used herself as a test subject, taking measurements from herself in an attempt to unravel the sense of touch’s inner workings. But she didn’t find what she was looking for.


      Eventually, she started having nightmares. She’d forget them as soon as she woke up, but the fear she experienced in them lingered in her heart. This happened every time she slept, making her realize both her mind and body were rapidly deteriorating.


      “I’m...still okay...” she told herself again and again. “I just need to solve this equation and I’m done.”


      Whipping her frail spirit into shape, she kept pushing forward.


      “I need...to hurry...”


      Her research had a time limit. She didn’t know exactly when the deadline was—it could be tomorrow, today, or even yesterday. That was why she had to finish as quickly as possible.


      “Why...isn’t it working...?”


      But her wish wasn’t granted.


      “I don’t...have time...”


      She felt as if she were losing blood with each failure.


      “This isn’t it either...nor this...nor that. I’m...so sick of this.”


      Every time she crossed out an idea from her list, she felt drained. All of these ideas had seemed valid based on past research, yet they’d been proven wrong one after the other.


      “At this rate...I won’t make it in time.”


      Day after day, she screamed for no one but herself to hear.


      “I don’t want...to disappear...”


      This research was everything to her. If it were rejected, she’d have nothing left. It hurt so much—she wished she could just quit and be free. But then her goal wouldn’t—


      “Wait...what was my goal?” she murmured one day. “Huh...? Why am I working so hard in the first place?”


      No matter how long she waited, the answer never came to her. She was already empty inside.




      Shortly after that realization, Ai appeared in her life.


      To be honest, until they’d actually met in person, Megumi had only thought of Ai as a test subject. But perhaps since she’d gone so long without human interaction, she found herself enjoying their conversations.


      Ai was a strange person. She looked like an adult, but her expressions changed quickly, like a child’s. She must’ve been a master conversationalist, given how easily Megumi was made to follow her whims.


      They went to the hot spring together. Megumi didn’t have time, but Ai wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was genuinely fun...but she couldn’t afford to be slacking off. After lunch, she reprimanded herself and switched back to work mode.


      Her next idea was also a bust—nothing new there. She didn’t want Ai to see her crying, so she covered her face and went to sleep. As usual, she had a nightmare.


      In this dream, Megumi could see hazy figures—herself and someone else standing beside her. Her dream self looked happy as she talked to the other person. Suddenly, that person ran off, leaving her behind. She desperately chased after them, begging them not to go, but they wouldn’t wait for her. She was alone, and the next moment, she was gone. The world turned pitch-black. She felt herself falling deeper and deeper, as if sinking to the bottom of a dark sea. She would continue to fall like this forever, until it was as if she’d never existed in the first place...


      “No!”


      She awoke with a scream. Something was in her hands—a lab coat? Confused, she looked around and realized Ai was lying next to her, making a funny face as she slept. The sight made her heart feel at ease.


      “No...I can’t afford to relax.”


      She went back to work. Ai’s just going to disappear anyway. Then I’ll be alone again.


      Ai was brimming with curiosity, though. She asked several questions about Megumi’s research, and for each answer she received, she smiled like a blooming flower and offered praise in return. So Megumi couldn’t ignore her—having spent so long working by herself, she was happy to be complimented.


      But as time passed, the frequency of Ai’s questions decreased. At first, she’d been asking something once every five minutes, but now, it was down to once an hour.


      Why? Is it because...the content is easy for her? She wouldn’t have questions if she could understand it herself. But...she only just started reading it.


      Megumi was overcome with dread. She believed her research was the best—her work was more incredible than anyone else’s. But Ai had made sense of it within mere hours. She understood it so well that she didn’t need Megumi to explain it anymore. Megumi knew from their past conversations that Ai had no prior knowledge of the concepts involved—she hadn’t even known how artificial intelligence worked.


      Are my notes that basic to her?


      “What did you think of my research?” Megumi asked, feeling a sense of urgency. “Any questions?”


      Ai simply looked at her in surprise.


      “You’re smart, Ai.”


      “That’s...not true.”


      Megumi knew there was no malice in Ai’s words, but she couldn’t bear to hear them.


      “What am I, then?” she asked.


      “Um...what?”


      “You figured out my research right away. If you’re not smart, what does that make me?!”


      She couldn’t help but yell. She knew it was wrong to lash out at Ai, but she couldn’t control her emotions.


      “If someone else finishes first...I’ll have nothing left.”


      Megumi’s research was all she had. She’d lost everyone in her life: first her beloved mother, then her grandfather, her friend Miku, her father, and her kind mentor. Time was ticking. If someone else succeeded at her goal first, Megumi would be the next to disappear. She knew that moment would come without warning—it’d always been that way.


      “I don’t want that. I don’t want to disappear.”


      Knowing it was coming was exactly what made it so scary. She was terrified to the core.


      “We’ll finish it together,” Ai said to her. “I won’t leave until it’s done.”


      She’s just going to disappear anyway, Megumi thought. Still, Ai claimed she wouldn’t leave until the research was finished. There was no way to determine whether that was true. It all came down to whether Megumi believed her or not.


      Megumi chose to believe.


      After that, time flew by. Before she knew it, the number she’d chased for so long was right before her eyes.


      “Reproduction rate: 100%”


      “Yeeessss!” Ai shouted. “We did it, Megumi! What a huge success! This calls for celebration!”


      “Yeah...” Megumi looked at Ai, dazed, then pinched her cheek. Ow. She rubbed her eyes, but the value on the screen stayed the same. Rerunning the program didn’t change the result either.


      Apparently this wasn’t a dream—her research was truly finished. But...she felt zero emotion. She thought she’d be more excited, like Ai. Instead, she just felt exhausted now that it was all over.


      “I’m...sleepy,” she said.


      “Me too.” Ai giggled.


      The two lay down on the floor. Megumi thought she’d fall asleep right away, but the pounding of her heart was too distracting.


      “Megumin, can I ask you something?” Ai said. Apparently she was awake too.


      “Okay...”


      After a pause, Ai asked, “Why did you start this research?”


      Megumi thought about it for a bit. “I don’t know. I...forgot.” She began to tell her life story. It wasn’t what Ai had asked for, but Megumi was in the mood to share it with whoever would listen to her.


      “I see...” Ai murmured softly at the end of the long story. “You must’ve been so lonely, Megumin.”


      It took Megumi’s brain quite a while to process those words. All of her past experiences flashed through her mind at once. Emotions long forgotten came flooding back.


      That’s right... I was lonely.


      Anyone she came to like would vanish without fail. The world was always hiding her loved ones from her. She was tired of it, so she wanted to create a different world—one where her friends and family would never disappear again. Why? Because Megumi was lonely.


      She threw herself on top of Ai, wrapped her arms around the woman’s back, and hugged her tightly.


      “Whoa! What’s gotten into you, Megumin?”


      “You’re right... I was lonely.” The moment she acknowledged the feeling, it grew at an exponential rate. “Why...does everyone leave me?”


      She’d adored her mother and believed that someday, her illness would be cured and they’d be able to play together. But that day had never come.


      She hadn’t liked her grandfather at first, but after growing up, she now understood how amazing he’d been. He’d always been there to comfort her and wipe her tears. She’d loved her grandfather, but he’d disappeared too.


      She used to think she didn’t need any friends—they’d just leave her anyway. She’d figured it’d be easier on her heart if she were alone from the start, so she’d hated Miku for getting in the way of that. But after working on a project and spending summer break together, they’d become friends. Megumi had loved Miku, but Miku had gone away too.


      Megumi had detested her father for always leaving her on her own. She’d eventually lashed out at him for never talking to her in her childhood, but her father had accepted her criticism and discussed her future with her. Megumi wished she’d spoken up sooner. She’d loved and respected her father, but in the end, he’d also left her.


      Every single time, Megumi had been abandoned. Why? I haven’t done anything wrong. I study a lot. I’m trying my best. So why is the world so cruel to me?


      “I’m sick of it... I can’t take it anymore,” she said, squeezing the words out from the depths of her heart. She hugged Ai even more tightly. “Don’t leave me...”


      Ai placed her hand on Megumi’s back and stroked it gently.


      Megumi cried like a child, wailing at the top of her lungs until her throat hurt while Ai quietly caressed the girl’s back.


      Can this sensation...be reproduced too? Megumi thought of a use case for her newly finished research, but she probably wouldn’t go through with it. She didn’t want to share this blissful feeling with anyone—she wanted to keep it for herself.


      “Ai...can I ask you something?”


      “Sure, I’m all ears.”


      After calming down a bit, Megumi buried her face in Ai’s chest and said, “Can we be friends?”


      “We already are.”


      “Oh...okay.” She stopped crying, smiled, and suddenly realized how tired she was. “I’m gonna sleep.”


      “Me too.”


      There was a moment of silence before they both burst out laughing at the same time. Once she’d gotten that out of her system, Megumi rolled off of Ai to lie next to her.


      Noticing the messy state of her room, Megumi said, “We need to clean this place when we wake up.”


      “Can’t we just leave it be?”


      “Isn’t it your fault the floor is like this?”


      “No comment.”


      “It’s cleaning time when we wake up, full stop.”


      “Fiiine...”


      Megumi closed her eyes and immediately felt uneasy. What if all of this really was a dream that would vanish in the next moment? She squeezed Ai’s hand, and Ai squeezed back. That alone was enough to help her relax.


      She slept comfortably and even had a nice dream. She forgot what it was about when she woke up, but that was fine. From now on, her days would be even happier than whatever had been in that dream.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Next Stage


      Howdy! I’m Ai-chan from the Sato family! Just comin’ down the mountains, headin’ fer the big city! Sweet li’l Megumin’s sittin’ right next ta me! She’s so damn adorable; my heart’s poundin’ like crazy!


      “I wonder what region this accent is from...” I murmured, staring out the window at the blue sky.


      It was a weekday afternoon, and there wasn’t much traffic on the highway.


      The sky’s the one thing that’s the same whether you’re in the city or the countryside. When you think about it, it’s really moving.


      Still, I got bored of looking at it almost immediately—probably because by shifting my gaze just a little bit, I could see something even more wonderful. You guessed it: Megumin.


      It’d been several days since I’d last ridden in this luxury car. The interior was as huge as ever, but Megumin and I were only taking up a single person’s worth of space...because we were snuggled up to each other, of course.


      Noticing my gaze, the angel using my right arm as a pillow looked up at me and said, “Hm?”


      “Oh, nothing. Sorry, did I wake you up?”


      “It’s okay...”


      She sounded sleepy. I watched as she rubbed her eyes with her little hands before stretching out one arm and letting out a “mmgh.” She looked like a cat waking up.


      “Where are we?” she asked.


      Seriously, what is this adorable creature? I just wanna cuddle her to death.


      “Based on my phone’s map, I think we’re in Saitama? Oh, we’re almost at Adachi City.”


      “Mm...” She plopped her head down on my shoulder.


      So cute.


      We were currently heading to Tokyo—our first stop was my apartment. The large suitcase at our feet contained Megumin’s personal belongings and research findings. After completing her near-magical research on recreating the sensation of touch in virtual reality, Megumin had expressed a desire to pitch it to my company. That was why we were in this car together.


      “Are you sure about this, Megumin?” I asked softly.


      “Yeah. I want to be with you,” she replied right away.


      Since I’d asked this question so many times, she knew what the subject was even when I omitted it. The reason I wanted confirmation was that Megumin had a connection with Kanzaki-san. Comparing him to Ken-chan was like choosing between a galaxy and a speck of dust. Going with Kanzaki-san would definitely be better for her future.


      “It’s a really small company, you know,” I reminded her for the umpteenth time.


      “I want to be with you.” Her response remained the same.


      “I’m pretty sure Kanzaki-san would be the best person to grant your wish.”


      “No, you’re the best.”


      O-Oh no, I feel a nosebleed coming on. She’s too cute. I just wanna indulge in her. She’s such an angel.


      No, bad Ai-chan. Stop and focus. We’re having a very important discussion right now. Megumin’s future is at stake.


      “Megumin, you should think this over again. What do you think is the best way to make your dream come true?”


      “Being with you?”


      “I...think I’m done for.”


      “You’ll be fine, promise.”


      O-Okay, that nosebleed’s definitely happening. Also, something smells really nice. That’s weird—we haven’t bathed in days. I guess there’s no scientific explanation for cuteness. God, I love her. I just wanna breathe her in. Aaaaahhh!


      I closed my eyes in an attempt to prevent overdosing on cuteness, only to hear an angel’s voice in the darkness.


      “Ai, are you sleepy?”


      “Y-Yeah, I-I think I d-didn’t get enough sleep,” I replied without opening my eyes.


      “I’m a little tired too.”


      Her drowsy voice was such a treat for the ears. I was tempted to record it and use it as a sleep aid.


      “Hmm, I’m torn...”


      Torn? About what? Curious, I opened my eyes to look at her. The usually expressionless girl had a shy smile on her face.


      “I wanna stay up and talk with you.”


      Look, fighting my sense of reason every five seconds isn’t easy, you know?


      * * *


      “We’ve arrived,” the driver said, prompting Megumin and I to pause our conversation and exit the car. “I was asked to relay a message to you.”


      “From who?”


      The driver cleared his throat. “‘I have high hopes for you.’”


      “Huh...?”


      “With that out of the way, I’ll be taking my leave now.” He bowed deeply, got back into the car, and drove away.


      “Wait, what? That’s it?”


      A few seconds later, I was snapped out of my daze by a tug on my right arm. I looked down and saw an angel clinging to my sleeve.


      “Your house is so big, Ai.”


      Welp, there go all my concerns about the meaning behind the message! Cuteness solves everything! All hail cuteness! Woo-hoo!


      “It doesn’t belong to me since I’m renting... Anyway, shall we go?”


      “Okay. I can’t wait.” She nodded with a smile.


      Megumin, your smile’s SSR-rarity! If you flash it this often, poor Ai-chan’s gonna lose her mind!


      “Let’s drop off your stuff first, and then we can take a refreshing bath.”


      I’m not just trying to feel her up, I swear! We were so focused on her research that we haven’t bathed in days. This is a natural and healthy suggestion!


      “You like taking baths, huh?” she remarked.


      “It’s a maidenly pastime. Besides, no matter how busy I am, I need to wash myself every day or else my head feels itchy.”


      “Really...?”


      Uh-oh, she looks genuinely confused. Oh well, this is Megumin we’re talking about. There’s probably a special barrier protecting her.


      I brought her to my apartment.


      “Welcome to Ai-chan’s room!”


      “I’m scared...”


      “Excuse me?!” I know I have a lot of posters, but your room was covered in notes too! I thought that was scary!


      As I huffed angrily in my mind, Megumin looked at me and said, “It might take some time, but I’ll try to understand.”


      Will you marry me?


      * * *


      We arrived in front of the office at just past three in the afternoon.


      How should I make my entrance?


      After requesting PTO via email, I’d gone radio silent for about a week. Even by my standards, it had been a bold move. I knew I needed to apologize, but I was afraid of getting yelled at. I wanted to lighten the mood somehow.


      “You’re not going inside?” Megumi asked.


      “I just need a second,” I replied with a smile.


      Do I waltz in with a casual “I’m back”? Or do I act out a dramatic reunion? Oh, how about directing their attention toward Megumin’s charms? Imagine some late-night online shopping... Never mind, I can only envision Ken-chan burying his head in his hands. Man, what do I do?


      “O-Onee-sama?” came a familiar voice.


      I turned and saw a woman in a warm-looking black coat standing in front of the elevator—it was my friend, Yuri-chi, whom I’d met through the coding school.


      “Yuri-chi! I missed you!” I smiled and waved at her.


      She spread her arms and leaped into my chest. “Why did you ignore all my texts?!”


      “Sorry, I was dealing with some stuff.”


      “How could you?!” She lightly pounded my chest.


      Heh heh heh, I love me some physical contact. Well, this is a lucky encounter. I’ll take this opportunity to gather some intel.


      “How were things at the coding school while I was gone?” I asked.


      “Much to my displeasure, Suzuki-san taught me instead.”


      “Heh heh, I see, I see. You realized just how superior I was, right? Couldn’t wait for me to come back, right?”


      “Absolutely! If you’re going to take time off, please let me know in advance!”


      Pfft, poor Ken-chan. It must’ve been so awkward for him.


      But hey, it looks like my fears were unfounded. There was no need to strategize how to prevent a scolding—Ken-chan must be excited for my return. In other words, I can just walk in normally.


      “That said, his lesson was five quadrillion times easier to understand than yours,” Yuri-chi added.


      “Huh?! Mine are worse?!”


      She took a step back, her heels clacking loudly against the floor. “From now on, I’ll be requesting him as my instructor. All you need to provide are your comfy thighs.”


      My head was spinning. I never thought I’d ever hear such words from Yuri-chi’s mouth. It would normally be hard to express this feeling, but as an otaku, the right word for this soul-crushing emotion came to me instantly.


      “Waaah! Megumiiin! Ken-chan NTRed me!”


      “What?!” Yuri-chi exclaimed. “Please don’t say something so disgusting! He didn’t lay a single finger on me!”


      I ignored her cries and buried my face in the angel’s tummy. Megumin patted my head, saying, “There, there.”


      I love her.


      “Who is that girl?” Yuri-chi asked. “A relative’s child?”


      “We’re friends,” Megumin replied shyly.


      So cute. I love her.


      “Ah, Onee-sama does seem like she’d be good with kids. Are you in elementary school? Middle school?”


      “I’m an adult.”


      “I see, I see. What’s your name?”


      “Megumi.”


      “Megumi-chan, huh?”


      Yuri-chi was treating Megumin like a child, which was understandable given that the latter looked exactly like an elementary schooler. I looked up, expecting to see a heartwarming scene—but instead, I saw the two glaring at each other. Huh? Why?


      “It’s okay,” Megumin said in a gentle tone. “I’ll protect you, Ai.”


      I have no idea what’s going on, but yes, please protect me for the rest of my life.


      “This girl rubs me the wrong way!” Yuri-chi stomped on the floor. “That’s my position! Onee-sama belongs to me!”


      “You’re not making sense,” Megumin replied. “You need to apologize first.”


      “Huh? For what?”


      “You made Ai cry. That’s unforgivable.”


      “No, I did not! She does it on purpose! She’s into it!”


      “Hold on, Yuri-chi!” I interjected, struck by a sense of impending danger. “You’re making me sound like a total perv!” I can’t keep catching strays like this!


      Suddenly, the office door opened. The three of us turned in unison.


      The new arrival on the scene—my childhood friend, Ken-chan—sighed and said, “Can you guys just come inside? I can hear everything you’re saying.”


      * * *


      Faced with this awkward atmosphere, I decided to throw caution to the wind and tell them the entire story of my encounter with Megumin, the research we did, and the magical item we developed together! I recounted the epic tale with a flower draped on each arm; meanwhile, Ken-chan sat all by his lonesome across from us.


      In the end, Yuri-chi and Ken-chan were both in tears! The office now took on the mood of a movie theater after a touching film. Even Yuri-chi, who’d been at Megumin’s throat earlier, was hugging the girl and weeping loudly!


      “Ahhh! Poor Megumiiin!”


      Megumin’s looking at me, her eyes pleading for help! I use Forced Smile! Wait, wow! Megumin just patted Yuri-chi on the back! She’s so gentle! I love her!


      Ahem. I quietly cleared my throat and regained my composure. “Anyway, I hope you’re ready to behold the item inside this suitcase.”


      “Wait! I can’t see through my tears!”


      “Aha ha, go wash your face, Yuri-chi.”


      “Okie...”


      She sniffled loudly as she stood up, her arms still firmly wrapped around Megumin.


      “Hold on, Yuri-chi,” I said. “Leave Megumin here.”


      “No! She’s my baby!”


      I looked at Megumin with a strained smile. Noticing my gaze, she nodded at me as if to say, It’s okay. I’ll take care of this.


      What a nice girl.


      Yuri-chi immediately did a right-about-face. Megumin skillfully kept up with her motions. She’s walking like a penguin. So cute.


      Now it was just me and Ken-chan left in the office. Honestly, I felt uneasy. Ken-chan was currently wiping his eyes with a handkerchief, but I probably wasn’t out of the woods yet. I couldn’t rule out the possibility that he’d yell at me after his tears stopped. I really, really didn’t want him to get mad at me.


      “How about a shoulder massage?” I offered.


      “What’s this all of a sudden?”


      I wanted to put him in a good mood so he wouldn’t chew me out, but I obviously couldn’t say that, so I tried a more generic approach.


      “You look tired,” I said.


      “Oh, yeah. Wonder whose fault that is.”


      Whoa, those are some prickly words. All right, I’d better just apologize.


      “Sorry. You must’ve been busy, huh?”


      “Well...yeah, I guess so.”


      That...wasn’t the reaction I was expecting. I’m curious, but I’m also scared of stepping on a land mine, so I’ll keep my mouth shut.


      I shifted my gaze to the rest of the office, which was as empty as ever. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but something caught my eye—a startlingly tall stack of papers on top of Ken-chan’s desk, which was by the window. The slightest nudge would likely spell disaster.


      “Sato-san,” Ken-chan said.


      “Yes?” I straightened my back.


      “Was Kanzaki-san the one who introduced you to Yamada-san?”


      “That is correct,” I replied cautiously, unable to read Ken-chan’s expression. I can tell he’s searching for the right words to say, but what could they be?


      “Did Kanzaki-san...say anything...about you two?”


      “Huh? Um...he has high hopes for us, I guess?”


      “What does he mean by that?”


      “Beats me. That’s all he said, though.”


      “I see...” Ken-chan murmured, lowering his gaze. He sighed, looked at me, opened his mouth, closed it, and lowered his gaze once more.


      What’s with this guy?! If you’ve got something to say, just say it! Jeez!


      As if hearing my internal scream, he gathered his resolve and said, “Sato-san, I want to respect your wishes.”


      Hm? What’s this about?


      “I’m aware that I’m out of my depth,” he continued. “And I was the one who brought up his name in the first place. I know I’m being unreasonable. But even so, I...”


      I pondered what he was trying to say. “I want to respect your wishes.” “I’m out of my depth.” “I was the one who brought up his name.” “Even so, I...” Ohhh, I get it. I see, I see... He thinks Kanzaki-san’s gonna poach me. Hmm? Is that why he looks like an abandoned puppy?
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      “He offered a one-billion-yen signing bonus,” I said.


      “What?!”


      Yes! Thank you, Ken-chan! That reaction is exactly why I tease you! What a thrill!


      “Hey, Ken-chan, do you know what a singularity is?”


      “A technological singularity, right? It’s the birth of superintelligence.”


      Whoa, is that the definition?! That sounds so cool! Wait, no, calm down. Right now, I’m a scheming lady, twisting him around my little finger. I need to keep up the serious act for a bit longer.


      “Right,” I said. “Isn’t it amazing? He said it can give us a hundred years of technological advances in just one second.”


      “Oh...that’s impressive.”


      “And he said he needs me for it.”


      “I see...”


      I could get addicted to this! It makes me wanna strike an ecstatic yandere pose in my mind!


      “It was a really enticing offer,” I said.


      Oh dear, he’s totally depressed now. Ah well, I’m starting to feel sorry for him, so I guess I’ll stop.


      “Quiz time! Why do you think Ai-chan—who never denies herself what she wants—turned him down?” I asked mischievously.


      For a while, Ken-chan seemed to lag like a computer that was about to freeze. Finally, he looked up at me. “Sato-san, what did you just say?”


      “I said I turned him down.”


      “Why...?”


      “You really don’t know?” I tilted my head.


      Ken-chan remained frozen stiff. Since his dazed expression was so amusing, I decided to wait a while to see if he’d respond.


      A few seconds later, I found myself wondering, Wait, why did I turn down the offer? It was a one-billion-yen signing bonus from a top-tier employer—that’s a shojo manga situation right there, yet I never even considered it. Seriously, why?! What was I thinking, saying, “You really don’t know?” as if I were implying something?! Stupid Ai-chan! No, it’s okay, calm down. I’m still in control of this conversation!


      “I don’t know,” Ken-chan said.


      I held my breath. That was close. I almost blurted out, “Me neither.”


      Luckily, he was still taking me seriously. “I don’t think I can provide anything that Kanzaki-san can’t,” he continued.


      I maintained my composure, but honestly, I was a little annoyed. “Didn’t you promise me, Ken-chan? You said you’d make a place where I can shine.”


      Right after saying that, I blushed. I hadn’t planned these lines in advance—they’d come out naturally when I saw his pathetic expression. I had a feeling I’d said something embarrassing on the spur of the moment. As I nervously awaited his reaction, he suddenly burst out laughing.


      “Wh-What?!” I exclaimed. How could you laugh?!


      I leaned over the table and lightly pounded him with my fists in retaliation.


      Ken-chan shielded himself with one hand while wiping his eyes with the other. “Yeah, I did say that.”


      “Exactly! It was you!” I shouted in an attempt to hide my shame. N-No, I’m not embarrassed! I’m angry!


      Meanwhile, Ken-chan beamed as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “Thanks. You helped me come to my senses.” He looked me in the eye with a calmness bordering on cockiness. “I promise you again, Sato-san: I’ll create a place where you can shine.”


      “Stupid Ken-chan,” I retorted, averting my gaze.


      The room fell silent.


      Feeling oddly restless, I turned to the door and said in a needlessly loud voice, “Those two sure are taking their time! I’m gonna check on them!”


      It’s not like I want an excuse to leave, okay? Don’t get the wrong idea, I thought, putting on a tsundere act in my head as I rose from my seat. Wait, no! Who’s being dere?! This is pure tsun! Grrr!


      Everything went just as planned. He didn’t get mad at me. Ai-chan’s so smart. Yup, that’s all there is to it. The end!


      I opened the door and found Yuri-chi and Megumin hiding on the other side, covering their mouths with their hands.


      “S-Sorry we took so long,” Yuri-chi stammered.


      “How much did you hear?” I asked in a low tone.


      She looked away and muttered, “‘I want to respect your wishes’...”


      Instantly realizing the situation I’d gotten myself into, I ignored my burning cheeks and put on my strongest bluff. “Hmm, all right.”


      * * *


      Minor mishap aside, I’d succeeded in avoiding a scolding. It was now just past 7 p.m., and I was still at the office, Megumin seated in my lap.


      Ken-chan let out a tired sigh as the last student of the day left.


      “Good work today!” I said to my cheeky childhood friend sitting next to me.


      “Likewise. Thanks for the help.”


      A casual boilerplate response. This guy’s like shock-absorbing cushioning material in human form.


      About a minute passed. Ken-chan was leaning back with his eyes closed. I couldn’t tell if he was resting or reflecting on today’s events. Either way, his silence ticked me off.


      I poked Megumin’s cheek to calm myself.


      “Huh?” She looked straight up, her cute, round eyes fixed on me.


      So cute. I love her. I continued to poke her.


      “That tickles,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me like a cat.


      So cute. I love her.


      While the two of us were off in our own world, I sensed someone’s gaze on me.


      “What’re you looking at?” I glared at Ken-chan.


      “Nothing.” He started fiddling with his phone.


      Ugh, I hate how people these days go straight to their phones for every little thing. It’s sooo annoying.


      After a while, Ken-chan put down his phone and said, “All right, let’s go over our next tasks. Tsubasa and Ryo will be here in about fifteen minutes. As previously mentioned, I’d like you to introduce yourself to them, Yamada-san.”


      “Okay.” Megumin said.


      “I know it’s sudden, but please try your best.”


      “It’s fine.”


      Ken-chan’s speech was needlessly polite, while Megumin’s responses were even shorter than usual. Are they both nervous? That’s kind of funny.


      As I held back a laugh, Megumin stood up. I followed her with my gaze as she moved to the corner of the room, picked up the suitcase that had been left there, and came back.


      “Help,” she said.


      “I gotchu,” I replied.


      It only took us a minute to get set up. All that was left was to put the device on and launch the software.


      “That was really fast,” Ken-chan said, surprised.


      I didn’t think anything of his remark, but Megumin seemed happy, so I put on a smug grin to make up for her inexpressive face.


      Ken-chan gave me an obviously forced smile before turning his attention to Megumin. “Is everything okay with the device?”


      “Look,” Megumin said, pointing at the screen placed at the edge of the table. It currently displayed a colorful graph indicating the device’s status. Not that the likes of Ken-chan would be able to understand it!


      “I see,” Ken-chan said, clearly out of his depth.


      Pfft, he’s making such a funny face.


      “Did you use a program to make this graph?” Ken-chan asked.


      “MegumiLib,” Megumin replied.


      “It’s her homegrown library,” I explained.


      “Homegrown? Wow,” Ken-chan said. “It’s possible for an individual person to create something like that?”


      “Huh? Are you saying you don’t know how?” I teased. “It’s so easy, though.”


      “Totally,” Megumin said.


      Oh god, I’m coughing up blood! That was a fatal overdose of cuteness! I didn’t think she’d actually go along with it!


      I wasn’t literally coughing up blood, of course, but depending on my physical condition, this kind of excitement could very well give me a nosebleed. I looked over to my childhood friend to calm myself down. Phew, his face really does put me at ease.


      “Ken-chan, why don’t you try making something yourself?” I asked. “It’d be a good learning experience, and it’s always fun to expand your capabilities.”


      “True. If I get a chance, I’ll give it a try.”


      “Want me to teach you?”


      “Thanks. I’ll ask you when the time comes.”


      I sat down on the sofa, ending our casual conversation.


      Dammit, Ken-chan! Why’re you talking to me like nothing happened?! I haven’t forgotten about this afternoon, you know! You’re supposed to be more... Ugh, I don’t know how to phrase it, but this just isn’t right! Gah!


      Sensing someone’s gaze, I looked up and locked eyes with Megumin.


      “You seem close,” she said.


      We totally aren’t! I stifled a scream and smiled at her. “We’re just childhood friends. You also had friends when you were a kid, didn’t you?”


      Right after saying that, I realized my mistake.


      “Yeah...” she murmured.


      Considering how much I knew about Megumin’s past, what I’d said was really insensitive. Nonetheless, she didn’t seem bothered at all as she reclaimed her spot on my lap.


      “But now...I only have you, Ai.”


      I instinctively squeezed her! This friendship is a little overly intense, but I don’t care! I’ll take responsibility and accept it for everything it is!


      Noticing Ken-chan’s gaze, I asked him in a warning tone, “What’re you staring at?” If he says he wants to intrude on our yuri moment, I’ll set him on fire.


      “Nothing, really. I was just thinking about how close you two are.”


      “You’re jealous, right?”


      “I guess,” he replied noncommittally before looking toward the window—namely, at the stack of documents on his desk.


      “What’re all those papers?” I asked.


      “Business plans I was thinking of while you were gone.”


      “Oh yeah? What’d you come up with?”


      “I’ll tell you next time. Looks like the others are here.”


      I followed his gaze just in time to see the door open. Two men in suits entered the office.


      * * *


      After experiencing the virtual sense of touch, the three men fell silent. Ken-chan and Ryo were sitting next to each other on a sofa, while Tsubasa-sama was leaning against the wall with his eyes closed. It was clear that they were all deep in thought, so instead of saying something, I decided to wait for their feedback. Megumin, settled between my knees, was also in standby mode.


      For the first minute or so, I found their reaction curious rather than concerning. But after five minutes of silence, the situation called for emergency measures.


      “So, uh, Ken-chan, what do you think?” I asked.


      “Sorry, I need some more time.”


      We’ve already waited five minutes, though, I thought to myself. Seeking comfort, I poked Megumin’s cheeks. She immediately looked up at me in confusion. So cute.


      After another five minutes, Ken-chan finally said, “We need a platform. We’ll split into two teams.”


      “Wait, I have questions,” Tsubasa-sama interrupted him. That short phrase filled the air with a thick tension.


      Looks like he’s in work mode again. Man...his dual personalities really are scary.


      As I internally cowered in fear, Tsubasa-sama glared at Ken-chan and demanded, “First, explain the feasibility to me.”


      “We have Sato-san,” Ken-chan replied.


      Oh god, please don’t drag me into this.


      “That’s not enough,” Tsubasa-sama said flatly.


      You’re the best. That’s right, keep telling him.


      “To make your plan a reality—” he continued.


      “I know what you’re getting at,” Ken-chan interjected. “That’s why you’ll be joining the development team, Tsubasa.”


      Sparks flew between them as they proceeded to stare each other down.


      “I understand your point,” Tsubasa-sama said, breaking the silence.


      What an unexpected remark. Surprised, I looked at him, and our eyes met.


      “Can you do it?” he asked.


      “Yes,” Megumin replied.


      “I’m asking Sato-san,” Tsubasa-sama said in a low voice.


      Weird. My heart should be racing since my bias is gazing at me, yet all I feel is fear.


      Frankly, I didn’t understand a word of their conversation. They were clearly discussing something important, though. From what I could tell, Ken-chan had proposed an idea, Tsubasa-sama had deemed it impossible, and then Ken-chan had said, “Sato-san can do it,” thus flinging the hot potato at me.


      “Here, Sato-san, I’ll explain in more detail,” Ken-chan said, coming to my aid.


      “Wait, let me say something.” I held up my hand, gesturing for him to stop.


      To be honest, I did want him to bail me out. But more than that, I didn’t want to run away. Sure, Tsubasa-sama was really laying on the pressure, but that was nothing compared to when Megumin had forced me to make a decision, when RaWi had fired me, or when our event had been on the brink of ruin. Those situations had been infinitely more nerve-racking.


      I wanted to get stronger—I craved the kind of strength that would let me face any hardship with a smile, which was something I had to work toward one step at a time. So I didn’t want to take the easy road here, no matter how insignificant it seemed.


      I breathed in, looked Tsubasa-sama in the eye, and asked, “What do you guys mean by ‘a platform’?”


      He sighed and averted his gaze. Following it, I saw Ken-chan burying his head in his hands.


      Uh, did I really say something that weird? I mean, how’s anyone supposed to understand what they’re talking about with just the word “platform”?


      “Listen up, bonehead,” Ryo said with a laugh.


      Wait, “bonehead”?! He gave me another nickname?!


      “What we’re discussing is how to sell the thing you and that shorty made,” he continued.


      “I’m not ‘that shorty,’” Megumin said. “I’m Megumi.”


      Ryo ignored her adorable objection. “You have a tactile device, but there’s more than one use for it, right? It’s a question of what, specifically, we’re gonna do with it.”


      “And the answer is a platform?”


      “Yeah. Basically, we’re gonna do everything.”


      “I see...” I stared into space. I understood what the goal was, but I couldn’t wrap my mind around the logic behind doing everything. I decided to bluff with the ultimate question—one that would make it seem like I knew what I was talking about. “So what exactly should we make?”


      Ryo looked at Ken-chan, who turned to Tsubasa-sama and said, “I had a smartphone app in mind. I’ll let Tsubasa make the final decision.”


      “I was thinking the same thing,” Tsubasa-sama said. “Sato-san, is that feasible?”


      What kind of app do they mean?


      “Let me elaborate,” Ken-chan said. “What we’re imagining is a system where anyone can be a developer or user. For example, smartphone apps have dedicated development tools and platforms for worldwide distribution. Users can access published apps with a single button press. We want to make something like that for Yamada-san’s device. Can you do that?”


      “Oh, yeah, that’s possible.” I nodded. Huh, he actually gave me a clear explanation for once.


      “How long will it take?” Tsubasa-sama asked.


      “Hmm...”


      I’d actually already built something similar while developing the All-RaWi System. Back then, it’d taken about half a year to fix bugs and all that...but maybe a month would be enough now?


      “Including testing, three months or so, I guess?”


      Whew, I thought to myself. But I mean, it’s important to leave a buffer, right?


      “If we finalize the specs and design by the end of this month, I think we can launch the service by April,” I said with a smile, gauging their reactions. April was next year, after all.


      The men widened their eyes at me.


      “Umm, if we really give it our all, it can be a bit sooner, maybe?” I added in a quiet voice.


      Ken-chan gave Tsubasa-sama a smug look. “There you have it. Do you see what I mean now?”


      “Yes...I understand,” Tsubasa-sama replied, exasperated.


      I still had a few questions, but since the debate seemed to have ended peacefully, I decided to keep my mouth shut.


      After that, they had another discussion that was completely beyond my understanding. This went on for about an hour before they called it a day.


      One day, I’ll study up on all that business stuff too... Yep, one day.


      * * *


      That night, I stood on my balcony at home, gazing at the night sky with a heavy heart. Unlike the starry sky I’d seen in the mountains, Tokyo’s was dark and barren due to light pollution. There was no visual entertainment to be had. Still, emptying my mind and looking up helped to calm my heart.


      A truly shocking tragedy had occurred: Megumin had kicked me out of the bath.


      “Did I get too handsy with her?”


      It was too late to regret it—lost time would never come back. I understood that, but it was hard to get over. Sniffle, sniffle, waaah, waaah...


      My mental sobbing was interrupted by a buzzing in my hand.


      “Oh, a phone call.”


      It was from Ken-chan.


      “Hello, Sato-san? Are you free right now?” he asked.


      “Yeah, what’s up?”


      “Nothing important, but...”


      There it is—the opener that guarantees he’s going to talk about something critical. I won’t be fooled!


      I could hear the sound of deep breathing coming from the other end of the line. Looks like I was right. I wonder what he’s gonna say?


      Since it was probably going to be a lengthy conversation, I went back inside and sat down, stretching my legs toward the balcony. It was the typical kind that was surrounded by walls on all sides. If I stood at the very edge, I could get a bit of a view going, but from my room, all I could see was the apartment building directly ahead.


      I lay down on the floor, put my phone on speaker mode near my ear, and closed my eyes.


      “Hellooo? What’s wrong? If you changed your mind, I’m going to bed,” I said.


      “Sorry, I was just thinking.” Ken-chan breathed in. “There’s just one thing I want to ask: Did you find a dream?”


      Oh. All the energy drained from my body.


      My goal had been to find a dream for myself. It’d only been a week since I’d told Ken-chan about it, yet it felt like ancient history. During that time, I’d met a small researcher who’d been battling all by herself. I’d thought she must’ve been on an important mission—like, something that would determine humanity’s survival—and felt the need to know more about her. But her motivation had been incredibly simple: She’d been lonely. That was it. If this had been the ending of a movie, it would’ve been really anticlimactic. But as soon as I’d realized that, the answer had dawned upon me—there didn’t need to be a special reason. People with dreams possessed powerful emotions that could turn ordinary into extraordinary. Perhaps that was why they shone so brightly.


      As someone who didn’t have anything that could drive such intense emotions, I was extremely jealous.


      “I didn’t,” I admitted.


      Judging by the way Ken-chan was breathing, he was surprised. He must’ve thought I’d found something—he always had high expectations for me, after all.


      “But hey, at least I get how it works now!” I continued. “I’ll tackle this problem going forward!”


      “So it was a good experience for you?”


      “Of course! I got to meet Megumin!”


      “Uh...glad to hear it.”


      “What about you, Ken-chan?”


      “Huh?”


      “It seemed like you were pondering something too. How’d it go for you?”


      “I’m...a total failure. While you were gone, all I did was worry.”


      “Man, maybe I should’ve accepted Kanzaki-san’s offer after all.”


      In a conversation between girls, this is where one of them would say, “That’s not true.”


      “As I said earlier, I’ll respect your wishes,” Ken-chan replied.


      Looks like he didn’t get the memo. All right, time to put it bluntly.


      “Idiot,” I said. “The next time you say something that pathetic, I really will take the offer.”


      “I’ll be more careful...”


      “This is exactly what I’m talking about! Ken-chan, you were so needlessly confident before the event! Don’t you remember?!”


      “‘Needlessly confident,’ huh...?”


      Uh-oh, slip of the tongue. I decided to turn up the energy to distract him from what I’d just said. “I turned down one billion yen for you! You’d better take responsibility!”


      “That’s...a tall order.”


      I tried to think of words that would help him snap out of his pessimism and regain his confidence. Ugh, what a pain!


      “I’m only gonna say this once, okay?” I said, regaining my composure. “After I got fired, I was seriously at my limit. Even now, I feel depressed when I’m alone.”


      I’d never be able to say this face-to-face—it was just too embarrassing. It wasn’t something I wanted others to hear. But since Ken-chan was being so pathetic, I had no choice but to make an exception and tell him, just this once.


      “So what you said to me made me really happy, you know? My world changed at that moment.” I turned my face toward the phone lying on the floor near my ear. Closing my eyes and recalling my feelings from back then, I spoke my true thoughts. “That’s why I believe in you. I know you can make your dream come true—your dream of changing the world. I’ve experienced it firsthand.”


      All right, the embarrassing monologue is over.


      Without opening my eyes, I waited for his response, feeling my face grow hotter by the second. After five such seconds, I couldn’t take it anymore.


      “Say something,” I urged him.


      “You really are amazing.”


      “Oh, shut up. I complimented you for once! Act proud about it, idiot.”


      “I’m serious. Everyone who talks to you becomes more optimistic. Your words have a mysterious power.”


      How dare he say something even more embarrassing than I did?!


      “That’s why I split us into teams,” he continued. “I felt like if I was with you, I’d end up relying on you for everything.”


      What?! It gets even more embarrassing?!


      “I won’t be back at the office for a while, but I promise you that the next time we meet, I’ll be able to live up to your expectations,” he concluded.


      “Oh.” I bit my lip to suppress my rising shame. For a while now, he’d been rattling off things you’d never hear in everyday life. But right now, it seemed like the best option was to embrace this unusual atmosphere. “Okay, I’ll be waiting for you. Let’s both do our best.”


      Even though I’d caved in and matched his mood, I received no response. We both fell silent. No more words were needed, yet we were reluctant to end the call.


      Eventually, he said, “Well, thanks for answering my call so late at night.”


      “No prob. Have a good night.”


      “You too.”


      After that brief exchange, I sprawled out on the floor. Then... It’s probably just my imagination. I don’t sense someone watching me. Nope, not at all. But, uh, I guess I should check...just in case.


      “How much did you hear?” I asked, opening my eyes to see Megumin—fresh out of the bath—staring at me.


      “‘What about you, Ken-chan?’”


      Hmm, I see. It happened again, huh?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: A Request from My Idol


      After an eventful night, Megumin and I headed to the office the next morning. We rode the train there in matching black jackets. Upon arriving, I dropped my things onto the sofa and turned around with a grin.


      “Megumiiin! It’s time to take off our coats! ♪”


      Since she’d overheard my embarrassing conversation, I’d decided to give her an embarrassing experience as well.


      “Don’t wanna.” She sat down in the corner of the room, hugging her knees. “What’s with this outfit? I feel so...naked. Were you a bad person all along?” For once, her expression matched her tone of voice.


      “Heh heh, you’re overreacting. The costume’s from an all-ages series, so it’s fine.” I knelt down in front of her and gently tugged at her coat. “C’mon, take it off. Let’s take some pictures, okay?”


      “No! Stop!”


      This morning, I’d given her the option between going fully nude or cosplaying. She’d chosen the latter. “You can cover up with an oversized coat and no one will know. Besides, I’m wearing the same thing,” I’d said. She’d trusted my reassuring words.


      Heh heh heh, let the unveiling begin! Don’t worry—it’s only embarrassing at the beginning!


      “You look like you’re having fun,” came a familiar, yet completely unexpected, voice.


      I broke into a cold sweat as I greeted the new arrival. “G-Good morning.”


      “Morning.”


      I timidly looked up to see a smiling, crescent-eyed Tsubasa-sama. Is that his normal smile or his work smile?


      Suddenly, his smile vanished and he opened his eyes. “Can we talk?”


      “Y-Yes.” I scurried backward to sit on the sofa. He was definitely in work mode. Defiance would be met with punishment. I want to be punished. Wait, what?


      “What about you?” he asked Megumin.


      “Okay.”


      Tsubasa-sama stroked his chin, pondering something for a few seconds before muttering, “I’ll knock them out in order.”


      What’s he knocking out? Me? By all means, please do.


      “Megumi,” he began. Then he turned to me and said, “Ai.”


      Squee!


      Finally, he pointed at himself and said, “Tsubasa.”


      “Is that how we should address each other?” Megumin asked calmly.


      Tsubasa-sama smiled gently and nodded.


      Hold on, this is a lot to take in. I admire him the way I do my 2D idols! If we’re on a first-name basis now, I might just fly away.


      “Next, I’ve compiled a few ideas for this project,” he continued in an indifferent tone.


      It came off as kind of cold, but considering we were at the office, his attitude was the correct one. I was the weird one for fangirling during work hours.


      “Please review them,” he said, fiddling with his tablet before handing it to me.


      “Th-Thanks.” I took it and saw what appeared to be a PDF exported from PowerPoint. What is this, and why is it over a hundred pages long?


      “Show me,” Megumin said, sitting next to me and peering at the screen.


      Relieved that the girl was in a better mood now, I leaned toward her and held the tablet between us.


      “I only have one request,” Tsubasa said. “Tell me the numbers corresponding to the ideas that match your vision. If none of them do, just say ‘Rejected.’ How much time do you need?”


      “Uhhh, hang on a sec.” I made eye contact with Megumin and quickly scrolled through the pages to get a sense of what we were dealing with.


      Holy crap, what a professional-looking presentation! Didn’t we discuss this for the first time yesterday evening?


      “Um, when did you make this?” I asked.


      “Last night.”


      “Lasnite”? Is that a foreigner’s name? This person must be superhuman!


      Okay, stop it, Ai. We don’t have time to mess around—you have to face reality. Still...did he really assemble this in a single night?


      “How did you do it?” I asked.


      “Um...I just put down what I had in my head?”


      Is he a human photocopier? Where can I get that surgery done?


      “You’re amazing, Tsubasa,” Megumin praised him.


      He flashed a radiant smile.


      “Thank you!” I instinctively clapped my hands together in worship. Now I’ve done it... I totally look like a weirdo. But I don’t regret my actions one bit.


      “It’s no big deal,” Tsubasa said. “I was just doing my job.”


      Good, he thought I was talking about the document. Anyway...isn’t this hottie just perfect? He works fast, he’s quick on the uptake, he’s tall, and he has a wonderful smile... No offense, Ken-chan.


      “Come to think of it, Ken-chan’s still not here,” I remarked. “Did he sleep in?”


      “He’s on a business trip with Ryo. They won’t be back for a while.”


      “Oh, uh, thanks.”


      I wasn’t expecting an answer, but that’s Tsubasa for you. Business trip, huh? Wait, did he say Ken-chan won’t be coming back to the office?


      I thought back to last night’s conversation—selectively, of course—and realized Ken-chan must’ve set out to face his next challenge.


      “So how long will it take to review the list of ideas?” Tsubasa asked.


      “Hmm...maybe two days?”


      I looked to Megumin for confirmation, and she nodded in response.


      “Got it.” Tsubasa yawned. “I’m tired. Where should I sleep?”


      Taken aback by the unexpected question, I fumbled for an answer. “Um, we have visitors coming, so not the sofa. Ken-chan’s desk...might be kinda awkward too.”


      “All right. I’ll go home.” He continued to yawn as he walked to the entrance. After touching the doorknob, he turned around and said to me, “Oh, almost forgot: Don’t make any plans for tonight.”


      With that, he was gone.


      “Huh...?”


      * * *


      It’s spring, the season when you can see your breath. Soon, the trees will turn a gorgeous red, and the cicadas will begin to chirp.


      Ah, how poetic. In other words, it’s the Ai-chan version of a cataclysm—a cat-Ai-clysm, if you will.


      I’m so confused! Nothing makes sense! Wh-Wh-What’s going onnnnn?!


      “Sorry for the lack of advance notice. I really wanted to talk to you in private.”


      “I-It’s okay.”


      We’re in an expensive-looking restaurant, sitting across from each other in a private room—just the two of us! What is this place?! Where are we?! The scenery outside the window is so nice! Is this what they call a million-dollar view?! What about a million dollars of overtime?!


      “Shall I take your coat?”


      “No, it’s fine! I get cold easily!”


      Honestly, I’m boiling, but I can’t take it off. Who chose to wear such a skimpy outfit today?! Wait, it was me?!


      It was killing me to be so close to my idol. I would’ve felt so much more at ease if Megumin were here, but Tsubasa had insisted that she stay at home. He needed this to be a one-on-one meeting with me.


      Unable to bear the silence any longer, I stammered, “So, um, what did you want to talk about?”


      He took something out of his chest pocket and placed it on the table.


      A...photo?


      It depicted a girl in a school uniform, standing in front of a building. Upon closer inspection, I spotted a sign that said it was an elementary school.


      Tsubasa put something down next to the photo.


      A...wad of cash?


      Judging by the thickness, there definitely weren’t less than ten bills in that stack. It had to be a two-digit number—maybe even three.


      A photo, a large wad of cash, and a private room at an upscale restaurant... Oh no, I can’t imagine what he’d be doing other than requesting an assassination.


      “I want you to talk to my younger sister,” he said.


      Thank god. That sounds realistic enough. Seeing how nervous he looked, though, I couldn’t let down my guard.


      “Your sister?” I asked, slowly raising my gaze. “What’s this...money for?”


      “It’s an advance payment. I’ll give you more depending on how it goes. The contract—”


      “No, uh, that’s not what I meant.” I waved my hands in front of my face.


      He looked at me with genuine confusion.


      Wait, am I the weird one here?


      I took a deep breath and tried to make sense of the situation. I understood the photo—the girl pictured was his sister. I also understood the money, since he’d said it was payment for the job. The issue was that the amount was mind-boggling. “All you have to do is talk to your idol’s sister and you’ll get potentially millions of yen!” As if that would ever be true.


      “Um, what would I be talking to her about?” I asked.


      “I’m envisioning a home tutoring session. Just half an hour is fine.”


      “A home tutor...”


      “Yes.”


      “Am I going to be reborn?”


      “Sorry, is that some kind of jargon?”


      “No, don’t worry about it.”


      Amid this raging cat-Ai-clysm, my instincts couldn’t help but turn to subculture references for help. After all, here I was in a private room with my idol, and just as my blood pressure had been about to reach two hundred, he’d presented me with a photo and a wad of cash. I was panicking so hard that I didn’t even have time to be surprised by the discovery that he had a younger sister.


      Calm down and start with what you know: He wants me to talk to his sister—specifically, as a home tutor. He’s offering this money as payment.


      Based on the facts, it was a simple request for a tutor, but the ridiculous amount of cash involved was throwing me for a loop.


      “Um, what do you want me to teach her?” I asked.


      “Anything is fine. The goal is just to have a conversation. I suggested tutoring because I figured you’d need a topic to work with. If you have a better idea, you can go with that instead.”


      “I see...”


      The goal he was willing to pay so much to achieve...was a conversation. Was his sister hard to get along with?


      “I read the coding school’s reviews,” he said, interrupting my train of thought.


      I looked up at him.


      “The people who talk to you tend to become more optimistic for some reason,” he continued.


      “Uh, are you looking for a counseling service, then?”


      “I won’t deny it.”


      “I see...”


      I had a vague idea of what was going on. I hadn’t paid much thought to it before, but at my previous workplace, I’d often had opportunities to help with my coworkers’ mental health. Those experiences might have been a factor in the coding school’s reviews. Still, Tsubasa’s request felt different from that.


      “My sister, Arisa, had a dream...but it’ll never come true,” he said, perhaps in response to my hesitation.


      The word “dream” was something I absolutely couldn’t ignore.


      “What happened?” I asked.


      He shook his head slowly. “It’s not for me to say. But Arisa became a completely different person afterward.” The bitter look on his face made it clear that the incident in question must’ve been grave. “I am once again swallowing my pride to ask of you: Please talk to my sister.” He bowed with utmost seriousness.


      This was unexpected. In work mode, he gave off a ruthless impression—the way he glared at Ken-chan would make a child cry. Yet now, he was lowering his head for his sister’s sake.


      What should I do?


      I had no reason to refuse a request from my idol, but I felt out of my element with this job. It was a tough decision, and as I continued to mull over it, Tsubasa kept his head bowed.


      He must really care about his sister. That’s why I can’t give him a half-assed answer.


      “If you want, you can see what she’s like before giving me a formal response,” he murmured, looking up at me. He seemed a little nervous. “How about it?”


      Those three short words carried a lot of weight.


      Maybe I should listen to him and decide after meeting his sister? In the end, any thinking I do right now is only based off of my imagination. And most of all, I can’t possibly choose to ignore my idol’s plight after he’s gone to such lengths.


      “All right,” I said. “I accept your request.”


      I didn’t have a goal or motive in mind, but since I’d taken on the job, I wanted to take it seriously. As for the payment, I settled for just ten thousand yen.


      * * *


      After finishing the food Tsubasa had ordered, I went home. I didn’t remember how anything had tasted. Guess I wasn’t ready for a one-on-one meal event with my idol.


      “I’m home!”


      I thought for sure that Megumin would greet me at the door, but the “welcome back” I’d been looking forward to never came. Well, that’s a bit disappointing.


      “Huh? Is Megumin already asleep?”


      The light was on in the room at the end of the hallway, indicating that Megumin was inside. I washed my hands and gargled in the sink before heading there.


      Megumin spotted.


      She was sitting on the bed, looking at Tsubasa’s tablet. She must’ve been thinking about which of his ideas to adopt.


      I shouldn’t disturb her, right?


      I did a silent about-face. To tell the truth, I wanted to discuss it with her, but instead, I was going to hold off until a later stage. That research ultimately belonged to her—I’d only helped a little bit at the very end, so it was up to her to decide how it should be used. No one else had the right to interfere.


      I’ll go for a thirty-minute walk in the meantime.


      The moment I moved, Megumin muttered, “So Tsubasa is more important to you than me?”


      Her words hit me like the big bang, and I froze in my tracks. Creakily turning around like an old machine, I saw her staring at me expressionlessly.


      “I told you not to leave me alone,” she sulked, looking away. “I hate you, Ai.”


      That devastating blow instantly dropped my MP (Mind-rewind Power) to zero. I took a deep breath. Hey, don’t get the wrong idea—I’m just calming myself down. I’m definitely not inhaling the Megumin particles in the air, I swear.


      It was time for the “let’s get physical” approach. I dropped my bag onto the floor and stood in front of Megumin. Then, I spread my arms and hugged her, even as she ignored me.


      “Megumiiin!”


      “Hey, stop that! Jeez!”


      I squeezed her tight and nuzzled my cheek against her. Resistance? What’s that? Heh heh heh, she’s so cute when she’s sulking!


      “Megumin, have you taken a bath yet? Wanna join me?”


      “Absolutely not!”


      That night, I was forced to sleep on the floor.


      * * *


      It was the next evening, at around 8 p.m., and I was riding in a taxi that had been called by Tsubasa, just like I had the day before. First, I dropped Megumin off at my place. After that, it was a beeline to Tsubasa’s.


      There were certain neighborhoods in Tokyo where one could tell at a glance that the people there lived in a different world. I now found myself on the top floor of a majestic building that stood out even among one such area.


      Oho ho, good day, peasants. (Escaping reality.)


      We stood in front of a door about three steps away from the hallway entrance.


      “It’s unlocked,” Tsubasa whispered. “I’ll wait outside.” He turned and left.


      Now on my own, I looked at the door. His sister—Lady Arisa—was presumably on the other side. I breathed in, then out. Ever since I’d entered the condo building, I hadn’t been able to stop trembling.


      Oho ho, I appear to be a bit nervous. Well, I’m about to meet a real-life rich girl, after all. “Huh? Aren’t you one too, Ai-chan?” you ask? What a pointless question. The answer is obviously yes.


      By the way, there’s something I’ve always wondered... Do real-life rich girls actually say “Good day”? I mean, you’d have to be in a really silly mood to greet someone like that, right? That’s me right now—feeling silly—which is fine. I’ll forget I’m a commoner and put myself into an affluent young lady’s shoes.


      Okay, I have no idea.


      I abandoned my train of thought. There was no way a pure-blooded commoner would possibly understand what a real-life rich girl was like.


      Anyway, I need to focus.


      My goal for today was to talk to Arisa-chan. She used to have a dream, but something had shattered it, and as a result, she’d become a different person. That was why Tsubasa had asked me to speak with her. Basically, he wanted his moping sister to get back on her feet.


      How noble of him... Oops, intrusive thoughts. Actually, there’s nothing impure about this. It’s a perfectly normal reaction. I mean, this is Tsubasa, the guy who’s so different in work mode that the sight of him glaring at Ken-chan would traumatize a child. Ken-chan warned me about it, but I still feel scammed by the toned-down description he’d used.


      Anyway, this heartless-seeming man bowed his head for his sister’s sake, and he’s been in work mode ever since yesterday. Do you get it? That means he’s doing everything he can for her.


      Focus, Ai-chan. I don’t know what I can do for her, but I vowed to try my best.


      I reached for the doorknob and instantly heard a thud.


      “Oof...” Clutching my forehead with both hands, I stepped back until I reached the wall behind me.


      Wondering what had happened, I opened my eyes and met the gaze of a very tall woman. Her hair was the same light shade of dirty blonde as Tsubasa’s, and it reached just past her shoulders. She had a similar vibe to the girl in the photo, but it was hard to believe she was the same person.


      She’s too young to be their mother, so perhaps an older sister? No...that seems unlikely. Given the circumstances, this must be Arisa-chan.


      She looked at me with dark, dull eyes, and I was reminded of Tsubasa. It felt like being watched by a robot—I couldn’t sense any emotion in her face at all.


      I guess I should greet her first?


      I smiled in an attempt to hide my unease. “Good day,” I said in true (fake) rich girl fashion.


      “Excuse me?” she replied, unimpressed.


      I hurriedly revealed my identity. “I’m Sato, a home tutor! Um, might you be Arisa-chan?!”


      She let out an uninterested sigh and walked to the living room on the opposite side of the entrance. “A home tutor? For me? You have to be kidding.”


      “It’s no joke. I was asked to come here.”


      “By who?”


      “Tsubasa-san. He’s your older brother, right?”


      She froze and slowly turned around. “I’ll only ask you one more time: Who asked you to do this?”


      “Tsubasa...-san...”


      The look in her eyes instantly changed. O-Oh my, she has a sharp gaze just like her brother.


      “What exactly are you going to teach me?” she asked.


      “How about...programming?”


      “No thanks. I couldn’t care less.”


      She rejected me?!


      Arisa-chan took one loud stomp toward me. We were within arm’s length now, and the tall girl had a faint, unsettling smile on her face. I sensed nothing but negativity from her eyes, which were devoid of light.


      As if enjoying my terrified reaction, she maintained her eerie expression and asked, “Shall I make a request?”
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      She took another step closer to me. I felt a chill run down my spine. Holding my breath, I tried my best not to avert my gaze from my reflection in her hollow eyes.


      “Teach me how to give up,” she said in a monotone voice.


      * * *


      Tsubasa’s request had been to talk to Arisa-chan. From the way he’d spoken, I’d assumed the situation was so dire that even making conversation would be difficult. Her condition was indeed serious, but in the end, she’d still entertained my presence, and we’d chatted a bit before I left.


      After that, I got into a taxi with Tsubasa. He wanted me to report on the session while he sent me home. I had to search for the right words to say. Even after the car began to move, I remained silent for some time. Tsubasa didn’t rush me. I could feel the silent pressure coming from his direction, but he waited patiently for me.


      It was quiet. The only sounds were those of the car driving along.


      I guess I just have to tell him the truth.


      I nervously looked at him and declared, “We’re going to watch anime.”


      “I see, anime...” he murmured, still facing forward. He slowly turned to me. “Wait, were you able to speak with Arisa?”


      Oh? So you did think it’d be hard to get her to talk, big brother?


      “Uh, yeah. I did.”


      “How?”


      “Normally...?”


      “Really?” He buried his head in his hands. “Why anime?”


      “Because it’s anime.”


      “I...see...”


      I could practically hear his mind struggling to understand.


      “What kind of anime do you think Arisa-chan would enjoy?” I asked.


      “I don’t know,” he replied immediately.


      Arisa-chan was probably the kind of person who never watched anime. If only I knew what her interests were... Suddenly, a question came to mind.


      “Tsubasa, do you and Arisa-chan live together?”


      “At the moment, yes.”


      “What do you usually talk about?”


      “We hardly ever talk at all.”


      “Oh...”


      Something felt off. Arisa-chan wasn’t the kind of person who had difficulty communicating...though I couldn’t deny she had a major issue elsewhere.


      Well, there are some things you can’t talk about with family.


      Satisfied with my conclusion, I decided to ask a different question: “Is Arisa-chan around university age?”


      “She’s seventeen.”


      High school, huh? Maybe I should test the waters with a romance anime first?


      “Got it,” I said. “I vow to turn her into an otaku.”


      “Why?”


      “There are various reasons, but...”


      At this point in time, whatever I say to her probably won’t get through. It’d have to be something on the level of a chance reunion with a childhood friend who tearfully makes a declaration that pierces her heart. Since I can’t pull that off, I’ve decided to take it slow.


      “First, I want to get to know her better.”


      Tsubasa hesitated for a bit before saying, “I see.”


      We both fell silent.


      I closed my eyes and thought back to what had happened a few minutes ago. “How to give up,” huh? The expression on her face at the time had left a strong impression on me. I’d seen it before—it had shown up in my mirror, every day after I’d gotten fired.


      What should I do?


      I could easily think of clichéd words. For example, “There’s no point in being depressed, so just move on and find a new dream.” But that was the worst kind of thing to say. If her wounds were shallow enough to be healed by words like that, she would’ve pulled herself together on her own. It was precisely because that was impossible—that something she’d worked desperately toward had fallen apart—that her eyes looked so dark and dull. Words that ignored that feeling would only aggravate her.


      I hadn’t been able to do anything about it by myself back then. If I hadn’t talked to my cheeky childhood friend that day, I’d probably be in the same state as Arisa-chan right now.


      What would the current me do?


      It was important to note that Arisa and I were different people. I understood that, but I just couldn’t separate us in my head. So I decided to think from my own perspective anyway.


      What was I like back then?


      I remembered how painful it’d been—no matter how much I’d racked my brain, I hadn’t had a choice but to give up, and I’d gradually become apathetic.


      Which part of Ken-chan’s speech made me the happiest?


      I could recall my emotions at the time, but I couldn’t put them into words. After all, this was something based on feeling rather than logic.


      Maybe...I was just swept up in the moment?


      I meant it as a joke, but knowing me, it was entirely possible.


      Right, it’s not about logic.


      I was satisfied with that conclusion. But in that case, the solution was...to appeal to the power of Arisa’s feelings. That felt way too irresponsible considering I was dealing with an event that had influenced someone’s entire life.


      Huh? That’s weird... My chest is hurting like crazy. I wonder why?


      “I want to discuss what happens tomorrow onward,” Tsubasa said.


      Since my thoughts had started to drift off course, I gladly took the opportunity to redirect my focus to him.


      “Am I correct in assuming you’re going to start watching anime with her tomorrow?” he asked.


      “Yes, that’s the plan.”


      “I appreciate it. As for the additional payment—”


      “Oh, it’s okay. I’m totally fine doing it for free.”


      “I can’t trust contracts that don’t involve money,” he said in a low voice, narrowing his eyes.


      I was honestly terrified, but I managed to force a smile and say, “How about we consider this taxi fare my payment, then?”


      He hesitated before nodding and saying, “All right.” Then he relaxed, leaning back on the headrest. “I’ll think about it too.”


      “About what?”


      “What Arisa would like.”


      Does that mean...he’s going to research and select anime for his little sister to watch? Aww, that’s so precious.


      “Did I say something funny?” he asked.


      Oh, crap! He saw me grinning.


      “No, um...I just thought you were a good brother.”


      “That’s false,” he declared firmly, turning to face me. Seeing my startled reaction, he awkwardly added, “Never mind, forget I said that.” He shifted his gaze to the scenery outside the window.


      This might’ve been the first time I’ve heard him speak emotionally like that.


      My heart fluttered instinctively, but with my last remaining bit of reason, I thought to myself, His family must be really complicated.


      * * *


      When I got home, I stood in front of my apartment door and mulled over what to do about Megumin. My affection meter with her had been rapidly plummeting these past few days. First, she’d kicked me out of the bath, then she’d refused to sleep in the same bed as me.


      I knew the issue—it was my lack of self-control. Between her adorable, huggable appearance and her loneliness trait that triggered my protective instincts, I just couldn’t hold back. I was lucky we were both girls, because otherwise, I’d have a huge problem. Then again, maybe it’s because we’re both girls that my brakes are failing me?


      I took a deep breath for what felt like the fifth time. This train of thought probably wasn’t going to uncover any good ideas. At this point, I should just go for broke.


      I steeled my resolve and opened the door. “I’m home!”


      “Welcome back.”


      “Whoa, you startled me. Were you waiting for me?”


      Megumin stood still in the hallway, staring at me.


      “Wh-What’s wrong?” I asked.


      Her small lips moved slowly as she said, “You...prioritized Tsubasa again.”


      The room instantly felt colder.


      “You’d choose...a man over your friend,” she continued.


      “No, it’s not like that. Listen to me, Megumi. It’s different this time—I had no choice.”


      From our conversation, you’d think I’d been caught cheating. Weird, considering I hadn’t done anything wrong.


      Suddenly, I felt a light impact against my stomach. I knew this situation—if this were an anime, the hand that touched me would be soaked in red.


      “What’re you doing, Megumin?” I asked, not looking down. I wasn’t imagining a tragic scene, of course—I was just too scared to face her.


      “What were you doing with Tsubasa?”


      “Uhh...work, I guess?”


      “Can I help?”


      What a tempting offer.


      “I’ll be useful,” she insisted, not giving me time to think. “Can’t we go together?”


      In my mind, I was bleeding after taking a clean hit from an ultra-heavyweight friendship that had matured over the course of years.


      Heh heh, I’ll accept everything you are and make you happy. Wait, no, that’s not what this is about.


      “Sorry, I want to do this job by myself,” I said.


      “Why? Because I kicked you out of the bed yesterday?”


      Her tearful voice was like a stab to my heart.


      “No, Megumin. That’s not it.” I knelt down and hugged her.


      I could understand how she felt. She’d experienced countless goodbyes, and now that she was aware of the loneliness that brewed within her, she was probably dependent on me to an abnormal degree. I wanted to shout, “Let’s do it together!” but I couldn’t—because of my own selfishness.


      What to do?


      After pondering it for quite a while, I gently pulled away from Megumin and said, “I really do want to try this one by myself.”


      She lowered her gaze, looking like she was about to cry.


      “But you can help me with one little thing,” I added.


      Megumin beamed like the sun, her radiance burning my eyes. Balus!


      “What do you want me to do?” she asked, her body swaying from side to side. “I’ll do anything.”


      That’s weird. I don’t know her exact age, but based on what she’s said about her past, she should be in her mid-twenties. That’s about the same as me, yet I can only see her as an elementary schooler.


      “Ai, what’s wrong?”


      I smacked my cheeks to shake off my ill intentions. I refused to repeat yesterday’s mistake.


      “All right, let’s watch some anime,” I said.


      “Why?”


      “Because that’s the job?”


      “What...a strange job.” Megumin tilted her head.


      So cute. I just wanna snuggle her...but I can’t. I couldn’t let my affection meter drop any further, so I had to hold back.


      “Uhh, have you eaten yet?” I asked.


      “No.”


      “What do you wanna have?”


      “Anything is fine.”


      “That’s the hardest answer to work with.”


      “Payback.”


      It must’ve been revenge for making her stay home. But compared to the time she’d intimidated me with the intensity of a yandere wielding a knife, this was just charming.


      After that, we shared a meal in peace, took separate showers, and watched anime. It’d been a long time since I’d last watched something shoulder to shoulder with another person, and I had a lot of fun.


      I wanna share this feeling with Arisa-chan, I thought as our watch party continued until dawn.


      * * *


      The time had come. I was currently standing in front of Arisa-chan’s room, equipped with nothing but my smartphone and a holy suit of armor under my coat.


      I dubbed my plan “Operation: Bloom into Anime.” First, we’d watch an anime that would resonate with Arisa-chan. Then, I’d show her my armor, and she’d say, “Wow, that’s so cool! I wanna try it on too!”


      Well, I doubt it’ll go that smoothly.


      I calmed myself before slowly opening the door. The first thing I saw was a desk directly in front of me. There was a small lamp sitting on it, giving off an orange glow. To the right of the desk was a bookshelf, and to the left was a bed. Contrary to my impression of wealthy young ladies, the bed’s design was nothing fancy despite it being large enough that two people could probably sleep comfortably on it.


      Arisa-chan was sitting on the bed, leaning back against the wall. Seeing her ever-dreary eyes, I suddenly felt nervous.


      “G-Good day?” I greeted her, scrounging up a smile.


      She ignored me in favor of the phone in her hand.


      H-Huh? She responded to that yesterday, though.


      “Are you just gonna stand there?” she asked, eyes glued to her phone. She patted the spot next to her, presumably wanting me to sit down.


      “I was just engrossed by your stylish desk lamp,” I replied with a silly grin.


      “If you want it, you can have it.”


      “Nah, I’m good. Anyway, let’s get to the anime. Have you been looking forward to this?”


      “Don’t get the wrong idea. I just felt like giving you a chance since you were the first idiot to bring up anime.”


      “The first? Have other people talked to you?”


      “Yeah, but they all gave up right away,” she muttered in an emotionless tone. “It’s not fair. I wanna give up so badly, but they all do it first, even though they started later.”


      I sat down next to her, and she turned to face me.


      “I wonder how long you’ll last?” she said with the same unsettling smile as yesterday.


      Is this girl really a high schooler? Even an adult would struggle to give off such a gloomy aura.


      Though I was utterly terrified on the inside, I had to put up a brave front as the adult in this situation. “Heh heh, long enough for you to become an otaku first!”


      “Are you stupid?”


      She put down her phone, exasperated. Meanwhile, I picked mine up and opened an anime streaming app. I selected the romance series Megumin had picked out and showed Arisa-chan the screen.


      The setting was Hokkaido. It was a classic romance that began with a kind but shy raven-haired heroine becoming friends with the most popular guy at school. This coming-of-age story had captured the hearts of maidens all over Japan, with both the anime and live-action versions becoming huge hits. No girl could be immune to its romantic scenes...in theory.


      May this fluttering sensation reach Arisa-chan’s heart too!


      I excitedly watched the anime with her. And then...


      * * *


      “She told me she can’t stand horror,” I sullenly reported to Tsubasa an hour later. “But why? It was a classic romance—a masterpiece with a live-action adaptation! Where’s the horror?!”


      I truly hadn’t expected that reaction. My mind had gone blank, and I’d been forced to make a strategic retreat.


      “Is Arisa-chan depressed because of a broken heart?” I asked.


      “No, absolutely not,” Tsubasa said firmly. He stroked his chin in contemplation. “The characters’ thought processes are probably the issue. I’m still learning, but it seems that shojo stories tend to prioritize romantic feelings above all else. She may have been horrified at the idea of a world that validates such illogical reasoning.”


      “But that’s the best part!” I slapped my hands on my knees. “Wait...did you just say you’re learning?”


      “Yes, I did.”


      Wh-Wh-What?! Tsubasa-sama is studying subculture?!


      “Is that strange?” he asked.


      “Not at all!” In fact, I welcome it with all my heart. “Um, manga or anime?”


      “Manga.”


      “What have you read?”


      “I’m studying them in sales-ranking order. The last one I read had ‘villainess’ in the title... Sorry, there are so many similar names that I get them mixed up.”


      “Oh, don’t worry. I know what you’re talking about.” Tsubasa-sama is reading villainess stories! “Did you like it?”


      “I read it for research purposes, so I’m not sure.”


      Sounds just like what someone in the industry would say. Oh well, I guess I won’t be able to discuss it with him.


      “I’ve yet to see any elements that Arisa would relate to,” he continued.


      “Oh...”


      “If anything, her tastes might be on the masculine side.”


      “I see... All right, I’ll show her an anime based on a shonen manga next!”


      Several options came to mind. Shonen manga is all about friendship, hard work, and winning! Lately, they’ve also caught flak for giving characters advantages due to their bloodline or connections...but as long as she doesn’t look at it from a cynical perspective, it’s bound to light a fire in her heart!


      Hmm, what to choose? I’ll discuss it with Megumin tonight. Heh heh.


      In the end, I selected an action anime set in a world where eighty percent of the population possessed special abilities and heroes used their superpowers to protect people from those who used their powers for evil. The protagonist was part of the other twenty percent. Others bullied him for his lack of powers, but he was the bravest of them all, and the world’s top-ranked hero gave him the recognition he deserved!


      No one can watch this without their blood pumping! Arisa-chan, you and I will go beyond!




      The next day, on the taxi ride back...


      “She asked me what was so entertaining about watching kids fight,” I reported with the same gloom as yesterday. “I passionately argued that it’s cool to see adults get inspired by kids, but she said solving everything through violence was biologically immature...and I had nothing to say to that.”


      A glimmering tear of sadness escaped from my heart, wetting my cheek.


      “It’s so frustrating!” I exclaimed.


      A heavy silence hung in the air. Even Tsubasa doesn’t know what to say—


      “I see,” he said. “So Arisa doesn’t like shows revolving around combat.”


      Um, big brother? Could you please wipe away my tears?


      “By the way, have you finished checking the list of ideas? I haven’t heard back about it yet.”


      Um, big brother? What color is your blood?


      I wiped my own tears and switched gears. Despite all the recent anime talk, I hadn’t been slacking on my work. During the day, I taught all the coding school lessons since Ken-chan was away, and my breaks were spent discussing the list with Megumin. Which did we decide on again?


      “I think we should go with the number one idea,” I said.


      Tsubasa looked at me, surprised.


      “Oh, I’m referring to the first one in the list,” I clarified, just in case he thought I meant the “best” idea.


      “I know.”


      What’s with the reaction, then?


      He sighed. “I listed them in order from least feasible to most. Honestly, I thought the first four were pipe dreams.” After a pause, he gave me a piercing look and asked, “Can you make it happen?”


      Feeling intimidated, I nearly blurted out, “Never mind, it’s impossible.” But I wouldn’t back down. Clenching my fists, I braced myself and declared, “Yes. Megumin is motivated to do it too.”


      “How long will it take? You said we’d be able to launch the service in April. Will it be ready in time?”


      “Well...the software will be ready.”


      My job was to build an integrated development environment for engineers and an app store for users, thus creating a system where anyone could freely make use of virtual tactile sensations. This was my field of expertise.


      The problem was the hardware—no matter how extensive my software was, it wouldn’t amount to anything without physical devices.


      “We’ll have to mass-produce Megumin’s invention, right? Unlike the Smart Frames, her device involves processing a bunch of different materials. It’d be really hard to make a lot of them by hand. What should we do?”


      “I have an idea in mind. Kenta will explain it to you at some point.”


      “All right.” Maybe that’s what his business trip is about? Well, knowing him, I’m sure it’ll all work out.


      “May I ask a question as well?”


      “Go ahead.”


      “My intuition says the first idea is the kind that a large team would spend over a year developing. But you claimed you’d be able to begin service in April, with a team of just you and Megumi. Since it’s December right now, that gives you only about three months. Is my intuition off, or are the two of you special?”


      “Uhhh...”


      I had about six years’ worth of work experience at this point, but most of that had been spent in an atypical environment. My colleagues’ technical skills probably would’ve been considered exceptional at any other company. In that sense, my expectations were different from the norm. But saying, “I’m special!” wouldn’t feel quite right.


      “I don’t know if this answers your question, but...” I began.


      “It’s fine. Say it.”


      I cleared my throat and began to explain as if I were giving a lecture at the coding school. “I believe development time is dependent on the designer’s skills.”


      “How so?”


      “For example, when I see a project with a spec sheet, it makes me think the designer isn’t especially good at development. On the other hand, a project where it’s like, ‘The system itself is the spec sheet!’ makes me think the opposite.”


      “That only works for small-scale dev— Oh, right, you developed the All-RaWi System.” He lowered his gaze, a pensive look on his face. “Sorry, I take back my question. Rather, I answered it myself.”


      “Um, okay.” I had no idea what he was talking about, but at least he seemed convinced. “Do you mind if I ask what you meant by that?” I asked timidly. I couldn’t help but be curious since he’d mentioned the All-RaWi System.


      “You and I have different definitions of the word ‘good.’ When you say ‘good,’ you probably mean a level where one can understand an entire system and develop everything on their own, right?”


      “Yeah, something like that.”


      “Yes, I understand now. You’re abnormal.”


      His casual remark stung my heart. I knew he hadn’t meant it in a bad way, but being called “abnormal” by my idol really hurt.


      “How was Arisa?” he murmured.


      I stopped internally sobbing and thought back to Arisa-chan’s behavior. “Hmm, I still haven’t been able to talk much with her. But she seems energetic when she reacts to the anime I show her. She criticizes them with such delight... I feel sick just thinking about it.”


      “I see...”


      “What happened to her?”


      “As I said, it’s not for me to say.”


      I figured he was telling me to ask her myself, but that was a tall order.


      “Why don’t you just ask her?” he said, confirming my assumption.


      “I thought about it, but...”


      If I pried into her personal life at this stage, I probably wouldn’t be able to have a normal conversation with her ever again. It was hard to explain why I felt this way—I just knew it in my heart.


      After seeing my reaction, Tsubasa said, “It’s fine. I’ll let you decide how to handle this.”


      Though I was relieved he didn’t press further, I also desperately felt that things couldn’t stay as they were.


      What was it that made me so happy at the time?


      I’d asked myself this question countless times since meeting her. Back when I’d gotten fired, I’d had no choice but to give up. But after hearing Ken-chan’s speech, something had changed. What exactly was that “something”? I felt like if I could put it into words, I’d be able to alter the situation.


      Maybe I should ask her.


      Nothing would happen just by watching anime with her. If I wanted to change something, I’d have to change myself first. Even if I had no chance of success, I needed to try anyway.


      After that, I chatted with Tsubasa about anime, cozied up with Megumin, did some work...and then it was time to go back to Arisa-chan’s room.


      * * *


      “Yikes, you came back.”


      Good day, my name is Ai Sato. The young lady has begun to say “Yikes” when she sees me.


      “Which stupid anime are you gonna make me watch today?”


      At this point, I was used to her harsh language. My heart was as calm as a typhoon. A normal otaku would’ve been on the verge of a supernova explosion by now, making me much more tolerant in comparison.


      That was a lie. In reality, I was also about to blow up. My smile was held together by surface tension—that is, the butler cosplay I was wearing under my coat. Its SS-rank performance against rich girls made me invincible.


      “Lady Arisa, today’s anime is different from the others,” I said.


      “Whatever. Just get it over with.”


      “My apologies. I know you’re eager to watch it, but please give me a few minutes to get set up,” I said, parrying her prickly attitude as I sat down on her bed. “The protagonist of this one is a spirited, well-to-do young lady, just like you.”


      “Stop talking like that. It’s wildly annoying.”


      “Oh, I’m sorry. So you love my usual self, then?”


      “Are you serious? Where did you buy your mental fortitude?”


      And so, we began watching the anime. Despite Arisa-chan’s high (verbal) attack stat, she remained silent during the showing. She must’ve been raised well.


      “You really like happy endings, don’t you?” she suddenly remarked, as if to prove me wrong.


      “Huh? Oh, um, yeah. Do you dislike them?”


      “Not really. I just think they’re shallow.”


      “Um, why is that?” I asked cautiously.


      “These stories you like build their walls so carelessly,” she replied, looking incredibly bored as she watched the show. “There’s a clear goal and a problem even a monkey can solve. Just by achieving those, the characters get a happy ending. It’s so dumb.”


      Her tone of voice was apathetic, but I could tell she felt strongly about the subject.


      “Walls like those don’t exist in real life,” she continued. “There’s no villain either. Even if you clear the challenges in front of you or beat up the people who piss you off, nothing changes. There’s no such thing as living ‘happily ever after.’”


      She turned to face me.


      “Life either continues or it ends,” she said. “That’s all there is to it, right?”


      It was hard to believe those words had come from a high schooler. What had she experienced to make her think that way? Why was she saying this with such a disinterested look on her face? I was so curious about her, but it still felt too early to ask. So I held back my biggest question in favor of another.


      “Which do you want, Arisa-chan? The continuation or the end?”


      She smirked slightly. “You really are different from the others.”


      I remained silent, urging her to continue. Well, it was more that I was too nervous to say anything. Her mental state seemed precarious enough that a single slip of the tongue would ruin everything.


      Arisa-chan looked up as if she were reminiscing. “Everyone else just tells me to find a new dream or hobby—I’m fed up with it. I get that the average person can’t do anything for me, but why do they have to be so unimaginative about it? Why do they assume I haven’t already tried that?”


      She was smiling, but her words conveyed heartbreaking loneliness alongside fierce resentment.


      To an extent, I understood how she felt. Sometimes advice from others was appreciated; other times, not so much. When you were truly at a loss for ideas, anything was welcome. But when you’d already thought of and tried every possibility to no avail, nothing was.


      “Why do they assume I haven’t already tried that?”


      She’d tried everything, but nothing had worked. That was why she wanted to give up—so she wouldn’t have to keep struggling. What was I supposed to say to her?


      She really is just like my past self.


      I’d worked harder than I’d ever had in my life, only to lose my crowning achievement in the blink of an eye. I’d realized I had no choice but to give up on it, yet I hadn’t been able to bring myself to do so. I’d woken up in despair each morning, racked my brain until it was time to go to sleep, and panicked as unproductive days had gone by.


      What did I want back then? Why had Ken-chan’s words made me so happy?


      “Arisa-chan, what was your dream?” I blurted out without thinking.


      “Wait, do you not know who I am?”


      “No clue. Tell me?”


      “Fine, I will.”


      She hoisted herself up, walked over to the closet in the corner of her room, and opened it, revealing numerous trophies and medals. All of the medals were a shiny gold, but they’d been piled up haphazardly as if they were trash.


      What are those? I wondered.


      Arisa-chan turned around and said, “Look up my name: Arisa Otosaka.”


      I paused the anime episode that was playing on my phone and opened the browser app. I wasn’t sure which characters her first name was written with, so I typed “Otosaka” into the search field using the same ones as Tsubasa’s surname. “Otosaka Arisa” immediately appeared in the suggestions. I hesitantly tapped it, and the first thing I saw was a video thumbnail with the bold text: “The Current State of Prodigy Arisa Otosaka.”


      “You’re famous, huh?” I remarked. “That’s a surprise.”


      “I’m the one who’s surprised. Have you been living in the mountains?”


      “Something like that, I guess?”


      I chuckled awkwardly as I skimmed the rest of the results. Every single one prefaced her name with the word “prodigy.”


      “I’m talented, rich, and attractive, so I’m the best at everything I try,” she said. Her words were full of confidence, but her expression remained bored, her eyes dark and dull. “Basically, no matter what I do, it’s all the same.”


      She was probably the only person in the world who could say that, and her words were backed by the countless achievements piled up behind her. But I couldn’t understand the feeling whatsoever. Anyone would aspire to be the best at one thing, yet Arisa-chan claimed all of those accomplishments were equally worthless—there was no way I could relate to that.


      “Except basketball,” she said in a wistful tone. “I loved basketball. It was the first thing I ever thought was fun.” She looked down at her right leg, which she lifted slightly. “But I can’t jump anymore. So tell me, how can I give up?”


      A chill ran down my spine. The pressure I felt was akin to—or greater than—the time when Megumin had forced me to make a decision. I couldn’t think of anything to say. Arisa-chan was far more capable than I was, so she certainly would’ve already tried anything I could come up with. In fact, her ideas probably exceeded the limits of my imagination. And after all that, she’d concluded that she had no choice but to give up. What could I possibly say to someone like her?


      “Figures,” she said, disappointed by my silence. For some reason, she looked like a lost child to me—scared, lonely, and crying out for help.


      Oh, I see. At that moment, something I hadn’t been able to put into words became crystal clear. Before I could even think, the words were already out of my mouth: “Let’s have a match.”


      “What?” She gaped at me in disbelief.


      “We’ll watch an anime about high school girls playing basketball.”


      “Is this some kind of joke?” She narrowed her eyes.


      “I’m completely serious,” I said, glaring back at her. “Honestly, the anime is just a bonus—as an anime fan, I won’t be satisfied until I make you cry at least once. I’m secretly mad that you bashed all of them, but I can let that slide. The match is more important.”


      “What are we competing in?”


      “Basketball.”


      “Are you making fun of me?”


      “I’m completely serious,” I repeated.


      “You’re not an experienced player, are you? Do you think I’d lose just because I’m injured?”


      “I’ll say it right now: Arisa-chan, you stand no chance of winning,” I declared in the face of her piercing gaze. “We’ll compete ten days from now. I’ll get here around 8 p.m.—same time as tonight—so start watching the anime at 3 p.m., okay?”


      “I haven’t agreed to the match yet.”


      “Oh? Scared you’ll lose?”


      “What would I even gain from doing this?”


      “Dunno. But it’s not like you’re doing anything else, right? Just let me have this.”


      “Have you been a wolf in sheep’s clothing this entire time?”


      “I’ve worn bear’s clothing, if that counts?”


      “I’m saying your personality has changed way too much.”


      “Don’t you just love it?”


      “Are you an idiot?”


      After that, I started talking about the anime I wanted her to watch. I installed a streaming app on her phone, signed her up for a one-month free trial, and bookmarked the show in question. With that, she was all ready to go.


      “Remember, start watching it ten days from now, at 3 p.m.!” I urged her before leaving the room.


      Then I began racking my brain in preparation for the match.


      * Tsubasa *


      When I heard Ai’s report, I couldn’t believe my ears. Competing against Arisa was already reckless enough, but in basketball? This had to be a joke. Ai’s expression was the most serious I’d ever seen it, though, so I decided to play along.


      “How exactly do you expect to go about this?” I asked.


      “I’m going to become a god.”


      “I don’t understand. Please explain.”


      Ai proceeded to describe a plan that sounded like a pipe dream.


      “Is that possible?” I asked. There’s no way it is.


      “I’ll do it,” she replied with zero hesitation. Her phrasing implied there was a chance it wasn’t possible.


      “Why don’t you at least extend the time frame? There’s no reason it has to be finished in ten days.”


      “It wouldn’t be a fair challenge that way.”


      “Are you making it difficult for yourself on purpose? But why?”


      “There are ten days left in the year, so I thought it’d be nice timing.”


      Ridiculous. I couldn’t bring myself to continue this conversation.


      The taxi arrived soon after, and we got into the back seat.


      “Oh, right, can you tell me something about Arisa-chan?” Ai asked once the car started moving. “What was she like before?”


      What does that have to do with what we were just talking about?


      Swallowing back my skepticism, I replied, “She was a cheerful kid.”


      “I can’t visualize that at all,” she said with a strained smile. Staring straight ahead, she continued, “I wonder what it feels like to be able to do anything you want.”


      Another unrelated remark. She’s probably talking about Arisa, though.


      “I think you’re slightly mistaken,” I said. “Arisa is certainly a prodigy, but she still has limitations. For example, she can’t win against boys in track and field.”


      “Oh... Yeah, that makes sense.”


      “The word ‘maybe’ doesn’t exist in her world. That’s why she feels bored.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “For ordinary people, sometimes hard work pays off, and sometimes it doesn’t. But that concept doesn’t exist in Arisa’s mind—no matter what she’s dealing with, she only has to think a little bit to know what the outcome will be.”


      It sounded like the kind of nonsense a child would say, but in reality, I’d never seen a single one of Arisa’s predictions fail. Simply put, she was bored because everything she did ended up exactly as she expected.


      Ai lowered her gaze after hearing that. Based on her reaction, I was convinced she’d heard the details from Arisa. Her continued silence also suggested that she understood Arisa’s remarks correctly.


      People generally want to reject ideas that diverge from their own. Someone hearing Arisa’s story would normally be eager to find an exception—and an exception is exactly what Arisa wants the most.


      Oh, I see. That’s why Ai challenged her.


      I caught a glimpse of Ai’s intentions. Her goal was probably to get Arisa to agree to some sort of demand. Given the current state of things, nothing Ai said was going to get through to her—they saw the world through different lenses. To use a bit of an extreme comparison, it was like a layman trying to criticize a specialist’s research. So Ai was trying to gain influence by winning a match against her.


      Was that what the anime shows were for? Establishing an equal relationship with her?


      “Is there anything I can help with?” I asked.


      Ai looked at me in surprise.


      “Did I say something strange?”


      “No, uh...” She looked down, thought for a bit, then faced me. “I was just thinking that you really are a good brother to her.”


      “I already told you that isn’t true.”


      “But it is.”


      I fell silent and redirected my gaze to the window. After a few seconds, I decided to tell her the truth: “I’m the reason for Arisa’s current state.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “It’s exactly as I said.” I looked back at Ai. “I’m only trying to help her because I need to take responsibility. Nothing more.”


      “Liar,” she said flatly. Then, her face took on a gentle expression. “If that was all it was, you wouldn’t be able to lower your head for her sake.”


      “I—” I stopped myself mid-sentence. There was no point in continuing this exchange. I took a deep breath and decided to change the subject. “I’ll take over teaching at the coding school. That way, you’ll have more time for development.”


      “I appreciate the offer...but will you be able to handle it?”


      “I have the basic knowledge. We’ll tell the students I’m an instructor-in-training, and you can step in when high-level expertise is needed.”


      “All right. I’ll leave that to you, then.”


      “I’d like to have a meeting with you tomorrow, before the first student arrives.”


      “Um, they’re coming at ten in the morning.”


      “Got it. I’ll be at the office by nine.”


      With the intention of ending the conversation, I turned to face the window. Ai, too, fell silent, though I didn’t know if it was because she sensed that I didn’t want to talk anymore.


      I don’t understand.


      As I’d told Ai, the reason I was helping Arisa was to take responsibility. If I hadn’t done what I had that day, Arisa would currently be living a life befitting of her talents. That was why I needed to take responsibility...but over the past year, I hadn’t achieved anything of the sort. In the end, all I could do was pay others to solve the problem. I didn’t think this approach was wrong—it made sense to leave things to the experts. It just felt like a pathetic choice to make after declaring that I’d take responsibility.


      The reason I had to resort to this was simple: I didn’t have the skills to do it myself. I didn’t understand other people’s feelings—ever since I was little, I’d prioritized results over everything else. There’d been more than a few times when I’d fumbled a situation because I’d ignored someone’s emotions. That’d been as a child, though. Nowadays, I knew how to avoid silly conflicts...but I didn’t know how to help a mentally drained person get back onto their feet.


      Since I objectively didn’t have the ability to solve Arisa’s predicament, I’d enlisted the help of Ai. I’d determined that entrusting the job to someone with the right skills had a higher chance of success.


      I...still don’t understand.


      I had several questions, the biggest one of which was about myself. Why was I acting based on trivial emotions? As I’d said, Arisa’s situation was my fault, and taking responsibility was the morally correct thing to do. But for myself, there was no downside to abandoning that responsibility. Conversely, I wouldn’t benefit from Arisa’s recovery.


      Basically, it made no difference whether I helped her or not. It was an undertaking I would normally reject without hesitation...so why had I wasted an entire year on it? There had to be some kind of logical reason. I’d never questioned it before, but now that I’d begun thinking about it, I couldn’t stop. First of all, why hadn’t I ever questioned it? What would I gain from Arisa getting back onto her feet?


      I thought back to about a year ago, when I’d first learned of Arisa’s situation. I’d been in the United States at the time, but I’d immediately returned to Japan after receiving a call from my father. Was it a request from my father, then? No, I didn’t recall ever receiving a contract from him. I’d gone back to Japan on my own, declared that I would be taking care of Arisa, and wasted a year on it of my own volition.


      It doesn’t make sense. Why did I do that?


      My behavior was just too unnatural. I knew myself better than anyone—I would never do something that posed no benefit to me. There must have been a convincing reason for my actions.


      After saying goodbye to Ai, returning home, and entering my bedroom, I continued to scan my memories, searching for that reason.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: A Child’s Dream


      * Arisa *


      As a child, I was blessed with exceptional talent, a charming appearance, and an extremely wealthy family. If I wanted something, it was mine. A perfect score on a test? First place in a competition? I could have anything as long as I put my mind to it. Even winning a gold medal at the Olympics wouldn’t have been hard. The only things I couldn’t do were those which were physically impossible, like jumping to the moon.


      And yet I couldn’t find enjoyment in anything. I kept searching for something that would spark joy, and it wasn’t until my eighth birthday that I found it.




      Every year, a large party was held on my birthday. Most of the guests were my father’s friends. My job was to put on a dress and smile sweetly at them. I never once found it enjoyable.


      I loved my birthday, though. It was the only day of the year when I got to see my older brother.


      As my father talked business with his friends, I hid behind his back and scanned the crowd for my brother. Is he here yet?


      My brother lived at a boarding school overseas and never returned to Japan unless there was a special reason to. Even when he did come back, if our schedules didn’t align, I wouldn’t even be able to catch a glimpse of his face. My birthday was the only time I was guaranteed to see him.


      Oh, there he is!


      I stood on a nearby chair and waved at him. “Tsubasa! I missed you!”


      Noticing me, he smiled and walked up to me. “I’m back, Arisa. Happy eighth birthday,” he said, his voice soft but clear.


      “Thank you!”


      “You’ve grown taller again.”


      “I’m having my growth spurt!” I proudly stuck my chest out.


      Last year, even standing on a chair, I’d still had to look up to see Tsubasa’s face. But this year, the chair brought me to nearly eye level.
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      “If my prediction is correct, I’ll catch up to you in a little over nine years!” I proclaimed.


      “Is that so? I hope you’ll have stopped standing on chairs by then.”


      “This is simply a logical way to see your face up close,” I joked.


      I hopped down from the chair and took his hand in mine. Just as I was about to invite him to go outside, my father noticed his arrival.


      “Oh, Tsubasa, you’re back?” my father said.


      “Yes,” my brother replied. “It’s been a while, father.”


      My father cheerily placed his hand on Tsubasa’s shoulder. “A belated congratulations on getting into university.”


      “Thank you.”


      The two began talking about complicated stuff. I wasn’t interested in any of it, so I acted as sulky as possible, hoping my father would notice. Hurry up and end the conversation so Tsubasa can play with me.


      My plan worked—my father glanced at me and said, “Tsubasa, go play with Arisa.”


      “Yes, sir.” Tsubasa looked down at me.


      “Let’s go outside!” I exclaimed, leading my brother by the hand.


      As we walked through the party hall, the adults gave us fond looks. They probably all thought we were close siblings, but that wasn’t true. Tsubasa didn’t care about anyone but himself. He was only being nice to me because my father had asked him to babysit me. But that was fine. Tsubasa was special to me precisely because he didn’t treat me like I was special.


      Once we were outside the venue, I tugged on his hand and said, “Tsubasa! There’s a park nearby! Let’s go there!”


      We walked to the park and sat down on a bench together.


      “Congratulations on getting into university, Tsubasa!”


      “Thanks.”


      “When did you start?”


      “Last month.”


      “I see. Wait, in April? Is it a Japanese university?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Wow, I thought it’d be overseas. Was there a special reason you picked Japan?”


      “To make friends.”


      “Not to study, huh?”


      “Right.”


      Tsubasa always kept his responses to a minimum. The moment I stopped talking, the conversation would end. But that was fine. He was the only person who treated me this way.


      “Since you’re going to a Japanese university, will we be able to see each other more often?” I asked.


      “I don’t know.”


      “Are you living in the country?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Can I come visit you?”


      “I don’t mind.”


      “Yay! Thank you!” Feeling a smile creeping up on my face, I leaned my shoulder against Tsubasa’s arm. “You’re warm.”


      It was currently spring. The nights weren’t freezing anymore, but they were still a bit chilly.


      “Tsubasa, can you tell me where I can find joy?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Do you also think nothing is fun?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Too bad...” I sighed and stared up at the starless, pitch-black sky.


      That boring sky was just like my life. Everywhere I looked, it was the same scenery. The world was so dull.


      I was the best at everything I did, but I wasn’t doing anything special. Studying was just a matter of reading books. I found it strange that others couldn’t do it. Art was just a matter of giving shape to the vision in my mind. I didn’t understand what people enjoyed about it. Athleticism was just a matter of moving my body. I actually disliked exercise because it was more tiring than studying and art.


      Perhaps once I became an adult, I wouldn’t win all the time anymore. I wouldn’t be able to beat experts in fields outside my specialty...but that was normal. There was nothing frustrating about losing to an expert. That was how things were supposed to be.


      Since everything came as naturally to me as breathing, I didn’t feel happy when I was praised. That was why I was always painfully bored.


      Wait, no! I can’t think about this during my rare time with Tsubasa! I need to take this opportunity to play with him!


      “Let’s play!” I said, tugging his hand.


      “Sure,” he replied with a smile. “What do you want to do?”


      “You decide!”


      “All right.” He nodded and looked around.


      Is he searching for something? I followed his lead, wondering if there was anything we could do in the park.


      “Look, Tsubasa, there’s a basketball net! I’ve never played basketball before. I want to try!”


      “Will you be all right in that dress?”


      “It’s just throwing a ball. No big deal!”


      “All right. I’ll go get one.”


      Tsubasa smiled at me, then looked off to the side, where a person dressed in black was standing.


      Aww, I thought it was just the two of us.


      This was a familiar scene. My overprotective father was always sending some weird person to watch me.


      A few minutes later, I held a basketball for the first time.


      “It’s so big,” I remarked.


      I’d touched a baseball before. It’d been small enough that I could describe the experience as “grasping” or “clutching” it. But the basketball was so large that I couldn’t think of an appropriate word other than plain old “hold.”


      “Catch, Tsubasa!” I thrust the ball at him with both hands.


      He caught it with one hand, then cradled it against his waist. “How do you want to do this?”


      “In basketball, the winner is whoever puts the ball in the hoop the most times, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “I wanna do it that way, then!”


      “All right.”


      He approached me and handed me the ball. I stepped closer to the hoop.


      “It’s really high,” I said.


      “Want to get on my shoulders?”


      “Really? Wait, no! I’m already eight years old! I don’t do kiddy things like that anymore!”


      I rejected Tsubasa’s offer and looked up at the hoop. The scene before me instantly transformed into numbers, showing me the equation for getting the basketball into the hoop. I instinctively understood the entire process behind the shot—how to move my body, the timing involved, and how much force to apply.


      Oh, so basketball’s no different.


      I positioned myself with my feet slightly apart and knees bent. Then, I took a deep breath in and held it. Straightening my knees and flexing my back muscles, I threw the ball upward.


      “There!”


      It followed my calculated trajectory toward the hoop, only to bounce off the rim with a clang!


      Huh? That’s not how it was supposed to go.


      Confused, I followed the ball with my gaze until it landed in Tsubasa’s hands.


      “That was close,” he said, handing it back to me.


      “Yes. I might’ve used a bit too much force.”


      I looked up at the hoop again. Are my hands sluggish because of the cold? Focusing on the sensations in my body, I took a second shot. Once more, the ball bounced off the rim.


      “It went a little to the left again,” Tsubasa remarked.


      “Yeah...”


      I took the ball from him. This time, instead of relying on my instinct, I did the math seriously. I was shocked—it was the first time my calculations had produced an incorrect result twice in a row.


      It hit the same spot both times. I stared intently at the hoop. The image that appeared in my mind was no different from the previous two times. Is there a variable I’m overlooking?


      One piece of information at a time, I examined everything my mind had been processing automatically—things like wind speed and the ball’s friction. In the end, I found nothing wrong. Unless there was a new law of physics localized to the area around the hoop, it should have been impossible for me to have missed.


      Oh well. I’ll just assume I made a mistake and correct it. Since my previous attempts hit the left side of the hoop, I’ll throw a bit more to the right.


      I aimed such that the ball would graze the right side of the hoop and took my third shot. “There!”


      It followed the expected trajectory, but this time, it bounced off the front of the rim. Clang!


      “It won’t go in, Tsubasa!” I exclaimed.


      “You look happy.”


      “I feel strange! Let me try one more time! Please!”


      I took the ball and looked up at the hoop yet again. I’d failed thrice in a row—this was unprecedented. My heart began to race, and my body felt hot. I really wanted to make the next shot. Was this what frustration felt like? I didn’t know, but it was super exciting.


      After that, I kept throwing the ball for about half an hour. My first score came on the fifth attempt, and by replicating that feeling, I ended up with a success rate of about ninety percent. Until then, my world had only known zero and one hundred with nothing in between—no matter what I did, it always turned out as expected. So this was exciting—I’d never experienced uncertainty before. It was really fun.


      That day had marked a turning point in my life.


      Wondering if I didn’t have a natural aptitude for sports, I begged my father to let me play more of them. Over the course of two years, I tried about two hundred other sports, but not a single one of them triggered the same sensations—a quickening heart rate and rising body temperature. I did experience failure in them, but it was always things that were physically impossible for my body, like landing a quadruple jump in figure skating. It was only natural that I couldn’t do them, so it didn’t frustrate me.


      In every other sport, the results turned out exactly as I expected. Why was basketball the only one that produced random outcomes?


      Puzzled, I begged my father again—this time for a comprehensive medical exam. There, it was discovered that my vision was abnormal. Not only did my eyes perceive objects at different coordinates from their actual positions, but the discrepancy changed randomly depending on the situation.


      It didn’t affect my daily life because, in most cases, it was correctable. When touching an object, since both the object and my hand were misaligned, I just had to adjust based on the visual information I received—normal people also did this all the time.


      The issue arose when throwing things. This wouldn’t have been a problem for an ordinary person...but I wasn’t ordinary. I used visual information to perform precise calculations like a machine. That was why my shots had missed.


      I finally found what I’d been desperately searching for—something where I could give my all and it wouldn’t result in a guaranteed success or a guaranteed loss. Something unpredictable that I could derive enjoyment from.


      When I play basketball, I’m no longer a prodigy.


      Logically speaking, this probably applied to other sports too. Perhaps I’d only succeeded in those two hundred others by getting lucky. Still, I decided on basketball. The reason was simple: It was the first thing I’d ever thought was fun.


      A few months later, on my tenth birthday, I asked my father to get our family of four together for a meal.


      “I’m going to become the greatest basketball player,” I announced.


      “No, you won’t,” my father objected.


      “Can you tell me why?”


      “You’re special, Arisa. It’s foolish to squander your talent on the field you have the least aptitude for.”


      “It seems our values don’t align. I don’t think my decision is foolish at all.”


      “Think logically. Why must you choose the path with the least chance of success?”


      “Because to me, this path is the most rewarding.”


      Since neither of us were willing to compromise, the conversation went nowhere.


      “Tsubasa, you tell her too,” my father said.


      A chill ran down my spine. My brother didn’t care about me—he only ever babysat me because my father ordered him to. Of course, I hadn’t heard this straight from his mouth; it was only an assumption of mine. If I were to think about it, I probably would’ve realized the truth. I’d intentionally avoided doing so, though, because my brother was special to me...and I wanted to be special to him too. So I didn’t want to ask about it.


      I lowered my gaze, dreading my brother’s response.


      “Let her do it,” Tsubasa said with his usual smile.


      I looked up, surprised.


      “I’ll take care of everything,” he continued.


      “Are you serious?” my father asked in a low tone unlike any he’d ever used toward me. If he’d used that voice with me, I probably would’ve given up immediately.


      Tsubasa, however, replied with utmost calm, “We can set a few ground rules. For example, she must continue completing all of her assignments. If she neglects even a single one, she has to say goodbye to basketball and will never be free to make her own decisions again. In other words, as long as she maintains the same performance as before, she can continue to use her free time as she wishes. It’s essentially no different from the current situation.”


      “I repeat: Are you serious?”


      “Of course. How could I say no to my adorable little sister?”


      Looking at Tsubasa’s smile, I had no idea whether he was lying or not.


      “But...” My father’s attitude completely changed after hearing Tsubasa’s suggestion.


      He’s close to giving in. As I was searching for the right words to seal the deal, an unexpected person threw me a lifeline.


      “Admit it—it’s your loss,” my mother, who rarely spoke, said.


      This time, Tsubasa looked just as surprised as I did.


      My father hesitated for a while before heaving a sigh and saying, “Fine. I won’t say anything more.”


      Hearing that, my mother elegantly took a sip of water, then looked sharply at me. “Arisa, I do have something to say: Keep winning.”


      “I will, I promise!”


      And so, I began playing basketball seriously. I only had about two hours of free time a week, but I considered that a fair handicap, given how blessed I was. I had a high chance of succeeding in anything I put my mind to, after all. It would be easy to take the sport lightly, but that would be too boring for me. I had to give it my all, or else it wouldn’t be fun.


      So I vowed to dedicate everything at my disposal toward basketball—starting with my brother’s connections.


      “Tsubasa, I want to join an elite club!”


      My brother was friends with the son of a basketball club’s owner. Through him, I was able to join a strong team.


      “Guess what, Tsubasa?! I had my first match today!”


      Even though he was probably just as busy as I was, my brother dutifully taxied with me to all of my basketball-related activities. During this time, I’d tell him about new techniques I’d learned, ask him for advice on optimizing my training efficiency, and so on. It was nothing but basketball talk.


      “The head coach promised me that if I scored ten points, I could compete in the next tournament,” I said. “It was a piece of cake!”


      “You’re doing well.”


      “No, I still have a long way to go! My goal is to become the best player of all time!”


      Tsubasa always smiled and listened to my rambling. He didn’t say much, though, and I never knew what he was thinking. Why was he putting so much effort into helping me? The question constantly crossed my mind, but I refused to ask him. I felt I was better off not knowing.


      “Tsubasa, my first tournament starts today!”


      “I hope you win.”


      “Of course I will! Come cheer for me if you have time, okay?”


      I ended up being the star of that tournament, leading my team to victory.


      In fifth grade, I had my growth spurt and began participating in matches that included middle schoolers.


      “Tsubasa, I can finally play regular basketball!”


      Before this, I’d been playing basketball for elementary schoolers, which was called “mini basketball” and used a smaller ball and lower hoop. My club didn’t specialize in mini basketball, so this basically meant that I’d impressed them at that tournament and moved up in the ranks.


      “Tsubasa, I was invited to the national team’s training camp!”


      In sixth grade, I was chosen to represent Japan in an international under-sixteen tournament. Normally, members of this team ranged from age fourteen to sixteen, so it was a historic feat for me to be selected as an elementary schooler.


      “But I can’t make time for it,” I continued. “What a shame.”


      Because of the work my father assigned me, I could only devote two hours a week to basketball. I wasn’t allowed to play basketball unless I finished all my other tasks—that was the rule we’d set. I could arrange my schedule such that I could compete in matches, but attending a training camp was sadly out of the question.


      “I’ll negotiate,” my brother said.


      “With who? Father?”


      “No, with the J*A (Japan Basketb*ll Association).”


      “Them?”


      “Your participation would definitely make headlines.”


      “Well, yeah. I’m used to interviews at this point.”


      “Media attention means money. If I emphasize the business aspect, they’re bound to agree to an unreasonable ask or two.”


      “Wait, I can’t compete in the actual tournament! There’s no way I can beat high schoolers yet!”


      “Oh...” He turned away as if sulking that I’d rejected his proposal.


      I was startled by his unusual behavior. Even if the idea itself was reckless, I was really happy that he tried to help me.


      “Thank you,” I said, leaning against him slightly. “I’m having fun every day, and it’s all because of you.”


      He didn’t respond. I looked at his profile and thought, Tsubasa, why are you helping me? I’d wondered this countless times thus far, but I’d never allowed the words to leave my mouth.


      “By the way, congratulations on graduating from university,” I added.


      Tsubasa turned to me with his usual smile. “Thanks.”


      “How was it? Did you make any friends?”


      “Yes, plenty.”


      “You give off the air of a businessman.”


      “Naturally.”


      “Did you meet any...interesting people?”


      He paused before saying, “There was one.” His tone of voice was different from usual.


      A chill ran down my spine. I brought my face close to his and asked, “W-Was it a man?”


      “Yes.”


      “Okay, good.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Oh, nothing.”


      That’s a relief. I moved back and straightened my posture. “Also, if you didn’t know, my graduation ceremony is tomorrow.”


      “All right. I’ll make time.”


      “Yay! I can’t wait!” I exclaimed, hugging his arm.


      On the day of my graduation, my brother appeared after the ceremony while I was chatting with classmates.


      “Tsubasa! You came!”


      “Yes, sorry I’m late.” He gave his usual smile and turned to face my friends. “Ah, am I interrupting something?”


      I looked at them, silently pleading for them to read the room and let me talk to my brother in private.


      Unfortunately, one of them didn’t get the memo. “Are you Arisa-chan’s brother?” they asked.


      Excuse me? Who gave you permission to talk to my brother?


      “What a cool brother. No wonder Arisa-chan brags about you!”


      “Huh?” I blurted out.


      “Arisa-chan’s always talking about you!”


      “U-Um, what?! Since when?! Don’t just make things up!” I exclaimed, grabbing my classmate by the shoulders.


      “What does she say about me, I wonder?” my brother asked.


      “Stop it, Tsubasa!”


      “We wanna hear about Arisa-chan too,” my classmate said. “What’s she like at home?”


      “She’s very spoiled,” my brother replied.


      “Don’t tell them anything, Tsubasa!” I begged. It was probably the first time I’d ever raised my voice at him.


      “Look, Otosaka-san’s flustered!” one of my classmates exclaimed.


      “Someone take a video! It’ll definitely go viral!” another suggested.


      “Oh yeah, definitely. Title it, ‘The genius has a brother complex!’”


      “That’s going straight to a million views.”


      This was my first and last slipup as an elementary schooler. I bit my tongue and waited for the storm to pass. I recalled Tsubasa watching me with a confused look.


      Once things had settled down, I turned to my brother and asked, “Well, Tsubasa? Who did you say was a spoiled child again?”


      “You.”


      “What was that? I didn’t hear you. Once more, please!”


      We were situated in an open space on the school grounds, surrounded by a crowd of people taking photos and celebrating. Because of that, it was hard to make out my brother’s soft voice.


      I narrowed my eyes and leaned closer to his face, glaring at him from below.


      “You’ve grown,” he said, smiling.


      “Don’t change the subject!”


      I was about 170 centimeters tall at the time—still shorter than Tsubasa, but tall enough that I didn’t need to stand on a chair to get in his face.


      “I’m going to say something important now,” he said, ignoring my anger. Apparently he had no intent of continuing our previous conversation. “Listen carefully.”


      With a dramatic sigh, I relented. “Let’s go somewhere quieter, then.”


      “No. I want you to focus enough that the noise around us doesn’t distract you,” he said in an unusually authoritative tone.


      “All right. Let’s hear it.”


      “Up until now, you’ve been assigned various tasks. Why is that?”


      “To discover my aptitude.”


      “What was the result?”


      “I learned that I’m most suited to the sciences and least suited to fields that require superhuman physical abilities.”


      “What should you do from here on out?”


      “Use my brain to crush the pride of basketball players who rely fully on physical prowess,” I said with utmost seriousness.


      My brother was probably asking these questions under my father’s command, which meant I had to consider my father’s intent. He’s testing me during my graduation ceremony too, huh?


      I understood that my father’s assignments were part of my education. The purpose wasn’t just to learn my aptitudes but also to improve various skills through diverse experiences.


      But maybe it’s about time I rebelled?


      I was no longer a powerless child. I’d attained the connections and achievements necessary to survive on my own.


      “Are you going to keep playing basketball?” Tsubasa asked.


      “Of course.”


      “Why?”


      “Because it’s fun.”


      “Why do you feel that way?”


      “Because I can’t predict the results.”


      “That goes for more than just basketball. Why does it have to be this specific sport?”


      Faced with his unending interrogation, I decided to give an underhanded answer. “Because it’s the first thing you ever gave me. You wouldn’t take your cute, spoiled little sister’s favorite thing away from her, would you?” I coaxed him with upturned eyes. I didn’t think appealing to emotion would work on him, but for whatever reason, I felt like trying it just once.


      “I see.”


      Huh? Did Tsubasa just smile?


      “From now on, you’ll choose your own schedule.”


      “What do you mean by that...?”


      “Exactly what I said. Mother and father won’t be assigning you things anymore.”


      “So I’m allowed to focus on basketball?”


      “If you think that’s the best option, then so be it. They won’t fund any of your basketball activities, though.”


      “What about other things?”


      “It’ll depend on how well you make your case.”


      “Okay, I understand.”


      I was to choose my future myself, but my parents wouldn’t provide any financial support for hobbies like basketball. Basically, they were giving me a chance.


      The message embedded in my brother’s words was “It’s time to stop being a child that simply obeys her parents’ orders and learn the ability to think and act for yourself. Whatever you need, you must obtain through your own efforts. That includes connections—like your wealthy father.” But there was one thing I couldn’t figure out.


      “Tsubasa, did you negotiate these conditions with our father?” I asked.


      “I did nothing of the sort.”


      “Oh...” I looked him in the eye. Normally, this would reveal whether he was lying or telling the truth, but this time, I couldn’t tell. “I have one more question.”


      “Ask.”


      “What happens to our relationship now?”


      This was the most nervous I’d been since the conversation began. I loved my brother—I didn’t like being called spoiled, but I couldn’t deny it either. The reason for my affection was simple: What kind of little sister wouldn’t grow attached to her older brother who’d done so much for her?


      Tsubasa wouldn’t be a student anymore. During university, he’d already seemed busy with various extracurricular activities, but whether he got a job or started his own business, he was bound to get even busier from now on. Despite being labeled a genius, even I couldn’t read people’s minds. I could apply my knowledge of psychology to spot the average lie, but my brother was immune to that. So I was really anxious. The thought of Tsubasa not paying attention to me anymore...was too sad.


      “Nothing will change,” my brother replied nonchalantly. “I said I’d take care of everything, and I never specified an end date.”


      “Tsubasa!” I flung myself at him.


      “Let go, Arisa. It’s hard to breathe.”


      “No! I refuse!”


      “People are taking pictures of us.”


      “Let them!”


      So ended an unforgettable graduation ceremony. I’d truly had a blast.


      In middle school, I participated in various things other than basketball. In order to earn money for travel, I modeled for a magazine, did paid interviews, and competed in competitions and contests held during the same time periods as my basketball matches. Tsubasa was with me every step of the way, and I felt like I was having the time of my life. Our relationship remained the same as before. If I had to name a change, it’d be that my language with him became less polite.


      Those days ended with my final middle school basketball match.


      Snap! That was the last sound I would ever hear on a basketball court. I recalled pain so intense that I couldn’t breathe and barely clinging to consciousness as I was taken to the hospital.


      After a long surgery, the doctor told me, “I regret to inform you that you will have to give up on sports.”


      I listened to the detailed explanation in a daze. My injury wouldn’t impact my daily life, but I couldn’t do any rigorous exercise. It also couldn’t be healed by modern medicine.


      “Oh...” I murmured.


      I had to stay at the hospital for about a week for postsurgery observation.


      “You have a choice, Arisa,” Tsubasa, who was standing next to my bed, said with a different expression than usual.


      “It’s fine.” I did my best to force a smile. “I’ll quit basketball.”


      For better or worse, I was smart enough to understand what this injury meant: My dream of becoming the greatest basketball player would never come true.


      “Thanks for worrying about me,” I said. “But it’s okay. I’ll come to terms with it myself, so don’t say anything.”


      “All right.” He nodded, then left.


      Later, my father informed me that Tsubasa had accepted an offer from a foreign company that he’d previously put on hold. My vision went dark. Somewhere in my heart, I’d believed that my brother would find a way to help me. But I was wrong—my brother had so easily left me behind to set off on his own path.


      Maybe he really didn’t care about me after all?


      This realization might’ve stung more than the injury.


      A week later, I was discharged from the hospital. I didn’t have a cast or crutches. The cause of my injury was apparently unknown. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, but it still hurt. Looking at myself in the mirror, the injury didn’t seem real. I tried jumping on the spot with all my might, but while I was midair, something felt horribly wrong, and upon landing, I was struck with an intense pain as if my right leg had snapped in half. That was the moment I realized once more that I had no choice but to give up.


      It wasn’t that I hadn’t looked for a solution. During my hospitalization, I’d spent all my free time outside of visits desperately searching for information. But no matter how much I’d researched or racked my brain, I hadn’t been able to find anything. I’d rejected the thought of abandoning my dream again and again, but every hunt for an alternative solution had ended in the words “It’s over.”


      Someone said to me, “There are other ways to be involved in basketball outside the court. For example—”


      Another said, “It’s really unfortunate what happened, but you’ll be fine, Arisa-chan. You can find something new to pursue, like—”


      I was so furious, I wished I could ruin their lives so they would know how it felt. To me, there couldn’t be a “something new.” Basketball wasn’t like a disposable item or toy that could easily be replaced with a new one when broken. It was an irreplaceable treasure that I’d loved with all my heart. Yet everyone was so quick to suggest alternatives. It was insulting, and I couldn’t stand it. I could hardly believe these people were humans just like me. It made me sick to my stomach.


      Whatever. It doesn’t matter anymore.


      I accepted my fate and went on to begin high school. My life wasn’t over. No matter how awful I felt, I had no choice but to keep on living.


      I decided to look for something new I could enjoy that didn’t require rigorous exercise. I studied various fields, dabbled in the arts, and played games, becoming the best at everything I tried. It was only natural—considering I’d even achieved success in a sport I had no aptitude for, I couldn’t possibly lose at something I was good at from the start.


      I’m bored.


      Winning tournaments, receiving world-class awards... None of it was fun at all. The worst was seeing the second-place winners clap for me. It made me want to scream, Aren’t you frustrated you lost?! I hadn’t devoted my life to any of these things—I’d only messed around with them in my free time, yet I’d reached the top. How could these people clap for someone who’d stolen their rightful place just by being naturally talented? It made me want to throw up.


      I’d grown a lot since I was little. I accomplished grand things and received praise from everyone around me, but there was no enjoyment to be found in any of it. My expectations hadn’t been defied a single time. It felt gross.


      One day, a zealous journalist came all the way to my school to interview me for a few minutes during my lunch break.


      “Arisa-san, thank you for agreeing to this interview.”


      “Anytime.”


      “I’m so excited right now. I’m actually a fan of yours. May I shake your hand?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      I’d learned how to smile like my brother. Everything was too boring to care about. My brother must’ve also felt this way every day.


      After that pointless flattery, the journalist lady got right to business. “Please tell us about your future dreams.”


      “Well...” I hesitated for just a moment. I didn’t have a dream. My joy in life had been lost with basketball. “Something only I can do, I guess?”


      “What might that be?”


      “I want to leverage my wide variety of experiences to do something no one else can but me.”


      “I see! That feels like something only you could say.”


      There can’t possibly be something only I can do, I thought as I maintained my superficial smile.


      Nothing ever changed. No matter how many times the sun rose, it would only ever be the dawn of the same day. It made me sick to my stomach.


      At last, when the cherry blossoms began to bloom, I reached my limit.


      “Ugh, I wanna hurl.”


      Those were the first words I muttered when I woke up. I must’ve had another nightmare.


      I got out of bed and checked the time on my phone. It was 2 a.m.


      “Oh, I’m covered in sweat.”


      I slowly stepped outside my room and headed to the bathroom. There, I took off my thin pajamas and began to shower.


      “Huh, I’m freezing.”


      A few seconds later, I realized I’d been using cold water. I reached to turn the faucet to hot, only to stop myself.


      “I guess it doesn’t matter.”


      My senses were numb, and not just in a physical sense. Ever since that day, nothing I did felt real. If only I could let my heart go numb too, until I truly didn’t care about anything at all.


      “Back to sleep. Nothing else to do, anyway.”


      That was a lie. I had plenty of things to do—and plenty of things I would be better off doing. But it didn’t matter. It was all meaningless.


      I turned off the water, patted my body with a towel, and returned to my room without drying my hair. I closed the door and looked at my bed. My pillow was about three meters from where I currently stood. I bent my knees slightly and leaped headfirst.


      “Ah?!”


      I reached the pillow, but a burning pain shot through my leg.


      “It’s all...because of this...”


      Over two years had passed since the incident, yet my condition hadn’t improved whatsoever. I gritted my teeth and hugged my pillow with both hands. I kicked my unhurt left leg like a frog, agonizing and agonizing until the pain faded.


      “I can’t take this anymore,” I murmured, closing my eyes.


      I wasn’t sleepy. My consciousness was fuzzy, but my mind was clear. It was an odd feeling. Before long, my brain dug up old memories against my will—my mother, father, friends, and counselors had all said similar things to me, as if they’d been reading from a script. Advice like, “Arisa Otosaka, you’re blessed with so much talent. You shouldn’t let it go to waste.”


      “I really don’t care.”


      My dream had been to become the greatest at basketball. That was the only thing that’d ever given me a thrill. Do you know how it feels to lose that?


      No one who rejoiced over things that came as naturally to me as breathing could possibly understand me.


      “Someone, put me out of my misery.”


      I wanted to give up. If I gave up, I could finally be at peace. And I understood better than anyone else that I had no choice but to abandon hope. It was so easy—all I had to do was give up, and I could be free from this suffering.


      But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t bring myself to give up. I couldn’t stop myself from wishing for a miracle as rare as winning the lottery a hundred times in a row. Because for all I knew, a new treatment could be discovered tomorrow. Or maybe the diagnosis had been wrong, and I’d be fully healed one second from now. The chance was greater than zero percent, so I couldn’t stop praying...even though it would obviously never happen. My dazzling dreams had given way to debilitating nightmares.


      My dream won’t come true. I have no choice but to give up. So I’m not asking for much—just grant me this one little wish.


      Please end it all.


      * * *


      Morning came, then night. This happened again and again, with nothing of value accomplished. Before I knew it, the day had come.


      “Oh, it’s already been ten days.”


      I shut off the noisy alarm and got out of bed. Then, I took a shower, dried my hair, and got dressed in a presentable way.


      “Three p.m., was it?”


      That bizarre monster had instructed me to start watching the anime at 3 p.m. I understood why—she probably wanted to talk to me right after I finished it.


      “This is so dumb,” I said as I sat down on my bed.


      I didn’t know what she was thinking, nor did I care. None of this would mean anything in the end. The only reason I still listened to her was because of Tsubasa.


      I checked my phone and found that it was just past noon. I went to the living room and opened the fridge to get the lunch my brother had made for me. We’d never eaten together, but ever since returning from Japan, he’d been preparing meals for me every day.


      “Why won’t Tsubasa say anything to me?”


      I didn’t know what my brother was thinking either. Just when I’d thought he’d abandoned me to move overseas, he’d suddenly come back after I’d become a shut-in. He’d taken care of me ever since, without saying a word. Then, the other day, he’d dispatched some kind of monster that was even more unreadable than he was.


      There was so much I didn’t understand. In a way, this was what I’d been looking for...but it wasn’t fun, just weird and unsettling.


      “Oh, crap, it’s time.”


      My phone alarm went off again while I was absentmindedly eating. It was ten minutes to 3 p.m. I washed the dishes, brushed my teeth, and returned to my room, where I sat on my bed and leaned against the wall as usual. Then, I took out my phone, opened an unfamiliar app, and started playing the anime I’d been told to watch.


      It began with an unrelated video advertisement. A “Skip” button appeared right away, but I couldn’t be bothered to press it, so I stared at the screen until it ended a few seconds later.


      The episode itself opened with the sound of cheers, followed by shoes, a ball striking the floor, then out-of-breath pants. I immediately realized I was watching a basketball match, but I didn’t think anything of it other than, Stuff is moving around.


      As I continued to stare mindlessly, a character that seemed like the main protagonist began a monologue about how he used to be a talented basketball player. In high school, he’d led his team to victory in the Nationals two years in a row. Naturally, he’d received offers from professional teams, but he’d declined them in favor of going to university to play with the athlete he admired.


      However, the university’s basketball club had been forced to halt activities for a year after a group of upper-years had assaulted a female student. Much to the protagonist’s despair, one of the culprits had been the very player he’d admired to the point of rejecting the offers to go pro. As a result, he’d lost his passion for basketball. He now lived a slovenly student life.


      “So stupid,” I muttered.


      I had plenty of reasons for thinking this. First was the protagonist’s cheesy reason for quitting basketball. Second was the fact that I could predict the entire storyline just from this introduction. Something would obviously happen to reignite the protagonist’s passion, and the series would have a happy ending.


      Since it was girls playing at the start, maybe he’ll become their coach?


      My guess was right on the mark. One day, the protagonist was eating in the cafeteria when a boy—who appeared to be his friend—came to him with a request.


      “My little sister joined a basketball club, but it sounds like they don’t have a coach.”


      “Isn’t she in high school?”


      “Yeah, she’s a second-year.”


      “Are you kidding me? You know why our basketball club got suspended, don’t you?”


      The protagonist’s response was understandable. In fact, if I were him, I might’ve responded with my fists.


      Still, his friend desperately pleaded with him until the protagonist finally sighed and said, “Don’t talk to me ever again.” He got up and left, but his friend didn’t give up. Since they were in the same program at school, their general movement patterns were the same. His friend showed up at every turn, repeating his request as if intentionally provoking the protagonist.


      The protagonist continued to ignore his friend, and after finishing all his classes for the day, he went home. His friend didn’t follow him—instead, he began sending text messages. The protagonist turned off his phone, annoyed.


      The scene switched to a convenience store where the protagonist worked part-time. It was late at night when a girl in a school uniform walked in. She was obviously a main character.


      “Welcome,” the protagonist said apathetically.


      The girl brought a bottled drink to the checkout. “U-Um, did I do something wrong?” she asked, frightened.


      “What?”


      “Sorry, never mind! Don’t mind me!” She ran off, leaving the drink behind.


      “Hey, wait— Actually, she didn’t pay yet. Doesn’t matter, then.” The protagonist sighed and put the bottle back on the shelf. “What was her problem? Oh...did I glare at her without realizing it? That’d be my bad.”


      After calmly analyzing the interaction, he returned to the checkout counter with a gloomy look on his face. “What am I doing with my life?”


      “This is really depressing,” I murmured. All the other anime I’d watched had been bright and cheerful, so this dark mood caught me off guard.


      The protagonist’s situation didn’t change for the better. Despite his efforts to distance himself from basketball, his surroundings wouldn’t allow it. Everywhere he went, he saw basketball. It was as if the world were forcing it onto him.


      One day, at the school cafeteria, his friend appeared once again.


      “Can you just leave me alone already?” the protagonist asked, his expression more dismal than it had been at the beginning.


      “Don’t be like that, man! I’m begging you!”


      “Yeah, just do it,” I said, siding with his friend. The anime was trying to make me sympathize with the protagonist, but that would never happen. After all, he could play basketball whenever he wanted to. To me, it looked like he was avoiding it just for the sake of the plot.


      “Look, I’ll pay you a hundred thousand yen,” his friend said. “That’s almost my entire savings.”


      “Man, how bad is your sister complex?”


      “I do want the best for her, but half of this is for your sake.”


      “Me?”


      “Every time I look at you, I feel down. It’s seriously annoying. Just go and play basketball already.”


      The two glared at each other. Suddenly, they were fighting.


      “What would you know?” the protagonist scoffed.


      “I do know. How long do you think we’ve known each other? So the player you admired was a sex offender, so what?”


      Eyes wide, the protagonist grabbed his friend by the collar.


      “Go on, hit me,” his friend said. “I’ll return the favor.”


      “I started playing basketball because I admired that guy.”


      “I know. You even turned down your dream offer for him.”


      “Exactly. And he betrayed me! You get it, right?! So leave me alone, dammit!” the protagonist screamed, as if releasing all of the emotions he’d had pent-up since the beginning of the episode.


      The people around them stirred and began to vacate the premises.


      After the cafeteria quieted down, his friend asked, “Would you be able to say that to someone who started playing basketball because they admired you?”


      “No one like that exists.”


      “Do you really think that?”


      The protagonist fell silent as if someone had come to mind. Well, it was obviously his friend’s sister. It was too predictable.


      “I’m begging you, just watch my sister’s club play once,” his friend insisted.


      The protagonist wordlessly let go of his friend’s collar and left the cafeteria. He gloomily walked down the road, skipping his afternoon classes.


      Suddenly, he bumped into a person who looked like a delinquent.


      “Where the hell are you looking?!” the delinquent yelled.


      Oh, come on. People like that don’t exist these days.


      The protagonist glared at the delinquent.


      Faced with the protagonist’s overwhelming advantage in height and physique—and the unsettling look in his eyes—the delinquent pathetically stammered, “I-I’ll let you off the hook this time!” and ran away.


      Did they really need to include this scene? Was the point that his expression was so scary that it even made a delinquent flee in fear?


      The scene switched to the protagonist lying in bed, acting as if it were the end of the world. This went on for several seconds before his phone buzzed. His friend had sent him a cheerful message saying, “Meet me at OO High tomorrow at 4 p.m.! A bunch of cute girls will be waiting for you!” It was like the argument they’d had at lunch had never happened.


      The protagonist laughed. “Just this once.”


      The ending credits rolled. Apparently the first episode was over.


      “Well, I guess it’s all right for killing time,” I concluded.


      I couldn’t relate to the protagonist’s feelings at all—I wished my problem were as simple as his. But his “What would you know?” line stuck with me. It was something I’d screamed countless times in my heart. It was tough when everyone around you continued to say whatever they wanted, failing to understand your values.


      “He admired the guy enough to turn down the opportunity to go pro, huh?” I murmured as the ending theme came to a close, not thinking about anything in particular.


      The second episode began automatically, and I was subjected to the sight of high school girls being overly touchy-feely as they tried to persuade the protagonist to become their coach.


      “Is this some kind of joke?” I scoffed. The mood built up in the first episode had all gone to waste. This second one was so bad, I thought I was watching a different show.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” the protagonist said, speaking for the audience—or at least me.


      After watching the girls practice that day as promised, he left the gymnasium, infuriated. That night, his friend texted him an apology, saying that the girls hadn’t heard about the incident. The protagonist ignored the message and went to work. During his shift, the girl who’d run away the other day came in.


      “Good evening,” she said.


      “Oh, it really was you.” The protagonist had spotted her among the high schoolers he’d coached today.


      “Aha ha, what a coincidence, huh?”


      “Yeah.”


      His blunt attitude made a bead of sweat emerge on the girl’s forehead. She suddenly bowed and said, “Sorry!”


      “For what?”


      “Kirino-chan told us about the incident afterward! I’m really sorry!”


      “It’s fine... You didn’t know.”


      A manga-like panel popped up, showing another girl clapping her hands together and apologizing. She was probably the aforementioned Kirino. I recognized her—she’d been the most aggressive of the girls during the nightmarish first ten minutes of the episode.


      Oh, that must be the little sister, I thought.


      “So, um...will you be our coach?” the girl asked.


      “You don’t need one,” the protagonist replied.


      The girl probably thought his response was ruthless, but from my perspective, it was only natural.


      “You’re mad at us, right?” she asked.


      “It doesn’t have anything to do with me. You guys just wanna play and have fun. You don’t need a coach for that.”


      “That’s not true!” the girl insisted.


      The protagonist looked surprised for a second, but he soon went back to his bored expression. “How’s it not true?”


      “Um...never mind. Anyway, I’m really sorry!” The girl bowed again and dashed out of the convenience store.


      “What the hell?” The protagonist slammed his fist on the counter, annoyed.


      Long story short, the coaching stint extended past the single day he’d agreed to. The scene switched to his university, where his friend’s younger sister, Kirino, visited him under the pretense of an apology. He refused to entertain her, but she continued to blab in his ear, trying to elicit sympathy.


      The turning point was a sports tournament held that winter. Kirino’s five-girl friend group competed in the basketball division, and the girl who’d shown up at the convenience store late at night—her name was Nodoka—performed amazingly. People began talking about the friend group, wondering if they were experienced players.


      As it turned out, Nodoka was a hardcore athlete who’d played for a club team until middle school. Conflicts with the team had led her to hate basketball, though, and she’d quit upon graduation.


      However, the other four girls thought she was lying—when Nodoka was playing basketball, she seemed happier and more confident than ever. That was why they’d decided to start this club. They’d convinced a reluctant Nodoka, found an advisor, and submitted their application, only for the student council to stand in their way. The gym had already been fully booked, and all the other clubs using it had accomplishments under their belts. So the student council had refused to approve a new, casual club.


      “Where do I even begin?” I muttered, wanting to tear my hair out. A student council with higher authority than the teachers? Forcing someone to start a club with you against their will? I couldn’t relate to any of this.


      Anyway, after Kirino had made a huge fuss, her club had been approved on the condition that if they didn’t win the next regional tournament, they’d be forced to disband. They needed a coach because they couldn’t afford to lose.


      “Why does it have to be a formal club? Just start an association” was the protagonist’s perfectly logical response.


      “That won’t work,” Kirino insisted. “We all decided to aim for the Nationals.”


      The protagonist gave her a scornful look. There was no explanation given for it, but I knew the reason: The thought of their ragtag bunch aiming for the Nationals was laughable.


      “Are you looking down on us?” Kirino asked.


      The protagonist cleared his throat and said in a low voice, “Like I said to Nodoka, since you guys just want to play for fun, you can do it in the nearby park.”


      “That’s not true. We’re serious.”


      The look in Kirino’s eyes reminded the protagonist of his encounter with Nodoka at the convenience store. “How’s it not true?” he asked, repeating the question he’d posed to Nodoka.


      Kirino ignored his question and, with a serious expression, said, “You have it so easy.”


      “Hey, cut that out,” her brother—the protagonist’s friend—interjected, possibly guessing what was coming next.


      “You can play basketball whenever you want,” Kirino continued.


      “Uhhh, let’s come back to this another time!” her flustered brother said, placing himself between the two. “You guys are getting kinda heated.”


      The protagonist lowered his gaze and turned away. “I’m leaving.”


      “Don’t run, coward!” Kirino taunted.


      Her brother desperately held her back as the protagonist left in silence.


      Late at night, Nodoka appeared before the dead-eyed protagonist once more.


      “I have a request,” she said. “Please compete against me.”


      The ending theme began to play. Apparently this was the end of episode two.


      “These cliff-hangers are so annoying.” I clicked my tongue as I watched the credits roll against a plain black background, Western-movie style.


      The episode’s opening had made me doubt my eyes, but it’d ended up eliciting the same gloomy mood as the first episode.


      “Yeah, he does have it easy,” I muttered.


      I could understand how the protagonist felt, but Kirino’s line had resonated more with me. She was probably facing a similar situation to mine, where she wanted to continue doing something but couldn’t.


      “Ugh, I seriously hate this. Why is a made-up story making me feel this way?”


      The show depicted two of the emotions I struggled with: the feeling of nobody understanding my values and the despair of not being able to continue pursuing my dream. It was really ticking me off.


      “There’s no way that monster planned for this, right?”


      It had to be a coincidence. Surely she’d only chosen it because it was about basketball. But I couldn’t shake my suspicion—my brother was the one who’d sent her, after all.


      “So will the protagonist lose and become their coach? Another happy ending. Good for them.”


      I suddenly realized I was making comments on the show more often.


      I continued on to episode three, which opened with the line, “Please compete against me.”


      The protagonist initially refused, but in the end, he accepted it under one condition: “If I win, don’t talk to me ever again. That goes for the rest of you too.”


      “Okay. And if I win, please be our coach.”


      Later that night, a boy and girl stood in a school gymnasium. Their height difference was so stark, they could’ve been mistaken for parent and child.


      “I’m surprised you got permission for this,” the protagonist remarked.


      “I’m...being a bad girl tonight,” Nodoka said.


      “So you didn’t? Well, don’t blame me if you get in trouble.”


      “It doesn’t matter. Anyway, let’s decide on the rules.”


      Nodoka threw her basketball to the protagonist, who caught it with one hand and held it against his waist.


      “I’ll play offense,” she said. “If I can score even a single point against you, I win.”


      “Anything’s fine. Let’s get this over with.”


      The protagonist passed the ball back to her. That was the signal to begin the match.


      Nodoka caught it, immediately leaped back, and shot it at the hoop. It looked like the perfect surprise attack—but the protagonist easily raised his hand to deflect it.


      “No way!” Nodoka exclaimed. “You could reach it from there?!”


      “Game over. As promised, don’t ever—”


      “No one said I could only try once!”


      Nodoka chased after the ball, but partway in, she changed course toward the storage room. She returned with a large cart full of basketballs.


      “The rules only say I have to score a single point to win!” she declared. “Are you a rule breaker?!”


      “Were you always this annoying?” The protagonist sighed and crouched down, looking unmotivated. “New rule: The next attempt is the last one.”


      “I refuse. You said anything was fine.”


      “Then we can play until the sun rises or you give up, whichever comes first.”


      “How selfish. Fine, we can agree to compromise.”


      Nodoka passed a ball to the protagonist. A series of pathetic displays followed. The protagonist didn’t only have the advantage in height and power—there was also an immense skill gap.


      “Ready to throw in the towel?” he asked.


      “You talk big—are you scared because you’re on the verge of losing?”


      Nodoka didn’t give up. Even as she rested her hands on her knees, her shoulders rising and falling as her sweat dripped onto the floor, she continued to challenge the protagonist, who remained calm throughout.


      “Why are you so stubborn about this?” the protagonist asked.


      Nodoka dribbled the ball smartly, taking advantage of the height difference with a low attack. But it wasn’t enough to get past the protagonist.


      “If you want to play basketball with your friends, just do it in the park,” he said coldly. “Or if it’s memories you want, it doesn’t have to be basketball.”


      Nodoka was unfazed. If anything, her focus improved as time passed, and the look in her eyes grew sharper.


      “I want to play basketball with this group!” she insisted.


      “I’m telling you, that’s not a good enough reason!”


      Nodoka dribbled the ball for the umpteenth time. The protagonist, who was getting emotional, began to play more sloppily. As a result, Nodoka was able to get past him for the first time. In one flowing movement, she launched the ball—only for it to easily be repelled by a long arm extending from behind her.


      “Even that didn’t work?” she lamented. She rested her hands on her knees and panted for air.


      The protagonist looked down at her. “Just give up. You’ll hurt yourself.”


      “I haven’t lost yet!” she screamed, glaring at him. “It was...the first thing I ever enjoyed.”


      “What’re you talking about?”


      “The tournament. Playing basketball with the others was the first time I ever had fun!” Looking like she was about to cry, Nodoka stood up and passed the next ball to the protagonist.


      “Again, what’re you talking about?” The protagonist passed the ball back to her rather aggressively.


      Nodoka failed to catch the ball and instead fell to the floor.


      “Give up,” the protagonist repeated. “We’re done here.”


      “Never.” Nodoka stood up on shaky legs. “I thought I’d never play basketball again. I started because I admired someone, but I didn’t have any fun because the team was fighting all the time. But thanks to my friends, I’m able to enjoy it now. Unlike the others, I have the skill to do what I want. So I need to put the most effort into it...”


      “Man, just give it a rest already.”


      “I can’t afford to lose!” she screamed with such intensity, I could feel the tension in the air from the other side of the screen. She passed the next ball to the dumbfounded protagonist. “Again!”


      The protagonist grimaced and looked down as he returned the ball to her. “You’re really annoying.”


      “I get that a lot.”


      The match resumed. There was no way Nodoka could win—her wish was guaranteed to go ungranted. Still, she continued to try. After all, she was capable of going on. Why give up when the option to keep trying exists?


      “I envy her,” I muttered.


      Displayed on the screen was the scene of my dreams. I’d longed for this for ages. If only I had the chance, I’d also take on the challenge without hesitation. Just like her, I’d refuse to give up.


      “Win,” I said, talking to a fictional character for the first time in my life. “I need you to win.”


      I continued to watch Nodoka and pray for her victory. However, morning came, and she’d yet to score a point.


      “You promised,” the protagonist said, finally showing signs of fatigue. “Don’t talk to me ever again.”


      “I refuse,” she replied.


      “Look, why does it have to be me? Find someone who’s actually interested.”


      Nodoka lowered her gaze.


      The protagonist heaved a sigh and looked away. He seemed to hesitate for a moment before turning toward the exit.


      “It can’t be anyone else,” Nodoka said.


      “Okay, so why me?” The protagonist turned around again, annoyed.


      “I’ve always looked up to you,” Nodoka said in a shaky voice, tears welling up in her eyes.


      “What?”


      “I watched one of your matches when I was in elementary school. Your team lost, but you refused to give up until the very end. Afterward, I saw you crying out of frustration... That was what inspired me to get into basketball.”


      Her words were so unfair.


      There was a flashback to the protagonist’s friend saying, “Would you be able to say that to someone who started playing basketball because they admired you?” Both the protagonist and I had thought he’d been referring to his sister, Kirino.


      “Thank you,” Nodoka said with a smile. “I had fun. Sorry for making you do this. I’ll keep my promise.”


      Instead of responding coldly as usual, the protagonist fell silent.


      “The regional tournament will probably—well, more like definitely—be our last, but we’ll do our best until then.”


      “And then what?”


      “Nothing. I won’t play basketball anymore after that.”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding.”


      A monologue played out, covering the reason the protagonist had started basketball and the reason he’d quit. It made it painfully clear how much he valued the feeling of admiration.


      “I won’t let you quit,” he said firmly, kneeling before Nodoka so he could look her in the eye. He sounded like a different person. “I refuse to see you stop playing basketball. You won’t lose that tournament—not on my watch.”


      The girl covered her mouth with both hands.


      “You won’t be losing anything. I’ll make it so you can never quit.”


      “Um...are you serious about this?”


      The protagonist nodded. “What was your name again?”


      “Really? You don’t remember?”


      “My bad. Just tell me.”


      “I’m Nodoka. Don’t forget again, okay?”


      He closed his eyes for a few seconds, then opened them. “I promise to lead your team to victory, Nodoka.”


      “Thank you! We’ll be counting on you!”


      Nodoka took a few shaky steps back, only to fall onto her rear. She sprawled out on the floor and laughed, looking genuinely happy. The screen went black, and footage of a different nature began to play out. The scenes, set to catchy music, spoiled future events.


      “You lost,” I murmured. “Why did you lose? You were supposed to win, idiot.”


      The story had been portrayed as a happy ending. In fact, writing-wise, it’d been the best possible conclusion. But for me, it’d been the worst. Call me an opportunist, but I’d wanted Nodoka to win this match.


      I bit my lip and glared at the screen. After the ending credits, a strange ad began to play. I impatiently hit the skip button.


      The next part of the story focused on the characters facing their pasts while practicing basketball. The other four girls aside from Nodoka used to have dreams of their own, but they’d given up on them for one reason or another, be it injury, circumstances, or lack of skill. Through basketball, they were able to overcome their traumas. They’d only started it as a fun thing to do with friends, but before they knew it, they’d become serious about the sport.


      “Man, I wanna play basketball,” I muttered for the first time in years.


      This anime was dazzling. It sparkled so brightly that I found myself wanting to avert my eyes. It definitely wasn’t a kind story—the girls were constantly facing unreasonable situations. But they never lamented their misfortune. They faced their fate with dignity, and it was a beautiful sight.


      Eventually, it was time for the regional tournament, where they found out they were in the same division as a regular competitor in the Nationals. The skill gap was clear, but they wouldn’t have to face them until the finals.


      Neither the protagonist nor the girls gave up hope. They grew over the course of the tournament, and it was looking like they might actually win it. However, as if to laugh in their face, a tragedy occurred toward the end of their semifinal match: Nodoka, their team’s ace, was injured.


      “Let’s forfeit,” the protagonist suggested calmly.


      “I’ll compete in the final,” Nodoka replied softly.


      “Absolutely not. If you do that, you’ll never be able to play basketball again.”


      “It doesn’t matter. Whether I play or not, the next match will be my last. So I choose to play.” With a faint smile, she turned to her teammates. “We might lose by a landslide...but will you help me make memories?”


      It was an unfair request—who could refuse something like that?


      The scene changed to the day of the tournament final. It was a one-sided game—their team didn’t even put up a fight. They were already down thirty points after the first half. The girls were forced to face the reality that a comeback was simply impossible.


      “Unfortunately, we can’t win this,” the protagonist told the dejected girls during halftime. “But that’s all the more reason to give it your all until the very last second. If you’re going to lose, you should do it after expending everything you have.”


      After all the meticulous strategizing he’d done to lead the girls to victory, his final plan relied on nothing but willpower.


      “It’s going to be really damn frustrating, but you only get the right to feel that way if you’ve tried your best and still lost. Well, if it were me, I could win against all five of them by myself,” he joked with a confident smile.


      The girls looked up and giggled.


      As he said, winning was impossible. In other words, their club wouldn’t be able to go on. But if they were going to lose either way, they were better off doing everything they could first. Carrying that determination in their hearts, the girls stepped out onto the court.


      In true anime fashion, a series of miraculous plays unfolded. The scenes of the point differential decreasing were spectacular. I felt my body tremble as I prayed for them to win.


      The match continued until it was time for the final play. The girls were in the lead by one point. If they kept it, they’d win. If the opponent scored, they’d lose.


      The result of the play wasn’t shown. The screen went dark, and the scene changed to a gymnasium at night. Five girls lay in the middle of the basketball court, staring at the ceiling as they recounted everything they’d been through thus far. Though the winner of the match hadn’t been confirmed, the show was practically saying that the girls had lost.


      Before long, one of them burst into tears. Another one teased her, only to start crying herself. As the girls cried, they also laughed with genuine enjoyment. That was the final scene. The anime didn’t depict anything that happened afterward.


      I fell into a daze for a while. There was something playing on my phone screen, but I couldn’t see what it was—my vision was too blurry.


      “I really...wanna play basketball,” I muttered.


      It was a good anime. The story had rudely kicked up a storm within me. It’d ignited a passion, hot like magma, inside my frozen heart. I lamented my inability to play basketball. For the first time in my life, I found myself wishing for something to the point of tears.


      “I was...so close...to being able to give up.”


      There was no way I could hold back after being shown something like that. But my wish would never come true. My situation was different from the anime—I couldn’t even try.


      “This is so frustrating.” I let go of my phone and hugged my knees.


      My heart was racing. My body felt hot. I was desperate to play basketball, but I couldn’t do anything about it.


      Was this her goal? Did she tell me to watch the anime so that I’d feel this way?


      “Ridiculous,” I muttered.


      Suddenly, I heard a noise and looked up. A little while later, light streamed into my dim room. The monster cheerfully waltzed through the door.


      “Hey there, little girl, did you watch the anime?” she asked.


      I glared at her with all my might. “Are you satisfied?” I replied, eyes full of tears.


      She nodded knowingly and stepped in front of me. “All right, let’s have our match.”


      “Are you stupid?” I wiped my tears and found that—much to my surprise—there were large dark circles under the monster’s eyes. “You look awful. What happened?”


      “Aha ha, it’s probably ’cause I haven’t slept in three days.”


      “What were you doing?”


      “Getting ready for our match, of course.” She placed her bag onto my bed and took something out of it. “Voilà! Say hello to the new-and-improved Smart Frames and the Megumi Arm!”


      “Uh...what?”


      “Just put them on for me, okay?”


      I sighed and did as I was told.


      “All right, let’s move.” She put the same equipment on and stepped outside. “C’mon, Arisa-chan!”


      I silently followed her to the living room.


      “Just as I expected, it’s huge. You guys really are rich.”


      After that low-IQ remark, she touched my glasses. What the heck is she doing?


      Suddenly, I felt an electrical current along my arm. I closed my eyes for a second, wincing at the pain. When I opened them, I found myself standing on a basketball court.


      “Huh...?”


      “Whoever scores first wins. You good with that?”


      I looked in the direction of her voice and saw her holding a basketball. Oh, so that’s what’s going on here, I thought with a sigh.


      “Hey, what’s with the sigh, little girl?”


      “This is MR (mixed reality), right? We’re going to play basketball using a visual display?”


      “Ooh, you’re a smart one. But if you think it’s just a visual display, you’re dead wrong.”


      “I know. Haptics, right?”


      In other words, a technology that simulated the sense of touch. It could sort of replicate it, but not to any realistic degree. It was basically just a toy. Well, whatever. What matters is the reason she prepared this toy.


      “Are you telling me to just play basketball in the virtual world?” I asked.


      “Wow, you really are a genius.”


      At this point, I completely lost interest. “Are you an idiot? A pipe dream like that could never come true.”


      “If you can still say that after our match, I’ll grovel at your feet,” the monster replied with a smug expression, clumsily passing the ball to me.


      I sighed as I jumped, catching the ball with one hand. Something immediately felt off. Huh? Is the ball itself real?


      “Remember, whoever scores first wins! I’ll let you go!”


      I clicked my tongue at the noisy monster and aggressively returned the ball to her. She caught it without issue and threw it back to me. It was the same exchange as in the anime—the moment I caught the pass, the match began.


      “Come at me!” She braced for my next move.


      “All right, we’re done here.” I threw the ball straight at the hoop.


      “Whoa, that’s not fair!”


      It felt like playing against a kid. Exasperated, I watched the ball trace a familiar arc in the air—only to bounce off the right side of the rim with a clang! I was startled for a second, but I quickly realized the issue.


      “Oh, I see. It’s because this isn’t the real world.”


      All of these visuals were fake. That was why the ball had gone exactly where I’d aimed it.


      “Hmm? Are you nervous, Arisa-chan?” she taunted.


      “Shut up. It’s your turn now. Make it quick.” I clicked my tongue again and glared at her.


      This experience bewildered me—it was nothing like the mixed reality I knew. First of all, the visuals were way too clear. I was surprised by how far technology had advanced. Then there was the sense of touch. The basketball felt exactly the same as real life—I of all people would know.


      “Okay, I’m passing it to you,” she said.


      “Hurry up.”


      I cut off my distracting thoughts to focus on the match. Something like this could hardly even be considered a casual bout, but my pride refused to let me lose at any kind of basketball.


      I caught her unskilled pass and immediately threw the ball back to her. Grasping it with both hands, she hurled it at the hoop without hesitation.


      “Take that!” she exclaimed.


      “Are you stupid?”


      Her form was messy. Just from looking, I could tell there was no way the ball was going in. I watched it anyway, only to see it follow a clearly unnatural path and get sucked into the hoop.


      “What the heck was that? That can’t be right.”


      “Oh, but it is!” Whistling an off-pitch tune, she touched my glasses again.


      My vision suddenly went dark. The next moment, I was standing in my living room. The basketball court and ball were nowhere to be seen.


      “I win!” the monster declared.


      “Don’t be ridiculous. You cheated.”


      “It wasn’t cheating. In the adult world, whoever makes the rules always wins.”


      “What? That’s crazy.”


      “If you don’t like it, you’ll just have to become one of the rule setters.” She stuck out her chest, her voice annoyingly cheerful. “If you don’t have anything fun, make it yourself! That’s mandatory learning in the otaku world!”


      This really was crazy talk. But for a moment—nothing more than a split second—I felt as if she’d said something extremely important.


      “So, um, any luck?” she asked timidly. It was as if all her cockiness had vanished into thin air.


      I remained silent, expecting her to elaborate.


      She gave a silly smile and said, “I thought that was a pretty good line. Do you feel motivated?”


      “Stop messing with me.” I really did think she was. “Seriously, what are you trying to do? I don’t get why you’re making me watch anime or what the point of the match was.”


      I was so annoyed, I couldn’t stand it. These complaints wouldn’t accomplish anything, but I just couldn’t hold them back anymore.


      “Did my brother tell you to do this? Is the goal to confuse me? If so, it worked. But now what?”


      My emotions had become an uncontrollable mess. I choked up, and my eyes felt hot.


      “It’s all meaningless... My wish will never come true.”


      She looked at me with a soft expression and said, “It’s hard to give up, isn’t it?”


      I flinched, unable to predict what she was going to say next.


      “Last year, I also had all my hard work go to waste.”


      “But everything’s peachy now, so I should just fix my problem like you did? Is that what you’re trying to say?” I retorted, glaring at her. I was sick of hearing that generic advice.


      She shook her head. “I couldn’t do anything about it. It was seriously pathetic how powerless I was.”


      “What’re you getting at?”


      “It’s tough when you have no choice but to give up.”


      “Oh, shut up. You don’t know anything about me.”


      “You’re right, Arisa-chan. I don’t know how you feel.” She lowered her gaze. “I’ve never had a dream I was passionate about. I’m honestly jealous of you.”


      I couldn’t let that slide. “Excuse me? Jealous? Are you messing with me? Why in the world would you be jealous of me?” I asked, grabbing her by the collar. This was the most infuriated I’d ever felt in my life. “Do you know how much I loved basketball?!”


      I knew she hadn’t said that out of malice—she was sympathizing with me and trying to console me. But I didn’t care enough about that to let it suppress my rage.


      “Why don’t normal people have any sense of imagination?!” I lashed out. “Just use your brain for once! And if you still don’t get it, then keep your mouth shut!”


      Those words weren’t meant for her alone. I didn’t know why, but I felt as if all the emotions I’d been bottling up since my injury had condensed into this one huge outburst.


      “I’m blessed, so I can do anything,” I continued. “So why does basketball have to be the exception? I’d be fine with giving up everything else for it—that’s how much I enjoyed it. Why is it the only thing I can’t do anymore...?” My fierce, uncontrollable emotions became tears that spilled from my eyes. Forcefully wiping them away, I screamed, “What’s there to be jealous of?! You can’t be serious!”


      My eyes and throat burned, and for some unknown reason, my hands and feet felt numb. Even my breathing felt off, and I couldn’t quite tell if I was still standing upright.


      “Why are you giving up on something you feel so strongly about?” she asked.


      That one question brought me back to my senses. I looked up, my vision slightly blurry, and saw the two devices she was clutching in her hands.


      “If you’re looking for another option, there’s one right here,” she said.


      “Like I said, that pipe dream could never come true, idiot.”


      “Even if it’s impossible, that’s no reason not to try.” She knelt down and gave me a firm look.


      I averted my gaze. Looking at her eyes annoyed me like crazy.


      “I don’t do impossible things,” I said.


      “So you’re giving up?”


      “I...don’t want to.”


      “Then keep trying.”


      I bit my tongue. Easy for you to say.


      “Maybe it’s impossible, but that’s all the more reason to give it your all until the very last second,” she continued. “It’s going to be really damn frustrating, but you only get the right to feel that way if you’ve tried your best and still lost.”


      I recognized these lines—she was mimicking that anime protagonist’s speech.


      “Well, when I get serious, an impossibility or two is no big deal,” she joked with a confident smile, waving the devices in my face.


      Her strategy was truly underhanded. After watching that anime, there was no way I could brush those lines off.


      “Did you plan all of this?” I asked.


      “Hm? What’re you talking about?”


      Don’t play dumb, I tried to say, but my voice was too hoarse at this point.


      “So what’ll it be?” she asked. “Are you fine with me lording my win over you forever?”


      “Shut up.” My body and heart felt like they were on fire. “Where’s my brother?”


      “Uhhh, probably outside?”


      The moment I heard those words, I broke out into a run.


      “Arisa-chan?!”


      My first step was fine, but on the second, I caved to the pain and fell forward.


      “Are you okay?!”


      I gritted my teeth, slammed the floor with my hands, and forced myself to get up. Then, I placed my right hand on the wall and hopped down the hallway on my left foot. When I opened the front door, I found my brother standing outside.


      “Arisa?” he said, startled.


      It might have been my first time seeing this expression on his face—and the one I had on was probably also new to him.


      “Tsubasa, I need to tell you something,” I said. I looked down, caught my breath, and placed both feet firmly on the floor, biting back the pain. Then I raised my head and, with an awkward smile on my face, said, “I guess I still can’t give up yet.”


      The next moment, I didn’t know what was happening.
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      “U-Um, what are you doing?” I asked. “What’s gotten into you?”


      Instead of replying, Tsubasa hugged me tighter. I was bewildered—this was completely unexpected. There were no words that could adequately express my shock.


      “You’ve grown, Arisa,” he said.


      I couldn’t see his face, but his voice sounded extremely gentle.


      “Well, I did tell you I’d catch up to you in a little over nine years,” I said. That was what I’d said to him on the day I discovered basketball.


      “Oh, that’s right.”


      I had the feeling he was smiling. Suddenly, I remembered the question I’d had in the back of my mind all this time.


      “Tsubasa, why are you so nice to me?” I asked. For some reason, even though I’d never been able to ask it before, the words came out easily this time.


      “I used to think it was out of obligation.”


      “You...used to?”


      “You of all people would know that I don’t do anything unless it benefits me, right?”


      “Yeah...” I’d never heard it straight from his mouth, but as his sister, I could tell. “Have I done something to benefit you?”


      “Of course. I had fun seeing you enjoy yourself.”


      “What...?” I had no idea. Seriously, I never would have guessed. “That...makes me happy.”


      I wrapped my arms around Tsubasa’s warm, broad back. My beloved brother had been looking out for me all my life. I’d thought he’d abandoned me when I’d gotten injured, but he’d come back. Even dispatching that woman had turned out to be the right decision.


      “What are you going to do now, Arisa?” he asked.


      “Were you even listening?”


      “Will you go with Ai’s idea?”


      “As much as she bothers me... I think I will.”


      It wasn’t because I saw potential in it. I just felt that if I really did nothing after hearing all that, then I’d be admitting my loss; my pride wouldn’t allow that. I couldn’t lose to that woman, nor could I quit basketball on a loss.


      “Do you need my help?” he asked.


      “No...I can’t keep relying on you.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yeah. But can you stay with me a little longer, just for today?”


      “All right.”


      Tsubasa said nothing more. That was perfectly fine with me, though. I tightened my arms around his back and indulged in his warmth to my heart’s content.


      From now on, I’d be trying to turn a pipe dream into reality. It was obviously going to be a pointless waste of time, but that anime had piqued my interest. I didn’t know how it would feel to lose after expending everything I had. Maybe it would be fun. That was why I’d decided to try searching for joy again, just this once.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      Located in Roppongi, Tokyo was a research lab that spanned an entire floor of a high-rise building. It was occupied by the brilliant engineers of Kalgreever Corporation, who currently found themselves in utter dismay.


      “We looost...” one man lamented as he lay on the floor. “We looost!”


      The man standing next to him cleared his throat. “What should we do?”


      “I meaaan...at this point, all we can do is use their service,” the first man sulked. There was a certain virtual idol displayed on his tablet. “KTR? Who’s thaaat? They just popped up outta nowhere...”


      KTR LLC was a tiny business that had announced a virtual reality service just a few days ago. This up-and-coming competitor in the metaverse scene had quickly made a name for itself thanks to a one-of-a-kind item and a thoroughly planned strategy.


      “The director’s name is Kenta Suzuki,” the standing man said while fiddling with his computer. “Do you know him?”


      “Nooope.”


      “Including him, they have six employees. Their names are... Hm? Tsubasa Otosaka?”


      “Huh? What? Huh? Whaaat?” The first man got up and pressed his face to the computer screen. “It’s hiiim! Ahhh! No wonder they were so well prepared!”


      “None of the other names ring a bell.”


      “Same... Wait, wait, waaait. Is this ‘Sato’ the woman Eito Kanzaki’s been raving about?”


      “Oh, now I remember. Yes, she was running RaWi’s system all by herself.”


      “All right, that’s a wraaap! Ain’t no way we can win against that genius, ’specially with Eito Kanzaki backing her! Argh! They beat us to iiit! Aaaaargh!”


      The first man flopped down again and kicked his feet against the floor.


      The other man gave him a cold stare before narrowing his eyes at the screen. “Megumi Yamada... Where have I heard of her before?”


      “Yamadaaa? Ohhh, Yamadaaa!” The first man suddenly perked up and jumped to his feet. He pressed his face to the screen once more and cackled. “Ha ha ha! We can do something with this. Maybe even...steal it?”

    

  

  
    
      Extra: Oasis


      Hello, it’s me, Ai Sato. It’s crunch time and progress is awful. At this rate, I won’t be able to compete with Arisa-chan.


      So I have an amazing life hack for you today. Do you ever think, “I never have enough time!” Try visualizing your daily schedule as a pie chart. Ohhh? Looks like there’s one item taking up a lot of space. “Sleep”? Well then, let’s cut that out! ♪


      All done! I’ve effectively extended my day to about thirty hours! But my soul will die this way, so I need to take a break at some point. The break I’ve created myself...is lunchtime. An angel beside me and a hottie across from me... Ahh, I’m in heaven. I call this time my “oasis.”


      “OASIS” kind of sounds like it could be the name of an internal system. It probably varies by company, but at my old workplace, the convention was to assemble relevant words that could form an acronym.


      OASIS... Okay, Ai-chan, Super Idol Stan!


      Heh heh, looks like my mind’s reached its limit. When you’re tired, your ability to think declines. That’s exactly why you need an oasis where you can empty your head and just enjoy yourself.




      “Megumin, are you having those weird cookies again?” I asked.


      “They’re B*SE cookies,” the angel next to me said, holding up a cookie the size of a five hundred yen coin.


      It looked completely ordinary, but apparently it was a dietary supplement. It also tasted normal, in case you were wondering.


      “And you’re having donuts again,” she remarked.


      “Yeah, ’cause they have zero calories.”


      “Um, no?”


      “They have holes in them, which means no calories.”


      “Um, no?”


      Puzzled, Megumin continued to munch on her cookies. So cute.


      Well, I’ll admit my diet is a little unhealthy. But compared to Tsubasa, Megumin and I are like birds of a feather.


      Believe it or not, Tsubasa had brought his own packed lunch. It contained small portions of a variety of ingredients, like vegetables and fish. It seemed pretty healthy.


      A good-looking man who even knows how to cook... I feel like I’ll see a halo around him before long.


      So what do you think of my oasis? Spending a relaxing time with a handsome guy and an angel can purify any corrupted soul.


      I nourished myself using my eyes as I finished my donuts. Then, I replenished my sugar levels with some melon soda.


      It might seem like too many calories, but it evens out since I’m using my brain...probably. Just let me have this one, okay?


      “Ai, do you have a minute?” Tsubasa asked as soon as I put down my melon soda. “I want to discuss the next student.”


      “Um, are you worried about something?”


      “Do you have any good ideas regarding automation?”


      Realizing this conversation was completely work-related, I switched gears and started thinking seriously. I understood the intent behind the question—Tsubasa was currently handling some of our students. We had an app that showed us the topics that students needed help with, so he must’ve seen that the next one wanted advice on automation.


      “Um, did they say what they wanted to automate?” I asked.


      “It says ‘predicting demand for purchase orders.’”


      “Did they specify how they’re doing it right now?”


      “Apparently they’re using a large number of ‘if’ statements in VBA for Excel.”


      “I see.”


      They were probably making manual predictions like “five units if it’s sunny, two units if it’s rainy.” This was the kind of thing that was only easy at first. Eventually, they were bound to get stuck. That brings back memories.


      “Wanna use machine learning?” Megumin suggested with her usual blank expression.


      “Machine learning is definitely good at predicting, but do we have enough time to teach that?” I asked.


      “It’ll be quick if you use psy-key-learn.”


      Her pronunciation is so cute. She was probably referring to scikit-learn, a handy library for using artificial intelligence.


      “Wait, what’s wrong, Megumin?” I asked.


      “Hm?”


      “You seem restless.”


      “I’m fine for now.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “It’s a secret.”


      Megumin’s adorableness soothed my soul.


      “What’s psy-key-learn?” Tsubasa asked.


      “You don’t know?” Megumin replied.


      “I do not.”


      “And you call yourself a human being?”


      “Hang on, Megumin,” I interjected. “Your standards would wipe out ninety percent of the population.”


      Brushing off her extreme viewpoint, I placed my laptop on the table to give Tsubasa a basic demonstration.


      First, open PowerShell and set up a virtual environment. Next, install scikit-learn and pull up a notebook. Then download a random dataset and run a regression analysis!


      Hmm...somehow, my explanation ended up sounding like Pulse’s fal’Cie purging l’Cie to maintain Cocoon.


      “Um, I can dumb it down for you,” I said.


      “No need,” Tsubasa replied. “I understand.”


      “Oh...I should’ve known.” His comprehension really is impressive.


      “I got it on my first try too,” Megumin said.


      Aww, she’s so cute when she’s jealous. You get a head pat, Megu— Wait, why did you dodge it?


      “Nature crisis,” she suddenly chanted like a spell before hurrying out of the office.


      Does she need to use the bathroom? The word “crisis” makes it sound like it’s too late... Is she okay?


      Praying for Megumin’s well-being, I turned back to Tsubasa, who was jotting something down on a palm-sized notepad. He wore a serious expression on his face.


      Man, his looks really are a national treasure.


      “I’m thinking of lesson plans,” he explained. “I’ll use these in my end-of-day review later.”


      “I see...”


      Whenever I saw someone else working while I was relaxing, I felt guilty. It made me feel like I should be doing something too.


      “If I’m bothering you, I can go somewhere else,” he suggested.


      “It’s fine. Keep doing what you do.”


      “There’s no need to be polite. I want you to be in top form for your development work.”


      He was practically glowing with kindness. But at the same time, I knew those words weren’t out of consideration for me—it was Arisa-chan he cared about. If I focused on development, it would increase the chances of his plan succeeding.


      All I’ve ever wanted was an older brother like this.


      “I should get back to work too,” I said, placing my laptop on my lap.


      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to rush you.”


      “Nah, I was about to do it anyway.”


      I wasn’t lying. If I spaced out after eating, I’d end up getting sleepy. So the best time to go back to the grind was right after talking about work. I tapped away at my keyboard, thinking back to the progress I’d made before lunch.


      A few seconds later, Tsubasa asked softly, “Is there any benefit to you, Ai?”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “You didn’t get paid much for this. I don’t think it was fair compensation for the effort you’re putting in now.”


      That was a tough question, but I already had the answer: “I’m working hard for my own sake.”


      “Your own sake?”


      “Yup, it’s for me.”


      I had firsthand experience with the pain of having no choice but to give up. Back then, there’d been nothing I could do. But I felt Arisa-chan’s case might turn out a little differently.


      “Tsubasa, what do you think the difference between adults and children is?” I asked.


      “Whether or not they take responsibility.”


      “Very cool answer.”


      “Do you disagree?”


      I stopped typing and looked at Tsubasa. “I think adults are the ones who make the rules.”


      “I see. That would make you the adult and Arisa the child.”


      He really is great at understanding things right off the bat.


      Arisa-chan was an incredible girl, and reading about her online had truly surprised me. But she’d only accomplished her feats within the bounds of rules set by others.


      “It’s not that I look down on people who operate within the rules,” I clarified. “I really think Arisa-chan is amazing. But as an engineer, I find it more fun—and cool—to make my own rules.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Yes. So, um...if Arisa-chan is like me, I’d consider this a huge success.”


      “I suppose,” Tsubasa replied quietly.


      He claimed he was helping Arisa-chan for the sake of taking responsibility, but if that were the only reason, he wouldn’t have this expression on his face.


      Man...all I’ve ever wanted was an older brother like this. He’s so precious.


      Fueled by his unconscious affection for his sister, I sped up my typing.


      Arisa-chan and I were different. For all I knew, maybe everything I was doing right now was meaningless. But back when I’d hit rock bottom, my cheeky childhood friend who’d vowed to change the world had given me the courage to go on.


      It’d been so silly of me—despite normally recharging my energy through cosplay, I’d forgotten a very important mindset: If you don’t have anything fun, just make it yourself. I’d learned this from anime when I was just a kid, and now it was my turn to pass it on.


      This genius girl had tried everything to no avail, and it was up to me to tell her to create her own new path—to say, “I did it, so you need to try too! Hmm? What, you can’t do it?”


      This is our battle. If she finds her path, we win.


      I continued my development at breakneck speed. Finally, on our scheduled match day, I charged into Arisa-chan’s room.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Long time no see. I’m Kashirome-chan, an elementary schooler (in concept only) who wants to bring more smiles to the world.


      This book was a difficult one. I’d initially planned for Fired? to be a one-shot, so I really had to think about what to do for volume 2. It was a happy problem brought about by your purchasing power, my bank account exploding, and the expansive reach of social media. What worried me the most was how high I’d set the bar with volume 1.


      Volume 1 was perfect, if I do say so myself. Readers seeing the title for the first time would surely begin reading the story from the perspective of President Arata. At that point, various biases would come into play, like “Is this another exile story?” or “It makes sense that she was fired.” In volume 1, I used cosplay to elicit these thoughts.


      It’d be tacky for the author to explain too much, so I’ll just say that volume 1 was a carefully calculated story. If you reread it with that thought in mind, you might make new discoveries. I wish you the best of luck.


      Volume 2 was the complete opposite. To write this story, I cleared my mind and focused on the woman that is Ai Sato. I spent a year rewriting because I was told the web novel version read like a rough draft; rewriting even more because my editor said it was boring (not in those exact words); reacting to criticized parts with “But I explained it right before!” only to realize the explanation hadn’t come across because the story really was boring; grappling with the characters’ delicate feelings; and so on.


      What did you think? If I were to sum up my thoughts in a sentence, it’d be...“I want a drama CD for this!”


      By the way, do you know what the Strains of Ascension are? Oh, you don’t? Well, that simply won’t do. Basically, they represent life. People today are forced to keep running—if you stop for even a second, you plummet headfirst into the depths of the Abyss. The lower you fall, the greater the strains become, and climbing back up requires so much power that you lose your humanity. That’s why Ai-chan ended up being treated as a monster.


      Joking aside, let’s talk about a certain child. That child had a dream but no money. Their household was on the verge of collapse. In the mornings, they’d wake up to their family screaming, and at night, they’d fall asleep to the sound of their family crying. It was a harsh life. The child gave up on their dream, and upon graduating from school, they were left with no choice but to work. But society told them, “We don’t need someone like you.”


      The child sank into despair. They’d lost their dream, and their remaining options had also been taken away. They grew to hate everything. One day, while watching anime to escape from reality, they found themselves inspired by how the protagonist faced their hardships.


      From there, it was a series of struggles. They had no adults to rely on or friends to confide in. Days spent forging ahead in solitude whittled away at their spirit. But having experienced hitting rock bottom, the child was invincible. Eventually, they grew up and made one of their dreams come true, all thanks to a single story.


      I’m just an elementary schooler (in concept) who hopes this book might also spark something for someone out there.


      And now, an important announcement! Despite that foreboding epilogue, it’s still undecided whether this series will get a third volume! It all depends on volume 2’s sales! It seems print sales matter a lot! For those who prefer digital, just know that there are exclusive bonuses for the print edition! Thanks for your support!


      Finally, I’d like to thank icchi-sensei for drawing another volume’s worth of wonderful illustrations; my editor, Matsui-san; S-kun, the working AI engineer I consulted with; all the bookstore staff; and you. There were many other unnamed people involved in the release of volume 2 as well. I’m truly grateful to everyone. I hope we’ll meet again. Until next time!
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