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      ???


      Hello, it’s me. Awayuki Kokorone.


      Well, this is new, isn’t it?


      I never thought I’d be the sort to write something this clichéd and sentimental, much less send it out into the world. Yet here we are.


      As I put these words down, it strikes me: This will be the first time I’ve ever seen my thoughts laid out like this. And, hopefully, it will be the last.


      So then why write it at all, knowing full well I’ll never have the courage to read it again?


      Maybe simply because...I wanted to leave something behind.


      A small record. A memento. Not quite a page from the book of youth, since I’m (slightly) past that point, but—well, given what I’ve managed to accomplish, perhaps you’ll forgive me the indulgence.


      Now then, back to the cliché I mentioned.


      I wanted to take this chance to talk a little about...time.


      Let me pose a question, dear reader:


      What do you think of time?


      Time is irreversible. Time is a one-way street.


      For all the advances we’ve made in science and technology, that truth hasn’t changed, and I don’t think it likely ever will.


      Time passes, things change, and eventually, everything—even what you love most—will come to an end.


      But it’s not something to mourn.


      At least, I wanted to write this to convince you it doesn’t have to be.


      Even as the world moves on, new things will appear before you.


      The things you love—you’ll find them again, if you’re willing to look.


      And even the echoes or traces of what you once cherished—they remain.


      Because as long as someone still loves that thing, it never truly dies. It may end, yes—but it never disappears.


      And if you are the one to keep it alive that way, I think you could do that thing no greater honor.


      So hold on to who you are, but keep your eyes focused on what lies beyond.


      What I mean is that memories are kind.


      Sometimes far too kind.


      It’s easy to get lost in them, to forget what they’re really for. You can walk toward the past if you wish—your memories will allow that much—but it’s only an illusion. Time won’t follow you there. You’ll find yourself stuck, longing for something you can never reach.


      Instead, let your memories guide you forward.


      Then they’ll become a steady tailwind, pushing you onward, lighting the way ahead.


      I know this because I’ve been lost before.


      I’ve stood at a crossroads, not knowing which path to take.


      But each time, she appeared—the me from the past—and gave me the gentle nudge I needed.


      Again and again.


      Until, finally, I arrived here—able to stand before you like this.


      Right, well.


      This has been Awayuki Kokorone.


      Thank you for your time.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter One


      WorCra Stream 4


      The Live-On WorldCraft server: LiveWorld.


      Created shortly after the addition of gen four, it began as pure, unspoiled wilderness—an arcadia in every sense of the word. But then the players arrived.


      Bit by bit, the land changed. With every player free to do as they pleased, the signs of civilization began to take shape. Little by little, the wilderness gave way, until finally, what could now be called a full-fledged town dominated the space.


      And on this day, said players gathered...


      Atop a high wooden stage like one you’d see at a Japanese festival, Shion-senpai announced, “Hello, every Liver, and thank you for joining us on this auspicious, god-blessed day! We’re blessed to have the entire house with us tonight as we show our gratitude to the gods and create a night I’m sure we won’t soon forget! Without further ado, I declare the Commemorative WorldCraft Server Completion Festival officially—open!”


      At once, raucous applause and cheers filled the air.


      Next to Shion-senpai stood a bulletin board bearing a map: a grid of 1,024 by 1,024 blocks radiating outward from the town center. Squint, and you’d see countless markers—large and small, like scattered stones—our footprints in the form of buildings, filling every corner of the land.


      You see, as the town grew, so too did a shared dream: to fill this entire four-digit-by-four-digit expanse with human settlement.


      And on this day, that dream had been achieved.


      The town was complete—for now, at least. And to commemorate that milestone, a festival was being held at the “Raibu-On Shrine,” a lovingly crafted creation of Shion-senpai herself.


      A festival, in other words—bottoms up! Pshhh!


      “Now, then!” Shion-senpai clapped her hands. “That’s enough formalities—let’s get this party started!!!”


      “Woo!” Hareru-senpai whooped. “Aren’t you glad you were the host today, Oshio?”


      “Mashiron.” I turned to the girl beside me. “Worry not. The Awayukians are assembled. The protest will proceed as planned.”


      “Okay, well, I wasn’t worried...” she said.


      “Down with shrine maidens! Down with their privilege!” Alice-chan chanted, pumping a fist.


      “Aaand she’s already getting started,” Mashiron sighed.


      “Hey, hey!” Shion-senpai whistled, cutting in. “Let’s not get too wild over here, all right?”


      “Too wild.” Next was Sei-sama. “Just like a sex tape—get too wild and you’ll miss all the great angles. Great thinking, Shion!”


      “That’s right!” I said. “Asking Live-Onners to not be too wild is like asking a fish not to drink water!”




      : 88888888 ￥8,888


      : It's a festival!


      : Oi! Bring up the StroZero cask!


      : <We are the world> ♪ <We are the LiveOn> ♪


      : Breaking news. Awayuki Kokorone spotted inciting a protest at celebratory festival venue!


      : That's right. put her on blast like she deserves!


      : You make it sound like there are other Awayuki Kokorones out there committing crimes...and there probably are


      : Because recently, it's always been Mashiro-chan hosting, huh?


      : holding a protest for somebody without that somebody's consent is crazy work


      : Come again, Sei-sama?




      As we were all connected to voice chat (proximity chat enabled), we all split off into our own little groups once the big opening wrapped up.


      I wandered around, eventually happening upon a fascinated Churiri-sensei, gazing up at the map. “I have to admit, this scale is quite something,” I heard her murmur.


      I walked over, chuckling. “Ah ha ha. I guess all this is a bit much for you gen-fivers, huh? You guys only joined this world recently, so all this hype must feel a little overwhelming, huh?”


      She turned to me. “Not at all, Awayuki-san. I’ve built a school here myself. That just now was genuine surprise on my part.”


      “Ah, fair, fair. Even I can’t keep track of everything anymore, it’s gotten that big. Oh—by the way, there’s an entire underground empire sprawling beneath the whole town. Chami-chan built it.”


      “Rest in peace, this town’s foundation...” she muttered dryly.


      Dryly—but compared to her previous biting sarcasm, it was practically gentle.


      She’d mellowed out lately, saying fewer self-destructive things on stream, smiling more. I could swear she seemed...lighter.


      “Say, Awayuki-san.”


      “Yes?”


      “So I downloaded this game. But I’m wondering if WorCra has had a physical disc release too.”


      “Physical disc release? Oh, like an optical disk? I’m sure there was.”


      “Ah, that’s a relief. I can easily have SEX with it, then. My finger or whatever appendage sliding in and out, in and out of that tight little hole. ‘Ah! Ah! Not so rough! You’ll corrupt my data, you’ll corrupt my data!!!’ You know? Oh...hot. So unbelievably hot. Heh heh heh heh heh!”


      “Ope, if you would excuse me, I think I left my oven on...”




      : Seeing it like that, it really is something they've created


      : oh, how far we've come


      : the underground bit really is humongous. What is this, TotK?


      : a...a game disc?


      : Oh. (backs away)


      : sensei...


      : www. ?


      : Ah! You're writing me too hard! I'm gonna... I'm gonna eject!!!


      : 4k imagination strikes again


      : oh, far how we've come




      Lighter. But also more problematic in her own way. Oh well, she’s having fun! That’s what matters! Not my fault. Not my fault at all, no sirree!


      Speaking of things that weren’t my fault, I happened upon Tadasu-chan next.


      All by herself.


      That’s...not a problem, right?


      I raised a hand in greeting. “Tadasu-cha—”


      “WAAAAAAAAAAAAH”


      I dropped a hand in greeting.


      She was crying crying.


      Now, normally, you might think, Well, this is Tadasu-chan. What else could she be upset about? Of course she’s crying because she’s the poor black sheep of this entire organization? Boo hoo hoo, poor Tadasu-chan.


      But.


      That was not the case. Judging from how she’d been lately, there only could’ve been one reason she was crying, and that reason was—


      “Oh, what a magnificent town...hic! I have laid eyes upon your great works and been overcome! Such achievement! Such...cooperation! What a beautiful mark of friendship this is! Long live Live-On! All glory to Live-On!!! What you have created here, even the Garden of Eden cannot hope to rival!!!”


      “Ope, if you would excuse me, I think I need to go feed my fish.”


      Yep. That reason.




      : Oh (teleports away)


      : bad people to get involved with, one after the other


      : dont worry. this always happens. she'll calm down soon enough


      : I did not foresee Tadasu-chan becoming like this


      : All that hater energy went right in the other direction


      : There she goes...the Live-on devotee




      Incidentally, Tadasu-chan had changed too—thanks to much the same incident that had sparked Sensei’s turnaround.


      However, unlike Sensei, it wasn’t that her personality had changed. She was still the same overly imaginative teenager, deeply in love with her own delusions, as always. (Though, to be fair, she’d stopped turning quite as blind an eye to herself. That much had changed, I’d at least give her that.)


      The problem was that her view of Live-On had changed.


      Completely.


      Done a whole one-eighty.


      Which you’d think would be a good thing, right? Considering how she used to be, Tadasu-chan finally recognizing that Live-On wasn’t some evil empire, but a place where she actually belonged—well, that should’ve been a win. For morale, for culture, for community...


      And, I mean, I’d thought so too! At first.


      The unfortunate truth made itself known pretty quick.


      Her newfound faith, paired with that ever-overactive imagination of hers, had led her to...well, let’s say to zealously—and madly—fall in love with the idea of Live-On.


      She’d become a full-blown religious fanatic. Her praises were so fervent that even we—the ones being praised—couldn’t help but squirm a little whenever she started up again.


      It was almost like...she’d become Live-On’s very own Alice-chan. Before long, the viewers had given her a new nickname: the Live-On Devotee.


      Darn it! We’d been doing so good! We’d won over the hater!


      Only for her to swing clear into the opposite extreme! Agh!


      Well, at any rate... Ever since that latest crisis, this was how things had settled at Live-On.


      Chaotic as ever. Absurd as ever. Unreasonable as ever.


      But when all was said and done, I honestly felt like this was the best possible outcome.


      Because when it comes to drinking snacks that go down smooth with StroZero—


      I wouldn’t have Live-On any other way!


      *GULP* *GULP* “PA-HAAA!”


      StroZero in...


      Festival out...


      ***


      “Awayuki-dono!”


      “Oh?”


      As I wandered the grounds, thinking about what I wanted to do next, a familiar voice arrested me. I turned to see Alice-chan’s in-game avatar bouncing up and down on its feet, trying to draw my attention. She was in a sort of simple wooden structure. The kind that, yes, could only be described as a festival stall.


      The humble festival stall, mainstay of every festival you’ve ever seen or been to. Some had taken advantage of the opportunity to construct them ahead of time to offer a bit of food and drink and variety when the actual festival rolled around.


      My curiosity piqued, I walked right over to her. “Alice-chan, you’re manning a stall,” I observed.


      “Correct, madam! Would you like to play?”


      “Play? What am I playing?”


      “A shooting range, of course!”


      “Hohhh!” I exclaimed. A shooting range! Talk about a festival staple! And festival spirit!


      “Rest assured, this is not a fishy type of establishment,” Alice-chan said.


      “Oh, yeah, I know,” I replied.


      “I only say that because Sei-dono once constructed a love hotel named ‘Adult Shooting Range’ and now everyone is eyeing me with suspicion...”


      “Oh, Alice-chan. What can I say about that idiot except ‘I’m sorry’?”




      : We really can't with her...


      : This town's got more love hotels than benches or parks! For all your *relaxing* needs


      : And all of it is free! paid for on the taxpayer's dime


      : Birth rate crisis and all. It can't be helped (by Sei-sama)


      : Ah, there it is. The ultimate trump card.


      : Gotta love a government so desperate to fix the birth rate, all they can think about is promoting S-E-X. Truly the ero-industrial complex at work.


      : the PORNRUB administration


      : If its the naming thats an issue, I propose Children's Shooting Range


      : that is quite a bit worse, I fear


      : And just like that, a certain few credit card companies just stopped processing payments




      “It’s mostly just a dead simple normal target-shooting game!” Alice-chan said.


      “Roger that. Then can I give it a whirl?” I replied.


      “Sure thing! But first, allow me to quickly explain the rules!”


      “All right!”


      “Therein yonder lies Kaeru-dono. Take this bow, and if you hit her on the body, it’s one point. Hit her head, and it’s three points!”


      “Sooounds good!”


      “Allow me to demonstrate!” Alice-chan drew back the bowstring, aiming carefully...carefully...aaaaand...!


      Pew!


      “Ah. I missed...”


      “Target’s fault.”


      Whoa. Is it just me or is Kaeru-chan sprinting full speed ahead this way?


      “Hey! Was that you, Alice-chan, who just shot at Kaeru?!”


      “It was almost your turn to man the stall, so I just thought I’d give you a little wake-up reminder, since you were probably slacking off in the first place!”


      “Kaeru does not slack off because Kaeru does not need to work! This is because Kaeru is a baby!”


      “Even a newborn babe fresh out the womb must work for the cause that is our glorious leader Awayuki-dono.”


      “Mommy...” Kaeru-chan turned to me. “Are you going to let her talk to Kaeru this way? Talk to your cute, adorable, bubbly baby girl like this? Boo hoo hoo...”


      I drew back the string on my bow. “Hey, how many points for an eyeball shot? I think I can make one from here!”


      “Mommy?”




      : What sort of terrifying game are they playing like it's normal?!


      : she did say it was a dead simple shooting game.


      : souuunds good! (merciless)


      : target's fault has me cackling hahahaha


      : angy kaeru-chan so cute


      : Wait! The legendarily rumored Hiyoko baba, legally distinct from the loli baba which, as a search term, has been blacklisted by certain CC companies for payment on a certain doujin-selling website?!


      : What?! Is that her?! The one prophesied to deliver us all from their oppression?!


      : You can't just bring the real deal in here!


      : The woman who single-handedly blacklisted Live-On from credit cards the world over


      : Wait! Are we blacklisted?!!!!


      : No! We're not blacklisted yet!!!!!


      : But when we do get blacklisted, you can be damn well sure Kaeru isn't the sole reason


      : Thats called risk diversification, my dude


      : Pretty sure adding more risk to an already risky portfolio isn't risk diversification. More like risk concentration


      : you are all smoking crack. Kaeru-chan is quite literally the opposite of a “loli baba.” By way of logic, credit card companies are tripping over themselves to pay for her.


      : That's...not any less of a problem, you realize.




      With that, they seemed to come to a silent understanding that their bit had run its course, and they clocked back in to attend to their stall. It touched my heart to see her fellow fourth-genners treating her with the same “butt of every joke” energy everyone else did. Oh, it was a relief to see my baby girl finally fitting in.


      “I swear,” Kaeru-chan said with a huff, “even Kaeru wouldn’t slack off over a job so simple.”


      “Kaeru-chan?!” I gasped. “You’re all grown up...”


      “This stall prints money and all Kaeru has to do is sit here. The ticket to play is one diamond.”


      I quirked a brow. “What can I win?”


      “Unlike a normal festival shooting stall, you don’t shoot for prizes here, but instead compete by earning points based on how many times you can accurately hit the target. You can play by yourself, but Kaeru recommends finding a friend to make a little competition out of it. You can win whatever you decide to be a fair wager between you and your competitor.”


      “Kaeru-chan... You really are all grown up—into such a respectable little con artist.”


      “Still a baby. Any complaints you may have, please direct them to our Ane-san who came up with the idea.”


      “Oh, Ehrai-chan? In that case, this stall is jointly run by all of gen four, then!”


      “It is. We thought an opportunity like this doesn’t come around every day, so we ought to do something together to make the most of it.”




      : are you genius? ￥500


      : How novel! A system that saves you from the burden of winning anything. /s


      : Of course the boss knows how to run a stall! Tekiya and the yakuza go hand in hand!


      : What, no prizes? What a rip-off-- Whoa, whats with this gorilla all of a sudden, hey get your hands off me I said hey, whoa wh


      : Good girl, holding down a job. *Erai, erai~*




      “Speaking of Ehrai-chan, where is she?” I asked.


      Kaeru-chan looked around. “Um... Alice-chan, have you seen her?”


      “She’s on break, so probably wandered off some... Ah, never mind! There she is!”


      I followed Alice-chan’s gaze to see Ehrai-chan in the distance, along with Chami-chan.


      Before playing, I thought I’d pay my respects first. But as I got closer, I heard Chami-chan say:


      “Hey, Ehrai-chan. Can I suck the air out of your lungs?”


      Ehrai-chan wordlessly drew her sword.


      “Ah! Sorry! I meant—can I breathe the same air as you?” Chami-chan hurriedly corrected.


      Ehrai-chan softened immediately. “Why, that’s all you wanted? You should’ve just said so~. Of course you can; you don’t need my permission for that.”


      “Yay!” Chami-chan squealed. Then could be heard the sounds of deep, deep intakes of air; she let out a drunk giggle. “Air ripened in the depths of Ehrai-chan’s body. So musky... So delicious.”


      “Okay~. This one’s a little too gross for me~.” Ehrai-chan made a break for it.


      “Ah! Ehrai-chan, wait! Ah... My flirting failed...”


      Apparently that had been Chami-chan attempting to flirt with Ehrai-chan. The result, as expected, was unequivocal rejection. (Along with a silent “ew” from me as well, but let’s keep that one between us.)


      But her loss was my gain, and I approached the fleeing Ehrai-chan. “Ehrai-chaaan!”


      She stopped and turned my way. “Shuwa-chan-senpai! Perfect timing! I need you to take this one off my hands~.”


      “Now, now, that’s just Chami-chan. She doesn’t mean anything by it.”


      “I really would prefer she did mean something by it~.”


      Chami-chan came running over. “Ehrai-chan! Waiiiit!”


      “Drat, she caught up. At this point, I have no choice but to—”


      I put myself between them. “Let’s not turn this jolly festival into a red wedding, shall we?”




      : Good ol Chami-chama. On a whole different level of gross today.


      : she's just excited because it's a festival. Forgive her for being gross?


      : I mean, not just a festival but an event where you can meet Ehai-chan. Can't blame her. Still gross though.


      : seeing my oshi being gross fills my heart with joy


      : love how no ones even trying to deny her being gross LMAO


      : Wait, you mean that was flirting and not a new-age form of terrorism?


      : Watching an overeager introvert try to socialize is nerve-racking, man...
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      These two, the same dynamic as always...


      Well, it was a festival. If some took the opportunity to get closer to people they normally didn’t get the chance to, all the better.


      Wait a second... What was I doing here again?


      Ah, that’s right. The shooting range thing.


      Wait another second... I might have a genius idea...


      “Hey, Chami-chan!” I burst out. “Let’s go play the archery game!”


      “Shuwa-chan?” She finally turned from Ehrai-chan to look at me. “Sorry, but could I maybe get a rain check on that? I’m a little busy flirting right now...”


      “Me versus you,” I went on. “The prize: Ehrai-chan.”


      “Okay, I’m listening.”


      “Haaah?!” Ehrai-chan cried.


      I outlined my plan as follows:


      “For this target-shooting game, the prizes are whatever the players care to decide. So I thought, in that case, we would compete—with a date with Ehrai-chan as the prize.”


      “I’m... Wait, wait, wait, wait~,” Ehrai-chan cut in. “What about me? Don’t I get a say in any of this?!”


      “But... Huh?” I feigned puzzlement. “Weren’t you the one who decided these rules when it came to the prize in the first place?”


      “I... What?!” Ehrai-chan sputtered. “What?!”


      “If you were to walk back your own words on that...how could anyone trust a stall run by you ever again? You gonna stand by what you said or not?”


      “Y-You...! You dare use my own words against me~!”




      : the perfect competitor for the perfect competition


      : Only Chami-chama could fall for someone who saved her from being hit on, then turn around and chase them down by hitting on them herself.


      : I get your angle, Awayuki!


      : zookeep caught between a rock and a hard place lmaoooo


      : Getting checkmated by her own system. I couldn't have written a better punch line if I tried




      Mua ha ha! If this wasn’t reaping what one sowed, I didn’t know what was! The time has come for you to pay the piper for this rip-off of a festival stall you created, Ehrai-chan! With this, not only do I get to enjoy myself shooting some targets, I get to help you and Chami-chan hit it off! Two birds, one brilliant stone!


      “Estimated distance to target: one hundred meters,” Chami-chan muttered under her breath. Then she gave a derisive snort. “After making that shot through the heart back in the day, it’ll be harder for me not to miss.”


      “See?” I said. “Chami-chan’s so into it, we’ve got her talking like some sort of elite sniper assassin lady.”


      “By the way, the target is only a solid thirty meters out,” Alice-chan said.


      “It’d be harder for you not to misjudge the distance by that much,” Kaeru-chan quipped.


      “Hmph. Strange... Why am I starting to cry?”


      “Now, now, you two, lay off her,” I said. “Chami-chan’s also a sensitive sniper assassin lady.”


      “Ah!!!” Suddenly, Ehrai-chan broke her sullen silence. “Th-Then that means there’s a chance Shuwa-chan-senpai might throw the match on purpose~!”


      “Huh? Me? Why would I?”


      “Because if Chami-senpai wins, she gets to go on a date with me, but if she loses, you get to go on a date with me~! But a date with me isn’t exactly a prize for you, is it~?”


      “If you think I wouldn’t hardcore goon to you, you’re sorely mistaken.”


      “If you think you can handle me, go ahead, punk, make my day~.”




      : invincible women


      : Shuwa-chan graciously lets her masochistic kouhai have the spotlight (censored for broadcast TV ver)


      : cute on the outside. Dangerous on the inside - that's Ehrai-chan


      : femme fatale (the boss)


      : you just know they going straight from the shooting range to the “adult shooting range.”


      : And just like that, we've lost all right to say anything about Sei-sama!!!


      : a real shoot-out with real guns bout to start in the shooting range hotel


      : the boss's handgun (real) vs. Shuwa-chan's shotgun (if you know what I mean)!!!


      : why do either of them have those???


      : Is this self pleasure or self defense?


      : a few hours later, Ehrai-chan seen emerging from the hotel doors looking utterly glowing


      : not the postmurder afterglow




      “A-Anyway! That’s not the point! What I meant was this~!” Ehrai-chan said. “If Chami-senpai wins, I’ll accept being the prize—but if you win, Shuwa-chan-senpai, you should get a different reward!”


      “Oh?” I hummed, intrigued.


      Indeed, indeed, she had a point. As a potential prize herself, she definitely had the right to hedge her bets against me losing on purpose.


      “Okay, then, do you have a replacement prize in mind?” I asked.


      “I’ll give you all the extremely lewd voice recordings and cosplay photos she’s shared with me thus far~.”


      “Haaaah?!?!” What...did she just say...?


      “E-E-E-Ehrai-chan?!” Chami-chan squeaked. “Y-You can’t do that! L-Look, those photos and recordings were meant for your ears and eyes only; if other people saw them, I might die from the shame!”


      “I daresay they weren’t meant for my ears and eyes either~. How about it, Shuwa-chan-senpai? If I recall, there was a particularly...spicy picture of her dressed in a leopard costume in there.”


      “Ahhh! Stop, stop! Don’t say another word, ahhh!”


      “Ah ha ha... Oh, now even I’m starting to enjoy myself a touch~. I love me a good game with serious stakes on the line! Shuwa-chan-senpai? You listening?”


      “My name is Shuwa-chan. The globe-straddling young sniping phenom. Check my Wikipedia. It’s written right there.”


      “No, it’s not,” Alice-chan said.


      “For all the confused viewer mommies out there, the reason Alice-chan was able to say it’s not there so quickly is because she’s the one who would’ve written it—she’s the number one contributor to mommy’s Wikipedia page.”


      “See? Even Shuwa-chan-senpai’s fired up now~. Just hurry up and resign yourself to the fact that this is happening, Chami-senpai.”


      “Wait! But this isn’t fair. At this rate, I have everything to lose, but Shuwa-chan just has her entry fee! But...no, Chami-chan. Don’t think about what you have to lose, think about what you have to win! A date with Ehrai-chan! All you’ve ever wanted! With that as the prize, there ain’t gonna be no wall too high to climb!”


      “I know I’m the one who came up with the idea, but, ha ha... That’s a little concerning...”




      : chami-chan lewds, you say?!!!


      : The fact she's trying to stop her means they were actually spicy lmao.


      : make lewds, not memes!


      : As expected of the Boss. Never goes down easy, even when cornered.


      : Is it just me, or is having the person who wrote your wiki page in front of you actually kind of terrifying?


      : Aaaah I don't know who to root for anymore!




      Thus began the target-shooting competition where everything was on the line. We each paid our entry fee of one diamond and drew lots to decide who would go first. As luck would have it, I drew first go. We were then given three shots (arrows) each. How many points we could earn with those three shots was the name of the game.


      “Hit the target and the scoreboard above it will light up,” Alice-chan explained. “Hit the bull’s-eye and the board will flash a ‘3,’ giving you three points. Miss the center but hit the target, and that’s a ‘1.’ Miss entirely and you get no points.”


      “All right,” I said. “What happens if we tie?”


      “The game just ends. If you’d like a rematch, then you’ll each have to pay another diamond.”


      “The ripping off never ends. Well, whatever.”


      I turned to face the target. It was far away enough that I needed to consider projectile drop and loss of speed.


      I raised my bow, drew back the string—“Hiyah!”—and loosed my first shot, and along with it, all my hopes and dreams (of sex) into the world.


      That dream, of course—


      “Missed! Zero points!” Alice-chan announced.


      I collapsed onto my desk. “I missed my cue to make a joke...”


      “That’s what you’re upset about?!” Chami-chan said.


      “I got far too serious...”


      “Isn’t that a good thing...?”


      “Chami-chan. Crack a joke, and you’re bound to hit something.”


      “What, like a pedestrian?”




      : what is she even saying LMAO


      : She's not wrong. Live-On does reward funny plays. Joking = good luck.


      : The fact Shuwa-chan got so excited she forgot to do a gag is peak deviant behavior lol




      “Shuwa-chan-senpai!” Ehrai-chan was not happy. “Get it together or I’m in for a very bad time here~!”


      “Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “I’ll kill with this next one.”


      “Knock on wood. Knock on wood right now, goddamnit!”


      “You’re my straight man. Don’t let me down.”


      “You’re really making me work to avoid my own funeral, aren’t you~?”


      “H-Hey!” Chami-chan cut in. “I’m not sure what I’m hearing, but I don’t like it! No colluding!”


      “Relax, Chami-senpai~. Even if I threw in a killer comeback punch line, it’d only work to throw her off~.”


      “I... I mean... That may be so, but it still feels unfair! I don’t like it, I don’t like it!”


      “Children! I’m dealing with children~! Fine. Fine! If it’ll set your heart at ease, Chami-senpai, I’ll toss you a comeback too if you make a joke during your turn.”


      “Gasp! You’re gonna come on my back?”


      “For God’s sake I hope that was the joke...”


      Now, then, it was time for my second shot. Deep breaths. This one, I was going to make...or die trying.


      I raised my bow. But first:


      “A little StroZero infusion to take the edge off.” *GULP GULP GULP* “PFFFAHHH FEELS SHO GOOOOOD!”


      “You sure it’s the edge you’re taking off and not your aim~?”


      “HIYAAAAAH!!!”


      My body, honed to its absolute limits by the power of StroZero, loosed the arrow. It cut through the air, flying in a perfectly straight line until—


      “It hit the target! The ‘1’ lit up! That’s one point to Awayuki-dono!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me...” Chami-chan groaned. “How did that of all shots hit...?”


      I gave a self-satisfied snort. “Managed to pull a sensible chuckle or two with that one, I suppose.”


      “Good work, but you can do better~,” Ehrai-chan said. “Next shot’s the three-pointer~.”




      : noo freakinn wayyy


      : wow, this StroZero thing sounds super amazing. Maybe I should try it too


      : if you've never had StroZero in your life, seriously--don't. let that fomo be.




      All right! Momentum is everything! Let it sweep me off my feet and carry me to a final three-pointer! Even though I’d managed to strike the target, I only earned one measly point for my trouble. This final arrow was go big or go home.


      I drew my bow up in front of me for the last time. “All STRONG modules connected. Energy turbines at full capacity. Output at 80... 90...”


      “What’s she doing now?” I heard Chami-chan mutter from off-screen.


      “She’s starting to aura farm, dear~,” Ehrai-chan added.


      “All emergency valves closed. Disabling limiter...!”


      “Hohhh! The energy... It’s intense! This is going to be a big one, I can feel it~.”


      “100... 110... 115... Rail cannon at maximum output...!”


      “W-Wait! Th-This is too much~! If you let it all out at once, what’s going to happen~?!”


      “Zero percent.”


      “Okay, who tripped over the power cord~?”


      “Huh. I hit the bull’s-eye.”


      “You whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!” Chami-chan’s shout nearly tore my ear off. But what her voice tried, the truth denied—my arrow had pierced straight through the middle of that distant target.


      I snorted triumphantly. “Well, something like that. Ehrai-chan—nice punch line.”


      “Not so bad yourself, Shuwa-chan-senpai~.”


      “I’m in Bizarro Land... I’m definitely in Bizarro Land...”


      “But Chami-chan—didn’t I catch a spit take from you as well there?”


      “I-I-It was just so stupid I couldn’t help it!”




      : l m a o


      : what can I say, the girl dont miss


      : I can't lie. the dead serious, cool protagonist enunciated “0%” got me


      : Well. It all but makes sense that “zero” is the number at which Shuwa-chan can muster up the most output.


      : can we talk about Ehrai-chan? Girl's improv skills are on point




      “And with that, Awayuki-dono’s turn is officially over!” Alice-chan declared. “With round scores of 0, 1, and 3 points, she ends her run with a grand total of 4 points! Kaeru-chan, it’s changeover time again; take over from here, will ya?”


      “Roger that,” Kaeru-chan replied languidly.


      Four points, eh? Honestly, could’ve done better. Buuut seeing that it was Chami-chan who I was up against, I wasn’t worried. Was I right to be unworried? Wrong to be? She stepped up to the line, raised her bow, aaand—!


      “Ehrai-chan, now! Come on my back! Come on my back from behind!!!”


      “And I thought I told you to make a goddamn joke, ya freakin’ idiot!!!”


      “Close, but no cigar. 1 point,” Kaeru-chan said calmly.


      Chami-chan’s first shot: a one-pointer.


      ***


      “If I can just hit the bull’s-eye...what awaits me is a... Bueh heh heh... With Ehrai-chan... Bueh heh heh heh heh.”


      “I do hope I’m not hearing what I think I’m hearing from an ASMRtist... Such crass, slobbery giggling~.”


      “Oh, Ehrai-chan, didn’t you know? There’s even demand for crass and slobbery these days. Oho-voice is what they call it, and we’re currently in the height of its era.”


      “Wow, I could’ve gone my entire life without knowing that~.”


      “I can teach you how to produce it yourself, if you’d like.”


      “I don’t, but I assume you’re going to tell me anyway~.”


      “You just gotta approach the voice actor doing it and sock ’em real good in the stomach.”


      “Stop that~. You’re gonna ruin it for someone who pictures that happening in the recording booth and busts out laughing.”


      “I’ll be counting on you to do that for me next time. ♡”


      “Apologies, but I do not offer mobile beatdown services~.”


      “Excuse me. Kaeru’s getting really tired of staring at the target, so if you could hurry it up and shoot your shot already?”


      “Ah! Sorry! Hiyah!”


      “Ohh, nice one. That’s a three-pointer.”


      Chami-chan’s second shot: a three-pointer.


      ***


      “If I hit this one, the date is all mine! Hey, Ehrai-chan. I’ve been an introvert all my life, so you’ll have to tell me: Can I kiss you on a date?”


      “Don’t think I’ll be handing you my body that easily~.”


      “It’s fine! Kisses between girls don’t count!”


      “Not sure who told you that, but they totally do~.”


      “No count! No count! No count! No count!”


      “Stop that! I don’t want to kiss you! But I want to kiss the foreman even less! Head bop!”


      “Ow! Ah! You made me accidentally shoot!”


      “Well, Kaeru’ll be. A magnificent three-pointer.”


      “What?! I did it! I did iiiiiiiit!!!”


      “No count~! No count~! No count~! No count~!”


      Chami-chan’s third shot: a three-pointer.


      The whole time, I’d just been watching the two chatter and prattle, my face a blank, bewildered stare.


      Chami-chan’s total score was seven points. Meaning that...I had lost.


      KA-THUNK. I collapsed onto my desk once again. “I know I’m supposed to be the enemy... I know I’m supposed to be the enemy, but I can’t help wanting to see more of these two acting this way!”


      “Oiii!” Ehrai-chan’s gruff voice cut my way. “That wet-tissue resolve of yours is exactly why you lost, you beta-pilled, lowlife cucklord!!!”


      Ehrai-chan’s words, harsh as they might have been, left me no room for denial. That much was true. I had lost...




      : So here I am wondering why not a single word about actual archery was exchanged during all this...


      : I see Ehrai-chan has been thoroughly Live-On-pilled herself


      : Ehrai-chan followed through on her promise to bless Chami-chan with punch lines. A duty-driven and honorable boss indeed.


      : How I'd like to be as uninhibited as Chami-chan is in front of the zookeeper...


      : great. now it's a foreman x foreman kiss.




      “Shuwa-chan!” Chami-chan said. “I’m so glad you invited me to do this with you. Thanks to you, I’m going to have the best festival of my life! Now, come on, Ehrai-chan! Let’s go!”


      Ehrai-chan expelled a big ole sigh. “All right~. Let’s get this over with~.”


      And so, the newly minted duo disappeared off into the din of the festival, and the target-shooting arc came to an end.


      “Ohhh, what’s this?! Do my eyes deceive me or was that history in the making?! Like Adam and Eve, prancing away together after their fateful encounter at the garden!”


      Never mind; I’d spoken too soon. Tadasu-chan had come out of nowhere.


      “Yee...” I made a face and a disgusted noise. “Hey, uh... You there, Nekoma-senpai! Could you look after this one real quick? Kthxbye!!!”


      “Nya?!”


      But before I could get caught up in all that noise, I pawned her off on the nearest soul I could find and pranced to my next adventure.


      ***


      I made my way to the center of the festival grounds. Truth be told, I already knew there’d be something special going on there. Still, I glanced around, wondering if anyone was still hanging about, when—


      “Hey! There they are! Bon-odori-ing up a storm!”


      The main event at the heart of the festival was none other than a bon odori, that classic summer dance. Around the raised platform, I spotted my fellow streamers circling together, swaying in rhythm.




      : look at that!


      : duuude the decorations are insane


      : the festival vibes are pristine!




      Someone in the group waved me over. “Ah, Shuwa-chan! Come join us!”


      “Yahoo, Hikari-chan!”


      She broke off from the circle and came running. The festival girl herself on the day of a festival was shining brighter and looking cuter than ever.


      “All right. How do I do this dance?” I asked her.


      “All the choreography’s written on that bulletin board over there! Here, lemme show ya!”


      She even led me all the way right in front of the board. Angel.


      Hmm. Okay, okay. I see, I see. Basically, it’s a dance involving only jumps and crouches and the simple kind of movements you can pull off in this game.


      “If you’re still a little fuzzy on the details, you can just watch the rest of us! You’ll pick it up in no time!” Hikari-chan said.


      “You know what? I think I’ll do just that. Thanks, Hikari-chan.”


      I took a moment to observe.


      The first Liver to catch my eye had flashy red hair. And even flashier...everything else. Nude. Her avatar was nude. Sei-sama. Most likely.


      And I watched as she—


      ...


      “Hey, Hikari-chan? Mind showing me again on the board where that sultry butt swaying and lightning-fast hip thrusting move is written down?”


      “Oh, I think she’s just so brimming with festival spirit that the regular choreo wasn’t doing it for her anymore! She’s really passionate, huh?”


      Passionate...wasn’t the word I would’ve used, but sure. It was a festival. She was dancing. I’d give her the benefit of the doubt.


      “BAN odori! BAN odori!” the same hip-thrusting figure yelled.


      Did she just...?


      “Sorry, excuse me. I’m gonna go over there and give her a sharp rap on the head.”


      I marched straight up to the dancing—no, screaming—pest and punched her.




      : Don't get in Hikari-chan's line of sight!


      : okay she deserved that one LOL


      : better than the floor humping episode—oh wait I forgot I wasn't supposed to remember that




      Okay. Who else could I count on to show me how it’s done? I scanned the area again. “Oh. Is that Dagger-chan?”


      “Yep!” Hikari-chan said. “I just taught her the choreo a few minutes ago!”


      Freshly taught, nice, nice. So she’ll be a good example, I thought, and turned to her as I watched—


      ...


      “Hey, Hikari-chan? Mind showing me again on the board where that move where you single-mindedly jump over and over again, then suddenly run around like a chicken with its head cut off is written down?”


      “Did... Did she forget it already?”


      “More like PON odori.” Really, just what was this girl doing?


      “Ah!↑” she squealed. “La la lum, la la lee. ♪ Toot! Aha...aha! Aha ha ha ha!”


      “But look at her, Shuwa-chan,” Hikari-chan said. “She looks like she’s having so much fun!”


      “Kyaaa!” I erupted. “Dagger-chan, over here!!! Look over here!!!”


      Noticing us, she hopped and gave a little wave at the same time. Adorable.


      She continued to bounce and frolic around the festival platform, joy in every step. Just that alone made Dagger-chan an angel.




      : 120 points!


      : Your honor she can't be guilty, she's cute!


      : ~Ahhh she makes my kokoro pyon pyon machi~




      “Sorry, Shuwa-chan. I’m gonna go teach Dagger-chan the choreography again.”


      “Oh, sure, have fuuun.”


      Spinning round and round the festival platform, first Sei-sama and then the Dagger-chan and Hikari-chan duo passed before my eyes in turn.


      (With Doppler effect.) “BAN odori! BAN odori!”


      I said nothing.


      (More Doppler effect.) “Ah? You lost me!” (Plus some jumping.)


      “Kyaaa!” I shouted. “Look this way, Dagger-chan, look this way!”


      “Hold on a second.” Sei-sama skidded to a halt and ran this way.


      “Can I help you?” I asked.


      “I couldn’t help but feel...a certain difference in reaction there.”


      “Of course. Would you react the same way to a gleaming diamond as you would to a steaming pile of horse shit?”


      “You wound me with your unbeautiful words, Awayuki-kun. Won’t you bless me, Sei-sama, with one of your shrill cries of ecstasy as well?”


      “Fine, fine. I’ll ‘bless’ you on your next go-round.”


      Sigh. If my senpai asks so much of me, who am I to say otherwise?


      The dance resumed.


      Dagger-chan and Hikari-chan went around. “Oh, like this?! Wait, I’m doin’ it! I’m doin’ it!!! Ah!↑” *CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP*


      “Kyaaa!” I screamed.


      Followed by Sei-sama. “BAN odori!”


      “Gyaaa!” I screeched.


      Sei-sama skidded to a halt in front of me again. “Nope, nope, nope, nuh-uh, not accepting that.”


      “You want me to change up my tune, you gotta stop with your BAN odori first.”


      We began to quibble like idiots. Before long, an interested Dagger-chan joined us, along with Hikari-chan.


      Oh, crap. “Wh-What’s wrong, you two?” I said nervously.


      “Um. Just kinda wondering why you two were taking so long to join us!” Hikari-chan said.


      “Master! Sei-sama! Let’s dance!” Dagger-chan chirped.


      “S-Sure, then let’s go dance...”


      “Hey, Awayuki-kun. Might I ask why you positioned yourself in front of me, obscuring me from view the moment they arrived?”


      “Because you’re freaking naked, that’s why!!! I’m not letting your nude, perverted ass any closer to this pair of angels!”


      Sei-sama tried to get out in front of me; I moved to block her; it became a whole thing.


      Meanwhile, Dagger-chan and Hikari-chan just watched. But then Dagger-chan seemed to come up with an idea. A mischievous, devilish smile appeared on her face right before she turned to us and bellowed with all her might:


      “Hey, Master, Sei-sama...”


      We both leaned in.


      “SEX!!!”


      My brain spun down to its lowest possible speed.


      It took me entire seconds—which felt like hours—to comprehend what I’d just heard. But when I finally did, my brain then suddenly decided to swap from omega low to ultra high speed.


      “D-D-D-D-D-D-Dagger-chan?! What did you just say?!” I stammered.


      But spin as it might, it could not keep up with the now-deluge of information flooding my head.
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      I was entirely occupied with preventing Sei-sama, who had just heard Dagger-chan bait her with that innuendo-laden line, from returning some manner of sexual harassment the likes of which the world had never seen.


      I was panicking-panicking, trying to protect Dagger-chan in whatever way I could. But oh no, too late, Sei-sama’s opening her mouth, everything is ruined...!


      “D-Dagger-kun? Y-You see, with words like that, it’s not exactly good to say them so lightly, or— Well, I suppose it’s strange for me to be the one saying that, but you saying it, um, it’s a bit... You know? That, uh, well...”


      Sei-sama was saying something respectable for once?! She must’ve been feeling thoroughly overwhelmed as well!


      “Aah!↑” Dagger-chan squealed again, followed by that delighted clapping of hands.


      Opposite us, absolute wrecks, masters of our class, Dagger-chan was absolutely enjoying herself. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten, but this girl did have a penchant for that kind of thing sometimes...


      And seeing Sei-sama act so unlike herself was oddly grounding. I had reverted—almost reverted back to normal, when this time, Hikari-chan grabbed the baton from Dagger-chan and shouted at the top of her lungs:


      “SEX!!!”


      “Nooo!!!” Sei-sama and I shouted in unison.


      But for some reason, seeing the two of us react like that only seemed to fan the flames of mischief dancing in their eyes.


      “Hey, hey, Sei-sama! I wanna use that full nude skin too! Where’d you get it?” Dagger-chan shouted.


      “Y-You can’t!” Sei-sama replied. “Only the chosen few perverted enough can wear this outfit! Well, it’s the absence of an outfit, but still!”


      “Aw, okay. In that case, I just have to be perverted enough to earn that privilege, right?!”


      “Hweh?”


      “So, to that end, here I go. Singing ‘Kurumi☆Ponchio’ at the top of my lungs!”


      “Okay, okay, you’ve made your point! I’ll show you where I got it—but you can’t wear it in front of other people! Okay?”


      While Sei-sama had her hands full with Dagger-chan, I was laden with Hikari-chan. “Hey, Shuwa-chan. Do you have any interest in S/M?”


      “Y-You are not allowed to say that!”


      “You don’t have to play coy with me, Shuwa-chan. Hikari...already knows.”


      “Knows... Knows what?”


      “That sex is S/M,” she said bashfully.


      “It is absolutely not!!!”




      : ?!?!?!?!?!


      : damn near jumped out of my chair


      : I screamed at the same time you all did!


      : Someone stop me! I'm trying to play Dagger-chan's voice in reverse!


      : So Dagger-chan...knows that song...


      : Didn't Sei-sama sing it one time?


      : I kinda like flustered Sei-sama. Moar.


      : Dagger-chan, well on her way to purify even the foul Sei-sama herself.


      : Well on her way to purify the entirety of Live-On, the little purifier.


      : Must...not...see...Hikari-chan in an erotic light!


      : It's okay, she's completely got the wrong idea.


      : ~Ahhh she makes my loins pyon pyon machi~


      : everybody cute ￥500




      And so, despite this harrowing attempt on my life that left me scarred and deformed, I managed to learn the dance, practice with all my friends, and enjoy myself a wonderful WorCra version of bon odori. (All my mistakes I attributed to being tipsy and not because I was equally PON. Fight me.)


      I left the bon odori venue behind, only to hear:


      “And that, Nekoma-senpai, is how I, Miyauchi, touchingly became a member of Live-On’s fifth generation.”


      “The details are dressed up, the pacing overblown... It barely sounds like the Live-On I know. Thought I’d tuned into some heroic epic for a moment there... I’m exhausted, nya...”


      “I assure you, it is a nonfiction of the highest order! Live-On truly is that wonderful. Ah, I know! Tell me about why you decided to join, Nekoma-senpai!”


      “Uh-oh. Now it feels totally inappropriate to admit I applied on a whim because the name sounded like a shitty game I used to play,” she whispered, too quiet for Tadasu-chan to hear, though somehow I caught it.


      ***


      I was wondering where I should head next, when:


      “Hey, Shuwacchi! Step right up, step right up!”


      “Do my ears deceive me? Is that...?”


      A familiar voice caught my attention, and I turned in its direction to find—


      “Hareru-senpai!”


      “Step right up!”


      She was putting on her best bighearted-stall-owner act, and fittingly enough, she really was running one. But hers seemed distinctly different from the target-shooting stall from earlier.


      “What kinda stall you got goin’ on here, senpai?”


      “I’m sellin’ food and drink! If you’re hungry, this is the spot to stop!”


      “Oh? Color me mildly surprised.”


      I’d expected Hareru-senpai would be up to something a little more...esoteric, but a concession stall seemed pretty normal.


      “Shuwacchi. An army runs on its stomach. The importance of a good meal cannot be understated. I support the stomachs of everyone here at Live-On!”


      “Oh! In that case, that does seem like a very convictional and noble thing that you would do! But you haven’t been cooped up here all day, have you? You should take a break every so often and enjoy the festival yourself!”


      “I would, but there’s this lottery stall over that way that apparently never gives out jackpots, so I thought I’d expose them for rigging it. Spent every last coin I had buying out the rest of the tickets, and wouldn’t you know it, the final one was the jackpot. It was so embarrassing, I’ve been hiding here ever since.”


      “Ha ha ha. That should be the subject of your next concert’s ‘About Me’!”


      “You...! I thought I told you to never bring that up again!!!”


      “Ha ha ha, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Couldn’t help myself.”




      : It's Harerun!


      : brat taming except you tame yourself


      : L


      : shave half your head and film an apology video


      : still milking that lolololo




      “If you’re truly sorry, the least you can do is buy something! Else I’ll be forever broke!” Hareru-senpai said.


      “All right. Whaddya have?”


      “For you, Shuwacchi, I recommend this invisibility potion!”


      “Right on. Why do you recommend it for me, though, if you don’t mind me asking?”


      “Because with it, you can...drumroll please...enter the women’s bath and no one will bat an eye!”


      “Hareru-senpai.”


      “Yes? Tempted! Tempted, aren’t you?!”


      “I can walk into a women’s bath without eyes batting at me just normally, you know?”


      An abnormally long pause.


      “Oh.”




      : Harerun, you've fumbled again


      : that pause LMAO she totally actually just forgot


      : another hit version of about me in the works


      : hahaha harerun about to turn every instance of About Me into a laugh track for future lives


      : wait, was I only following her logic on that?




      An awkward, stifling silence followed. Just as the air was starting to curdle, I felt another presence approach. “Oh. Isn’t that Sensei?” I asked, turning around.


      “Ah! It really is Churi-sen!” Hareru-senpai turned too.


      “Ugh...”


      But Sensei, instead of greeting us, froze mid-step, then started slowly backpedaling away.


      I hurried after her and stopped her before she could escape. “Wait—where do you think you’re going?”


      “Because...well, it’s you and Hareru-san. Together...” she said uneasily.


      “Huh? What’s wrong with that? Don’t tell me—there’s a rumor we don’t get along?”


      “Sorry,” Hareru-senpai cut in. “If there is, it’s probably because of my tactless remark earlier.”




      : it actually might be


      : that long of an awkward pause would have anyone doubting


      : meanwhile, staff-san desperately trying to arrange schedules so they don't bump into each other, using the codename “Sun giving way to snow.”




      “I don’t know anything about a rumor,” Sensei said. “But you two...have this aura, you know? One of you alone is fine, but when you’re together, even I start getting nervous.”


      “Aura? Us? Please, there’s no way we have something like that.”


      “Speak for yourself, Shuwacchi.”


      “The fact you’re not even aware of it makes it worse. Or better, I don’t know. Anyway, never mind that. What are you two doing here?”


      Hareru-senpai quickly explained her stall.


      “Oh, how nice,” Sensei said. “What’s on the menu?”


      “How ’bout a piping hot yakisoba?” Hareru-senpai replied.


      “Yakisoba! I’d love one.”


      Oh? Yakisoba? Very festival-like; I would’ve loved one as well. But, hold on, did the game actually have a yakisoba recipe?


      “First, on the hot, hot griddle—a healthy serving of pork!” Hareru-senpai declared.


      “As the pork hits the scalding surface, the rough, unrelenting stimulation against its will sends it straight into the throes of ecstasy,” Sensei said.


      Hm?


      “After a good sear, in come the veggies!”


      “The trembling, innocent vegetables—snatched from their beds with no idea why they’ve been brought here—find themselves helpless before the dripping, domineering pork...”


      Ah. It’s starting.


      “At first they flinch in fear, but...little by little, the heat draws them in. They can’t resist, and soon they’re writhing together in the same fever.”


      “Their bodies glisten, moisture beading and sliding down... But even confused by their own sweat, they soften, surrendering...molding themselves to the pork,” Hareru-senpai said.


      Wait, Hareru-senpai?


      “In no time, the griddle becomes a cauldron of lustful chaos! A primal, debaucherous feast—this stir-fry of destiny!”


      “The meat hardens. The vegetables wilt. Their instincts cry out: intertwine! And that union—yes, that union—can only be called...delicious.”


      Don’t tell me Hareru-senpai is...trying to match Sensei’s energy?!


      “But then! An intruder appears! A nigh endless horde of noodles cascades down, swallowing all in sight!”


      “The avaricious, rapacious noodles—slithering, coiling, wrapping around their spent bodies—drinking deep of their mingled juices! Wait, so that was all just foreplay?! This... This is the main act?!”


      To not resist Sensei’s lunacy, but let yourself be swept up in its tide—Hareru-senpai, you truly are the eternal challenger!


      “And now that the noodles have loosened up...it’s time for the finishing touch: the sauce!”


      “And here I come! Churiri onto the griddle!”


      “Huh?” Hareru-senpai finally snapped out of her trance to join me in my confusion.


      What... What did she just say...?


      “Ouch! Ouch! Ouch! Ouch!” Sensei winced at each tick of fire damage.


      We said nothing.


      Sensei looked us dead in the eyes. “Mix me.”


      Tick, tick, tick went her fire damage, Sensei yelping in agony each time.


      “MIX MEEEE!!!”


      “Shuwacchi.”


      “Yes?”


      “I’m scared.”


      “Because you tried to match the energy of an insane person.”


      There are times in life when it’s better to run than deal with whatever that is. This was one of them.


      If Churiri-sensei was nervous around us, then we were downright terrified of her.


      ***


      “Phew. That felt great.”


      “Ah, Churi-sen. All better now?”


      “Yes, I’m fine now. I apologize. I let my fantasies get the best of me.”


      “Your fantasies led you to throw yourself onto the griddle, huh?” I teased.


      “I suppose so.”


      “Hey, Churi-sen, here. Try this potion. Might be just the thing to help you unwind after all that. How ’bout it?” Hareru-senpai offered.


      “Oh, how nice. Then don’t mind if I do.”


      “Of course! It’s yours. Actually, I’ll have one too.”


      “Thank you. Bottoms up.”


      “Anytime. Hey, Churi-sen, since we’re here, why not tell me what’s been on your mind? As your resident first-genner, it makes me feel useful to lend an ear sometimes!”


      “Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?”


      “Hareru-senpai,” I cut in, “Sensei doesn’t have any concerns. It’s the very act of being uninhibited by her worries that has her acting like this.”


      “Ah, that’s right! That was your fault, wasn’t it, Shuwacchi?”


      “I don’t claim her.”


      “Awayuki-san... It’s all your fault... I used to be normal. But now look at me.”


      “Sensei?!”


      “Heh heh. Just kidding.”




      : she is not okay


      : that almost sounded like a real counseling session there for a second LOL


      : thats also worrying in its own way


      : she's just...too unburdened now, you know?


      : first person to become less stable after achieving mental zen


      : pleaaase let's not reenact poor armin's suffering in real life


      : implying sensei was ever normal


      : definitely more than a few livers that think even when sensei's joking, she's being serious


      : You have to do something about this, Awayuki




      I swear, it’s just worse and worser with this girl...


      After that, I was curious, so I asked Hareru-senpai about her stall. Turns out yakisoba wasn’t actually one of the offered food options, but she did have almost every food and drink available in the game.


      Sensei left. We shot the breeze for a while before, eventually, Hareru-senpai’s next patrons showed up.


      “Ah! More customers!” Hareru-senpai said. “Step right up!”


      It was Mashiron and Shion-mama. We exchanged light greetings.


      “You two moving in tandem this festival?” I asked.


      “Yep!” Shion-mama replied. “Not planned—it kinda just happened!”


      Indeed, it was quite the unusual pairing. Usually they were both busy trying to corral the more eccentric personalities among their fellow Livers, so seeing our two straight men together like this was certainly unexpected.


      “Hey, Shuwa-chan,” Mashiron said in a cutesy tone of voice.


      “Yes, Mashiron?” I replied in kind.


      “Are you into baby play?”


      “Shion-mama, what kind of nonsense did you fill my Mashiron’s head with?” Immediately, I turned my glare upon the woman responsible for Mashiron’s suddenly blurting that out.


      “I didn’t fill her head with anything; you wound me!” Shion-mama replied. “Mashiron just asked me many, many questions, and I was simply more than happy to answer them.”


      “Mashiron, what did you ask her? You know better than to take a weirdo’s words at face value, right?”


      “Hareru-senpai! My kouhai is bullying meee!” Shion-mama whined.


      “I apologize for causing your lottery stall trouble. I apologize for causing your lottery stall trouble. I apologize for causing your lottery stall trouble. I apologize for causing your lottery stall trouble.”


      “H-Huh? What are you doing making yourself so small?”




      : now here comes a rare combination of people!


      : Must've come fresh from the annual straight-man conference


      : did Mashiron just say the words baby play?!


      : my one point of calm in the chaos of this festival, snuffed out just like that!!!


      : Wait, wait, wait I'm putting two and two together. That was Shion-mama's (not) rigged lottery stall hahahaha


      : Shion-mama doesn't seem to mind at all. Cheer up already, Harerun!




      “Tell me, Shuwa-chan—who’s your mama?” Mashiron asked.


      “Why, you, of course! You’re the one who gave me this body,” I replied.


      She gave a bashful chuckle. “Thanks. But, you know, lately I’ve been getting the feeling...you think of Shion-senpai as your mama more than me.”


      “That is absolutely, positively, one hundred percent not true.”


      I denied it with everything I had. Because whatever that was between me and Shion-mama, it wasn’t me. I just got swept up in her insanity, that was all.


      “You say that,” Mashiron pressed, “but your actions don’t really back it up. How often do you even tell her no?”


      “All the time!” I said. “I only agree to things that are socially acceptable by any reasonable measure!”


      “Uh-huh. Then answer me this: Would you let her do bottle play with you?”


      “Well, I mean, bottle play, of course. In fact, I think we’ve even done that with StroZero before.”


      “Would you let her change you?”


      “Um...yeah? I mean, that’s normal, right?”


      “Bathe you?”


      “Hmm... Borderline, but yeah? Come to think of it, I think she’s washed my hair and back before.”


      “That’s it. I’m mad at you now. Go play with your other mama, Awayuki.”


      “Huh?!”


      She turned on her heel and stormed off, leaving me in stunned silence.


      “W-Wait—why are you mad?! Huh?! Chat, help me out here! Why is she mad?!”


      With no clue what I’d said wrong, I panicked and turned to chat—only to be met with a wall of disapproval:




      : Sigh


      : Yeah, you deserve that one


      : what part of that was even remotely in the ballpark of normal? getcho ass outta here


      : Even if you've bathed together, Mashiron probably never washed you herself!


      : Your sense of normal is broken, ma'am


      : Mashiron's mama status just took a critical hit, I'm afraid...




      But after reading it all, I thought I got a good sense of the answer.


      Put simply...Mashiron was jealous.


      I felt bad, really I did.


      But also, at the same time— Aww, what a jealous little cutie-patootie.


      “Shion-senpai. Can you teach me how to be a mama?”


      “Of course, Mashiron-chan! You know, I think the fastest way for you to learn is to experience being my baby for a while. That way, you can pick up everything I do as I do it. What do you say?”


      “I’ll do it.”


      The slackened grin that took over my face whenever I thought about how cute Mashiron was vanished. “Ha-whaaaaAAAAAA?!” I busted into the middle of that conversation that shouldn’t have been happening. “Mashiron, wait! You’re being tricked; don’t fall for it! She just wants to make you her baby, that’s all!”


      “Shut up, Shuwa-chan, be quiet.”


      “Hee hee hoooo~. Hee hee hooo~.”


      “You hear that, Mashiron? You hear the way Shion-mama is breathing? You’ve got her so aroused, she’s adopted the Lamaze technique!”


      “Hmph. I don’t want to hear anything you have to say right now.”


      “Listen to me!!!”


      “Guys! I brought something you can use as milk!” Hareru-senpai interrupted.


      Mashiron just wasn’t listening despite the clear danger. Hareru-senpai found the whole situation so amusing, she even jumped in on it. Was this really happening? Shion-mama and Mashiron’s baby play...


      I tried to prevent this from happening! You all saw me! Whatever happens next is not on me!




      : Mashiron's being weird...


      : so aroused she's adopted the hwa?


      : I do believe first time anyone has ever used the words “aroused” and “Lamaze technique” in the same sentence


      : Why is the illustrator mama trying to become a real mama? make it make sense




      “Then, Mashiro-chan,” Shion-mama said, “let’s first go about fixing your speech.”


      “Sure,” she replied.


      “Ah. See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Shion-mama gently chided.


      “Huh?” Mashiron seemed confused, then... “Oh.” Something seemed to click, and she fell into an uncomfortable silence.


      Aha! What did I tell you? Too shy to carry out what you roped yourself into, huh?


      But then:


      “G... Gaa... Ngh... A... Ga...”


      The mic picked up the sound of her trying to speak, stopping, blushing, starting again. Over and over.


      At first, it seemed like she wasn’t going to make it. But whether it was the fever of the festival or just jealousy choking her by the throat, she pushed through, and at last managed to let out a single syllable:


      “Goo...”


      It struck the three of us like lightning.


      The same rush one feels upon witnessing a new species—raw, primal awe.


      For before us stood not the cool, composed girl we all knew...


      Not the mischievous trickster who could turn impish at a moment’s notice...


      But a girl who...


      “Ga ga?”


      ...was fidgeting, trembling, utterly undone, her voice so meltingly sweet that even the word “coquettish” would blush to hear it.


      To see Mashiron—my Mashiron—reduced to such a helpless, unguarded state... This...


      This...!


      “This baby is way too lewd!!!” we cried in perfect unison.


      To which the baby in question merely replied, flatly:


      “Hey.”




      : L O L


      : Mashiron saying the kind of stuff that would make a lumberjack blush...


      : Within me, a primal urge bubbles forth


      : Let's Live-On, baby.


      : I'm firmly in the “babies must feel no shame” camp when it comes to baby role-play, but even I'm starting to waver...


      : Feels like I'm watching something I'm not supposed to.


      : Like when Awayuki was being nursed on StroZero...


      : No, that's different. That's more something you're not supposed to get off to.




      “I’m a baby,” Mashiron said flatly. “Why are you all seeing me in an erotic light?”


      “Quick correction,” Hareru-senpai said. “You’re role-playing a baby. In a sex thing. Of course we’d see you in an erotic light.”


      “No, no, no one said anything about sex. I simply asked to learn how to become a mama from the viewpoint of a baby.”


      “Mashiron,” I said. “I was wrong for ever trying to prevent this from happening.”


      “Your admission of defeat means nothing to me at this juncture. If anything, it only irritates me further. And you, Shion-senpai, would you snap out of it already?”


      “R-Right! I’m the proud mother, after all! I can’t just throw in the towel because my baby’s lewd!”


      “Not exactly the statement of reassurance I wanted to hear...” Mashiron sighed. “Whatever. Can we move on? What’s next?”


      “Y-Yes, yes, let’s see... I believe we have milk, so next we can do bottle-feeding.” Shion-mama took a deep breath, and she became Shion the mama once more. “Okay, sweet pea, time for num-nums~! Mama’s got your milkies all ready!”


      “Um, let’s see, I should respond with a... Goo! Milkies!”


      Shion-mama’s mic picked up a sharp intake of breath. “Here you go. Can baby drink it all up? Yes, you can!”


      “Ga! Mnu, mnu, mnu, mnu...”


      A sharper intake of breath.


      “Okay, Maashii-chan! You must be tired of that artificial nipple. Why don’t you come to Harerun-mama and drink from a real one instead?”


      “Ga-huh?”


      “No, Mashiron, come to Shuwa-chan-mama and use that cute little tongue to slobber over mommy’s little bean instead YEAAAAAS.”


      “Bruh.”


      Aw, baby Mashiron disappeared.


      “I have...so much to say about what just transpired, but first—” Mashiron turned to me. “Shuwa-chan.”


      “Yeas?”


      “You think you maybe crossed the line there?”


      “Did I? Maybe the line jumped really far forward for that one moment, so I never crossed it.”


      “Wrong answer. Try again.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “There we go.”


      Yep. Take notes, everyone. When you find yourself saying something absolutely wild, first things first: Apologize! Try it at home, kids.


      “And you too, Hareru-senpai? Really?” Mashiron said.


      “Yes, Maashii, it’s true. No matter how much you suckle on my teat, milk will never come out. But in its place...I can offer you something far sweeter.”


      “Pretending I didn’t find that line madly hot for a moment, as punishment, I’ll be drawing a borderline R-18 illustration of the aforementioned nursing scene. Exactly as you phrased it.”


      Hareru-senpai blinked. “Wait. Real?”


      “N-No! You can’t! I’m shy!” I yelped.


      “Never said I was gonna draw yours, Shuwa-chan.”




      : jesus where was the CONTENT WARNING LMAOO


      : ITS YABAIIII. EVERYTHING IS YABAIII


      : Did I spit-take out of comedy right now? Out of shock? who can say?


      : WAIT SAY NO CAP TO THAT HARERUN ILLUST RIGHT NOW


      : honestly, no matter how you editorialize it, there's no way Shuwa-chan's drawing will be anything but R-18


      : any spicy illust with Shuwa-chan is automatically treated like alcohol and thus given an R-20 rating by the govt




      “But I can’t lie,” Shion-mama cut in, “if you hadn’t interrupted, Hareru-senpai... I might’ve been driven to do something very bad with my baby here...”


      Mashiron suddenly giggled mischievously. “Hey, mommy? You’re trash...♡ Traaash. ♡”


      “Ah~!” *THUMP*


      “Ah. And Shion-mama is down for the count,” I said.


      Mashiron snorted. “So that’s all it took, huh? Guess Shion-senpai’s not all that after all. In light of that, I’ll let you off the hook this time, Shuwa-chan.”


      “Score.”


      Looked like that had patched her mood right up, and earned me forgiveness in the process.


      You know what? That was actually kind of great. I’d started to think Shion-mama was becoming invincible, but it seemed we’d found her natural predator—and who’d have guessed?


      “Nya-nyan!” came the voice of a familiar cat. “Nekoma thinks she’s cracked the code! If she just treats Tadasu-chan like a character from a shitty dating sim, then she can actually enjoy this! Go on, Tadasu-chan! Entertain Nekoma to the fullest extent!”


      “Whew. I got too excited and talked too much. The energy’s gone now,” Tadasu-chan said flatly.


      “Nyaaan. Okay, then, that’s fine (sad face).”


      As I mulled over where to head next, it dawned on me—the festival was nearly over. And with the big closing event about to start, we all hurried toward its venue.


      ***


      We made our way to a secluded park, a fair distance from the main festival grounds. At first glance, it might’ve seemed like an odd choice for the grand finale of such a merry, raucous event—but in truth, this quiet, shadowy place was the perfect stage for what was about to begin.


      Pow...


      Pow...


      Brilliant showers of light burst across the night sky. Each explosion drew soft oohs and aahs of wonder, even the occasional tamayaaa! drifting up from the crowd.


      The festival’s final act—its closing celebration—was a fireworks show, marking the completion of this world.


      “Hiyaaa. Hiyaaa! Paint the skies! More fireworks! Moaaar!”


      “H-Hikari-chan?! Maybe go easy on the fireworks! That’s way too many to launch at once!”


      “Don’t worry, Shion-senpai! If we run out, Hikari will launch herself instead!”


      “You crazy masochist!!!”


      One after another, the fireworks soared upward, baptizing the newborn world in radiant light.


      “Ehrai-chan, hurry, hurry! It’s starting already!”


      “Okay, okay, just calm down a bit. Chami-senpai? Sit!”


      “Arf!”


      “Good girl. Seriously, you’re such a handful sometimes~.”


      In time, the cheers and laughter softened, replaced by quiet awe as everyone gazed up at the glittering sky, each person lost in their own thoughts, speaking softly of what the sight stirred within them.


      “Alice-chan.”


      “Yes? What is it, Kaeru-dono?”


      “We should hold a fourth-gen offline collab sometime. Maybe...at Kaeru’s place?”


      “Oh! I’d love that! But...wow. Thinking back to who you were in the early days—who would’ve thought that girl would be the one inviting me over?”


      “True enough. Somehow, that Kaeru found her groove, even ending up with kouhai of her own. Who’d have thought VTubing would give her all that?”


      “It even gave you a top mommy! Talk about a comeback story!”


      “Not to mention a few wonderful genmates too.”


      “Hm? What was that? Sorry, the fireworks were too loud!”


      “Heh. Nothing.”


      I pulled myself away from all the noise and wandered off to a quieter spot.


      “Such pretty fireworks.”


      “Not half as pretty as you, Tadasu-chan.”


      “Hya?! Nekoma-senpai?!”


      “You steaming-hot pile of shit, you.”


      “Kyaaa! Such a wild confession—pairing crass words with a declaration of love! Why, it’s wonderful in its own way!”


      “Oh, you smelly piece of shit, you.”


      “Wait. Do I literally stink right now?”


      I found a spot overlooking the whole crowd, (figuratively) sat down, and cracked open a fresh can.


      “Hey, Hareru-san.”


      “What’s up, Churi-sen?”


      “What do you think ‘normal’ is, if you don’t mind me asking?”


      “‘Normal,’ huh... I’d say it’s an ideal.”


      “An ideal, huh? Yeah. Maybe so.”


      “Thus, it doesn’t exist. That’s why we think of it as something so tremendous. Something so worthy of our longing. And maybe that’s also why the things that aren’t normal end up fascinating us so much, you know?”


      “Yeah. I think I do. Thank you for that, Hareru-san.”


      “Don’t mention it.”


      Pshhh! Glug, glug, glug, glug, ahhh.


      “Sei-sama! These fireworks are amazing! I had no idea you could do something like this in WorCra!”


      “Incredible, isn’t it, Dagger-kun?”


      “Ah! I think we can get a better view from there! Come on, Sei-sama!”


      “Coming~.”


      “Eee hee hee hee hee hee!”


      “Well, this isn’t good. At this rate, I’m about to turn into a proper father figure. To think the great Sei-sama would be purified this hard. But not so fast. I’ve come up with a countermeasure. Dagger-kun!”


      “Ah?”


      “That ‘ah?’ is the sound of her about to commit war crimes. Yes, that’s why I won’t be led astray.”


      “Ah! ↑” *CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP*


      “And that ‘ah! ↑’ is the sound of war crimes in progress. Yes. Perfect. What a terrifying creature. The great Sei-sama is so afraid.”


      “Huuuuuug!”


      “Ah, darn it—come here, you adorable little rascal! Noogie, noogie, noogie, noogie!”


      The conversations I heard seemed to hold the past, the present, and the future in equal measure. And in that haze, my StroZero, savored slowly, had never tasted sweeter.


      “It puts one in a mood to bask, huh?” came a voice from beside me.


      I smiled when I saw Mashiron. “Doesn’t it?” She must’ve tracked me down. Or sensed something was up.


      “It’s done,” she said simply.


      “That it is.”


      “This world is finis.”


      “Mm.”


      “Sad that it’s over?”


      “A little.”


      Mashiron, sharp as ever.


      The truth was...that faint sadness had been smoldering inside me since the festival began. The quiet ache of knowing it would all soon end.


      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m more joyous than anything. Just...you know how it is. When something ends, you can’t help but feel a little blue.”


      Maybe it was because I could already imagine the silence that would follow the celebration—that gentle stillness left in its wake. The fireworks were to blame. Staring up at them made me sentimental.


      “But it’s not like everything’s ending,” Mashiron said. “It’s just the end of one chapter. We’ve reached the goal we set for ourselves, that’s all. This world isn’t disappearing. Someone can continue playing here, continue to create and build. And as long as that remains true, it’ll never die.”


      Gazing up at the sky, it took me a moment before I could reply, “Yeah.”


      Her words settled slowly, but they rang true. Every ending is just another beginning. When something fades, something new takes its place. I’d almost forgotten that.


      “You’re right,” I acknowledged. “Let’s get back into the celebration, shall we?”


      “Yeah. Look, everyone’s calling for you.”


      I looked down. It seemed everyone had finally noticed I was gone.


      They stood below, looking up this way, some calling out my name, others using it as a setup to tease or heckle me.


      Bit by bit, their voices overlapped, louder and louder, until it all melted into a jumbled cacophony.


      The rowdiness of it blew away whatever sentimentality had been clinging to my heart, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      “Come on. Let’s go!” Mashiron outstretched a hand toward me.


      I stared at it for a moment. “...Let’s go.” Then I took her hand and dove right back into the chaos.


      All right! Time to enjoy this world to the fullest!!!




      : plot development!!! In all sorts of ways!!!


      : precious. just precious


      : What are you waiting for? this band of merry idiots is calling for you!


      : Too Many Wilding Heroines!


      : the celebration aint over until its over! ￥21,100




      The fireworks went on for a while longer. But eventually, they ended. The festival ended. The day ended.


      And as the next day sought to begin, I found myself wondering what I should do for my next stream. A lightly falling snow? Or a cracked-open tall can of StroZero? Which was it gonna be?


      Idle Talk: Awa-chan’s Castella Q&A


      “Let’s answer a few viewer Castellas!”


      Q: I have to be honest, Awa-chan, sometimes when I watch your stream, I catch glimpses of that StroZero girl lurking within. In fact, sometimes it’s not just glimpses—that girl comes out and invades the stream front and center.


      But when I see you lending an ear to your fellow Live-On members, or showing kindness to your kouhai, I’m suddenly struck by just how genuinely seiso you are.


      And honestly, I think that’s wonderful.


      (Don’t) bother, Kakashi (Awa-chan). That (unexpected seiso) jutsu won’t (will) work on me.


      (Got embarrassed writing this, so I’m hiding behind a meme.)


      “(I’ll) Take care of that body, Itachi...”




      : Huh?


      : *invades the stream front and center* yes. yes she does


      : Hold on... *lifts up mask* Shuwa-chan???


      : Is it seiso to stop acting seiso upon request?


      : please don't your viewers




      “Shush, all of you. If you received a Castella this cute, you’d be itching to abduct whoever sent it as well.”




      : abduction?!


      : well, can't say I saw that one coming


      : just how starving have you been for words of affirmation LMAO


      : But hey, hey, I don't think we can deny it. Meme mixed in there may be, that's actually a real complimentary Castella...


      : Can it be? Have you finally started receiving actual, nonshitpost-y Castellas?!




      “And Castella...saved. I’ll be opening this one up and reading it for a quick pick-me-up whenever I’m feeling down. Or just whenever I feel like it. Okay, then! Let’s move on. Next Castella...”


      Q: This is not a shitpost Castella


      “Well, if this isn’t the clever one! What is clearly a shitpost Castella claiming it isn’t a shitpost Castella! My mind has thoroughly tied itself into knots thinking about that one. We’ll deem you...the Shitpost Ouroboros!”




      : ah yes, this is what more what I'm used to


      : I've seen this one before. Ceci n'est pas une pipe.


      : See, I was going to defend Awa-chan by saying the original reference works because it's using a drawing of a pipe to say it's not a pipe, but if you use an actual shitpost castella to claim its not a shitpost castella, then that kinda loses the spirit of the original. But then she said that ouroboros thing and I said fck it


      : That's the sound of a man defeated


      : Yep. That's just a shitpost.




      “In my mind, it’s actually not. The real shitposts are something else entirely. Some you can just tell were written with no intention of me ever replying to them on stream. Like they just sent that in to make me laugh off stream or something.”




      : l o l


      : okay now I'm curious LMAOO


      : must be *bad* bad if she cant show them on stream lol


      : Why is the seiso girl a shitpost castella meat toilet?


      : now if that isn't the most awful string of four words I've ever seen...




      Q: Dear Awa-chan,


      Have you decided whether your heart belongs to Mashiron or Alice-chan?


      “Hee hee hee. My heart belongs to the entire world, of course.”




      : laaame


      : cop out


      : just hurry up and pick one so we can all rest easier at night.




      “You guys are seriously...! You say stuff like that, but if I ended up with some random dude you don’t even know instead of Mashiron or Alice-chan, you’d all be devastated, and I know it!”




      : yeah


      : pretty much


      : glad you're self aware




      “Oh, you— I swear to graaaaah!”


      Q: Hee hee hee hee hee. Hello, and sorry to bother you so late at night. This is your landlord speaking. Continue to stream so loudly into the ungodly hours of the night, and you know the consequences, don’t you?


      “Congratulations on being able to listen to my streams in the flesh!”




      : tuff mental


      : her confidence level's through the roof tonight


      : imagine you just start hearing banging on the walls coming from every direction on stream next time


      : you think she'd thank them for their messages?


      : call it the neighbor-cast




      “Truth be told, I’ve been very careful about soundproofing since the very beginning! If my neighbors can still hear me through all that, I’m afraid I’ll have to resort to whispering ASMR streams only...”




      : okay, and?


      : could be very seiso


      : Mr. Gorbachev. Tear down these walls!


      : why stop at walls? remove the entire house. stream on the streets


      : Streetside ASMR (STREAM)




      “Yeah, laugh it up! But when it turns out I can’t be loud on stream anymore, then tough luck if you want me to sing this next Castella!”


      Q: Booze will guiii-iii-iiide you home. And igniii-iii-iiite your bones. And it will tryyyyy to fix you!


      “Uuuu-WAAAAAAA! Don’t... Don’t do that—now you’re making me remember my old self and I’m gonna cryyyyyyy────!!!”




      : clearly you can be loud on stream but you're still not singing!!!


      : Always something with this girl, huh?


      : I thought it was just a meme, but now I'm legit tearing up thinking that's really her past


      : You've come a long way. Now you're someone who fixes loneliness.


      : You know what? You are. You are seiso.




      “Thank you!!! Thank you all so muuuuuch!”


    


  



  

    

      Idle Talk: Shuwa-chan’s Castella Q&A


      “It’s Castella-answerin’ time!”


      Q: Dear Shuwa-chan:
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      Whew! That was tiring!


      “Huh? Wait. Is this...my very own StroZero collab product? In other words, my very own child that I’ve given birth to.”




      : Hey!!!


      : oh no. Awayuki pregnant and Awayuki child are gonna start trending now, aren't they?


      : A child between Awayuki Kokorone and StroZero promises to be a very...*stimulating* child indeed.


      : Only a streamer like Awa-chan could turn this into a recurring gag


      : You saying stuff like this is exactly why the collab never actually happens!




      “Yeah, yeah, keep talkin’ all that! But you know, if the collab actually did come out, I’d be drinking that stuff every day, so this is probably for the best.”


      Q: So I did an internet search for “Shuwa-chan” but all that came up were pictures of some old white buff dude I’ve never seen before! Shuwa-chan! Are you actually a man pretending to be a girl? I feel so betrayed right now! I trusted you! How could you do this?! I can’t believe in anything anymore! Ergo, I’m suing you! Prepare yourself! I’ll be seeing you in court! And you better have the settlement money ready!


      “But that old buff white dude’s given birth and become a mother before, you know?”




      : So that makes the two of you


      : Junior was such an unexpected fever dream from Schwarzenegger, man.


      : no no, that's clearly a different person. Shuwa-chan could never be so feminine


      : Or have chesticles as big


      : no one's going to wonder why that question was in kansai dialect?




      Q: Shuwa-chan. How come you never talk about old friends or IRL friends?


      “I would love to—if I could.”




      : ohh... (´；ω；｀)


      : bocchi my beloved...


      : bet the person who sent that in is regretting it now


      : Live-On is the place where Shuwa-chan turned her Life—On.


      : StroZero the Rock!


      : oh, it's rock n roll all right.




      Q: Dear Shuwa-chan:


      I’d like to introduce to you two dishes that pair perfectly with lemon-y flavored alcoholic beverages. (*･ω･)*_ _)


      Dish 1: A chicken tomato and cheese stew (serves 3-6)


      Cut chicken (any cut you like) into bite-sized pieces and soak them in cooking sake.


      Once the meat has softened, sear the surface over high heat until browned to your liking.


      Add a can of tomatoes, then pour in about a third to a half of the can’s worth of water. Cover with a lid and simmer on low heat for about 10 minutes (or longer if you prefer).


      Once there’s no more pink left in the meat, add cheese and salt to taste. Then gradually stir in okara (soy pulp). When most of the liquid has cooked off, it’s done!


      This one is my drinking go-to.


      Dish 2: Offal stew


      Dissolve (spicy) meat miso sauce to desired strength. Add in offal, along with sliced daikon radish and ginger. Simmer thoroughly—roughly 5 hours.


      (If using a thermal cooker, bring it to a boil first, simmer briefly, then keep warm, occasionally reheating to bring it back to a boil.)


      Add your favorite stew ingredients, cut into bite-sized pieces and simmer for another 1 to 3 hours.


      (If using a thermal cooker, bring to a boil again, simmer for about 30 minutes, then keep warm.)


      “Thank you for the recipes! I tried them, but turns out...they’re no good for me.”




      : Really?


      : Why not?


      : the recipes themselves all seem to pass the sniff test




      “Because with them, the StroZero goes down way too smooth, and I’d drink myself to death!”




      : baha


      : If she didn't have limits, she'd overdo everything I swear.


      : Nothing like a little uninhibited pleasure to lead to one's ruin


      : Proud of you for stopping yourself


      : She's still out here without a proper drinking snack, tho




      “Oh, but I do have one: you guys. You all are my perfect drinking snack.”




      : Huh? Should I send out the RSVPs?


      : You'll take responsibility...for snacking us, won't you?


      : I, for one, think of myself on the same tier as karaage as a drinking snack ￥50,000


      : Heh, same here. I always thought you'd make the perfect “snack” for me too.


      : make sure you savor every bite ♡




      “Yep. It’s that bold, polarizing flavor that makes you all so perfect.”


      Q: Dear Shuwa-chan:


      If the world were to end tomorrow, what would you do? Would you stream, or would you drink StroZero? If you stream, would you stream as Shuwa-chan? Or Awa-chan?


      Also, what’s your LINE?


      “I would stream as Awa-chan at first, then crack open a StroZero and stream all the way till the end comes! Also, I don’t do LINE, but I do do StroZero.”




      : all of the above, LFGGG


      : That's the Shuwa-chan we know and love!


      : Streaming until the apocalypse. THis is how you know you've found a real one. With you until the end, Shuwa my queen!


      : And here we have a woman who treats StroZero and LINE as equals


      : she's somehow supremely principled, and I kind of love that


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Two


      Yes, It’s True. Awayuki Kokorone Will Be Trying Alcoholic Beverages Other Than StroZero


      “Good evening, everyone. It looks like another nice, light snow is falling tonight. It’s me, Awayuki Kokorone.”


      I gave my usual stream opening—for the who-knows-how-many-th time—but today, it felt like my very first. My heart was pounding.




      : So, the time's finally come.


      : It's really happening, huh?


      : Awaaaayukiiiii!!!


      : Wait I just got here. Is this for real?!


      : If it's what you've decided, Awayuki-chan, I'll support you ￥10,000




      The prestream announcement on Cheeper had made huge waves, and even now, the chat was flying. Message after message of warm, heartfelt comments filled the screen.


      Thank you, everyone. With all the energy you’ve given me, I can announce today’s stream title, loud and proud!


      “The ‘Yes, It’s True. Awayuki Kokorone Will Be Trying Alcoholic Beverages Other Than StroZero: An Official Live-On Stream’ begins now!!!”




      : bahahahahaha


      : loooooooooooool


      : Official, huh?


      : When the official is Live-On


      : only the seisoest of streamers can have an official stream dedicated to them just trying alcohol




      My voice echoed in the spacious studio chamber, a stark difference from the quality of sound when I was cooped up in my room. All around, staff members who would be helping me out today gave me a smattering of applause.


      That’s right. I’ve been granted an official Live-On event in which I am the sole star of the show!


      “Let me quickly explain today’s plan! Today, I—seiso VTuber Awayuki Kokorone—will be trying out different kinds of alcohol and giving my reviews as I go! That’s right! This seiso girl is throwing her image out the window! It’s a full-on gap attack! Just what’s going to become of me after this?!”




      : huh?


      : you're not wrong...but you're not right either


      : issa paradox


      : the deceptive seiso


      : there is a gap. but that's not it


      : Lying without saying a single word of falsehood is some genius level scammer energy


      : I don't need to worry about what *will* become of you. I'm already wondering what *has* become of you.




      “Okay, so—confession time! My experience with alcoholic drinks is quite narrow, so I’m already kind of a nervous wreck! The lineup we’ve got today was picked out by me and the staff, and apparently...every single one of these is something I’ve never tried before! And some of them are, uh...pretty strong, or so I’ve been told... Am I gonna be okay? I’m kinda scared, not gonna lie! But—but! It’s also super exciting to take my first real step into the grown-up world! Oh, and that’s not all! For each drink, I’ll have a special guest joining me! Management, seriously, thank you so much for letting me do something this fancy and luxurious! Ah ha ha ha! ...Wait, huh? Staff-san, why are you all laughing all of a sudden?! Hello?!”




      : she's enjoying lying to our face like this, isn't she? because I am


      : “quite narrow” (but as deep as the ocean)


      : you do know your Vtuber persona is just that, a persona, right?


      : take it easy champ


      : “pretty strong.” or in other words, stronger than 9%


      : I can guess a few drinks in that lineup already


      : and she's got guests? sheeeesh


      : Wait. It's not going to be just four different flavors of StroZero, is it?


      : High five, staff-san


      : LOL she actually kinda got angry there


      : I mean, must be embarrassing pretending to be seiso in front of all those people


      : are the staff there to help out or just spectate hahaha


      : oh, you're just everybody's darling over there, aren't you Awayuki?




      “Ahem. All right, that’s it for the preamble! But if you’ll allow me just a little more ado before the show begins...there’s something I’d like to share with you all.”


      I’d played up the intro, hammed it up for laughs like usual, but there really was something else I wanted to say before we got started. I steadied my voice, making sure every word came out clear, so no one could mistake that I meant it.


      “To be honest, this stream has been on the table for a while now. But I was always hesitant about it—up until recently. I think there were two reasons for this. On one hand, I was completely content just drinking StroZero. But on the other...I think I was afraid. Afraid that doing this might somehow break everything I’d built up until now.


      “But lately, watching the other Livers around me keep growing and evolving, I realized something. I realized I wasn’t moving forward with them. So I wanted to do this. Wanted to take part in something where even I can’t predict what’ll happen next.


      “So, I ask for your understanding today. You might see a side of me you weren’t expecting—or maybe one you didn’t want to see. But even so...I can only ask for your kindness.”


      I took a breath, smiled faintly, and added one last thing.


      “And finally...even if I end up drinking other kinds of alcohol tonight, StroZero will always be my one and only. My eternal partner. Thank you.”


      When I finished, I lowered my head.




      : Oh, she's actually serious.


      : Ah, I get it now


      : You'd think she wouldn't have worries anymore after making it, but that's the human condition for you, I suppose.


      : Yeah, I was kinda surprised when I heard you were doing this, but then I thought, this is Live-On. Surpassing expectations is what they do.


      : Thank *you*, Awayuki!


      : You are *the* seiso VTuber!


      : I know this is serious and all, and I'm sorry for breaking the mood, but the thought of someone agonizing this much over whether to drink alcohol other than StroZero is kinda funny to me


      : you've heard of “Breaking the unicorn's horn” as an expression for shattering the parasocial illusion, now get ready for “Breaking the unicorn's pop tab.”


      : A unicorn with a pop tab? This unicorn live in Chernobyl or what?


      : okay, Awayuki. I was with you until the end there bahahaha I'm cackling


      : Chat, have you ever seen anyone bow to affirm their loyalty to an alcoholic beverage


      : She made us all gather here thinking we'd watch her cheat on StroZero, only for it to turn into a wedding ceremony instead.




      “Okay, then! With the serious stuff out of the way, let’s call on our first guest. She came all the way to the studio on foot to support me and my little project. I honestly can’t thank her enough!”


      It was time to get this show on the road, big energy style!


      “Excuuuse me!” I called out, and on cue, a curtain of red hair entered the room.


      “Yes, miss, what can I get you on this glorious afternoon?” she replied.


      “Right. I think I’ll go ahead and start with a draft.”


      “A shaft? Careful what you ask for there, hon.”


      “Huh? Sorry, what was that?”


      “Nothing, nothing. I’ve got your order, and it’s coming right up.”


      Something seemed off about that exchange, but I let it slide. My first guest stepped out from in front of me and exited stage left.


      “Order up! One thick, hard shaft for the young lady!”


      “Draft! I said draft! As in beer!!!”


      “Oh. Is that what you said?”


      From the lame dirty joke and red hair, you could probably already tell. My first guest was none other than the great Sei-sama.




      : It's Sei-samaaaa~


      : If Awayuki hadn't caught that I wondered what she would've been served, kekekeke


      : Well, whatever was going to come out, thick and hard are hardly words you associate with a nice pint


      : a nice rock hard, raging pint. Wait


      : Sei-sama definitely volunteered to be the guest for beer for this exact purpose lol


      : a good drinking sesh always begins with a nice round of beers




      “Apologies for the wait. Here’s your drink, miss—one draft beer, as ordered.”


      “Thank you...”


      She set down in front of me an impeccably poured mug of beer. It was textbook, and depending on who you asked, as close to perfect as a beer could be.


      Keeping the skit short and sweet, we moved on to the main event.


      “I mean, it certainly looks delicious,” I said. “But the smell’s kind of putting me off.”


      “You’ve never had beer before, have you, Awayuki-kun?” Sei-sama asked.


      “Never,” I admitted. “Back when I was an exploited office drone, the company motto was basically, ‘If you’ve got time to drink, you’ve got time to think.’”


      “I see. Well, in that case, I don’t think anyone would fault me for saying beer’s an acquired taste. Quite a few people don’t like their first few pints.”


      “Yeah, that makes sense. I’m just...not sure how to describe my aversion to it. Maybe it’s because it just...doesn’t smell fruity at all.”




      : the default choice, but hey, it's default for a reason


      : I threw up my first beer as well


      : but it really does sink its fangs into you once you get used to it




      “Okay, then. Bottoms up.”


      Just staring at it wasn’t the name of the game. So I grabbed hold of the heavy mug by the handle, lifted it up to my lips, and took a tentative sip...




      : She drank it?! She actually drank it?!


      : Shuwa-chan...has finally tasted the lips of another...


      : hoho


      : Feels like I'm watching something I really shouldn't


      : That's always the case with her streams.




      “Mmph!” The second the taste touched my tongue, I slammed the mug back down to the table and covered my face with both my hands.


      “Awayuki-kun?!” Sei-sama cried out in alarm. “Are you all right? If it’s that bad, it’s okay, you really don’t have to drink it.”


      “No... That’s not it,” I muttered through my hands. “I just... My mind was suddenly awash with her face.”


      “Oh, you horny devil. You got turned on by the cheating aspect of the situation, didn’t you?”


      “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is a perfect example of why a lifelong fool should never try to play the straight man.”




      : lingering feelings kek


      : her face? where would her face even be? the entire can? the logo?


      : obligatory reminder that StroZero is not human


      : Sei-sama, the (un?)straightest straight man


      : And that, ladies and gentlemen, is a perfect example of why a lifelong VTuber should never try to play the seiso woman(?)?




      I shook off my moment’s discomposure and moved onto my review.


      Truth be told, I didn’t find beer that delicious. Not, at least, from that one sip. It wasn’t so much the taste as the smell. That strong scent that hit the back of my nose after the liquid went down was so gross, it almost made me gag.


      “Can one really get used to this?” I asked.


      “I’ll teach you a little trick,” Sei-sama said. “For beginners, don’t focus on the taste. Focus on the feeling as it goes down your throat.”


      “Ah, like the carbonation?”


      “Sort of. But it gives you a sensation that ordinary soft drinks just can’t.”


      “Really?”


      Following her advice, I took not a small sip this time, but a full mouthful—and let it roll down my throat in one big gulp. Naturally, that led to another. And another.


      Oh?


      “Pa-haaaaa!” I let out a satisfied breath.


      “How’s that?”


      “I don’t hate it! But I don’t like it either!”


      “Yes, semen does tend to taste that way.”


      “Excuse me? Staff? Can we get a new straight man over here?”


      But I had to admit: drinking beer this way made it tolerable. Not exactly delicious, but acceptable.


      Since today’s reviews were about more than just taste—factoring in how each drink got you drunk as well—we’d prepared a modest amount of every type. So we kept drinking beer for a while, chatting and laughing like we were out on the town.


      And once the beer had fully seeped into my system, this was what I turned into:


      “Heeeyyy there, Sei-sama. 😉 Just wanted to say thanks for hangin’ with me today, ha ha. If it’d just been me drinkin’ alone...man, that would’ve been tragic, huh? 😅 Anyway, real nice havin’ you here to keep me company. Too bad we didn’t grab any snacks or somethin’, but hey, if they say good company’s better than good food, then a pretty young lady like you would be priceless, huh? 😉 Ha ha ha!”


      “Well, this has certainly taken an interesting turn.”




      : drunk spotted!!!


      : Shuwa-chan?! Where'd you come from?!


      : No... this isn't Shuwa-chan. This is...different.


      : Why does she suddenly sound older?


      : And creepier?


      : Like your cringy male manager that's way too friendly with you! how is it possible I'm seeing the emojis even though it's spoken word???




      “Sei-sama, sweetheart! How have you been lately? Work treating you okay? You know, I worry about you. You’ve always been such a sensitive soul. You really ought to take some time for you once in a while—get outside, soak up a little sun, get that vitamin D! ☀ Honestly, you can’t keep running yourself ragged like this! ♥”


      “Wow, the two-for-one special. Can’t say I’ve ever seen this before.”




      : now she's a patronizing old lady im dying


      : nahhhhhh. NAHHHH


      : please tell me this part is scripted too LMAO


      : but beer does get you drunk differently tho


      : the two-for-one is incredibly cursed...




      “Come now, Awayuki-kun, this isn’t how you usually are. Why don’t you go ahead and say your favorite catchphrase, ‘It’s ya girl, Shuwa-chan!’?”


      “It’s ya girl, Shuwa-chan! 😂”


      “No, that’s not quite right... Okay. Then how about ‘I goon to you’?”


      “I ♥ goon ♥ to ♥ you, ♥ dearie. ♥”


      “Okay, I think someone needs to go to jail for that.”


      “Heeey, Sex-sama. You free after this? Let’s hit up a little after-party, yeah? Drinks on me, as thanks for coming out tonight, heh. Anyway—we can sing songs from daytime soaps till sunrise! ☀ Come on, darling, don’t be shy now! Bit of vitamin D, bit of karaoke therapy, you’ll feel like new! ♥”


      “Uh. No, I’ll pass, thank you.”




      : ok let's keep the two sides separate thank you very much


      : you can tell she's really embodying the role of a middle aged man by how shamelessly she's flirting with Sei-sama of all people


      : make it stop!!! I cant take anymore middle aged man/woman Shuwa anymore!!!


      : you go home with her tonight she'll treat you to the worst sex you've ever had then cook you a home-cooked meal


      : LOL


      : So this is the parallel universe where Shuwa-chan got her fame by drinking beer instead...


      : She made Sei-sama dry up so hard she's actually playing a real straight man now




      Conclusion: Beer makes me instantly age twenty years.
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      To cleanse my palate and sober me up a little, I downed a whole glass of water. They say mixing lots of different kinds of alcohol in the same session is a great way to ruin your evening, so I was going to do my best to rest and recover between drinks.


      After a while, whew! I was feeling freed of whatever it was that had possessed me, so it was time to move onto the next.


      “Next up: our new drink and our new guest!” I announced. “Excuuuse me!”


      “Are you the one who called me in? Make it quick. Name your poison.”


      “Hmm... What should I do next?”


      “Sake, is it? Very well.”


      “Ahaaa, sorryyy! I knew I shouldn’t have gone off script there! I know you must’ve spent way too much time memorizing the script for me to just throw you a curveball and expect you to react to it! Sorry!”


      “Huh? A-Ah?! I’m—I’m so sowwyyy!”


      The young girl apologized not just to me, but to everyone in the studio, earning a round of uproarious laughter for her trouble.


      Dagger-chan. And it was with her I’d be drinking sake.




      : Dagger-chan, falling flat on her cute little face


      : This is Awayuki's fault. Dagger did nothing wrong


      : It's my impression that livestreamers are exactly the type to NOT rely on scripts but...


      : She must've memorized it over and over again until the entire sequence just became second nature to her baha


      : Awayuki surely was supposed to say “I want sake!” that line before


      : How can one amnesiac have such good memory :thonk:


      : She's PON, she's cute, she's dagger.


      : It's really cool that you made everyone in the studio laugh, Dagger-chan!


      : Wait, sake?!




      We took a moment to soothe Dagger-chan’s frazzled nerves before we moved the show forward. That was the only scripted part. Knowing that everything else past this point would be pure improv, I could rest assured(?).


      “Now, Dagger-chan, what you’ve brought me here today isn’t any regular old sake, is it?”


      “No, ma’am! This sake has the same name as you, master!”


      “Why, thank you for that! Now, I think we’ve name-dropped this sake on stream more than a couple times now, so if it wasn’t on your list before, put it on now!”




      : oh?! Is it finally happening???


      : good sake choice


      : you're going to drink yourself?


      : I like Awayuki the alcoholic beverage


      : So...which one?


      : Awayuki the seiso one


      : okay, so the sake




      We put up an image of the sake bottle on-screen, which earned us a high-profile surge in the chat. Yep, I think it was safe to say they’d been waiting for this one!


      “Since I owe so much to you, master, please allow me the honor of pouring for the both of us!”


      “Oh? You know how to pour, Dagger-chan?”


      “I learned and practiced lots in preparation for today!”


      “Well, if that doesn’t put my mind at ease...”


      “Oh, it’s just pouring a bottle. I can handle that much!”


      “All right, then, if you say so. Please and thank you.”


      Dagger-chan opened the bottle and began to carefully pour sake into my sakazuki cup. Since I felt bad about earlier, I said absolutely nothing, twitched absolutely nothing as she went about her work.


      “And...there!” She finished pouring.


      “Wow! Look at that!” I marveled. A perfect pour.


      “Eh heh heh,” she laughed bashfully. “I had some practice.”


      It was so perfect, I was going to cry from pride.




      : aww heartwarming


      : master and apprentice? more like mother and child haha


      : she's so cute, but I really don't know about her name. Dagger? it's too sharp.


      : don't worry. Dagger-chan's dagger is made out of plastic.




      “Okay, then. I shall partake.”


      This was my first time trying sake too, and truth be told, it was the one drink I’d had the hardest time even imagining the taste of. Feeling as nervous as someone stepping onto an alien planet, I brought the sakazuki to my lips and took a sip.


      “Huh? It’s sweet.”


      I’d braced myself for who knew what kind of flavor, but what met my tongue was the flavor of sugar—the flavor of happiness. So caught off guard was I that my reaction came out a little limp.


      “Wait. Is all sake this sweet? It’s smooth, mild, even a little carbonated... I feel like I could drink this like juice.”


      “Ah? Really?” Dagger-chan tilted her head.




      : compared to sake as a whole, this particular one probably counts itself as one of the easiest to drink


      : tastes so good you'd rather gulp it from a glass than sip it from a sakazuki


      : sake ranges from the incredibly harsh to the mellow juice-like one you just described


      : Well, considering all she drinks is StroZero, we at least can't say her taste buds are inconsistent lol


      : hahaha the childlike innocence of Dagger-chan not understanding what she brought to you is mwah, chef's kiss.




      “I see, I see. So sake is as varied and different as they come,” I said.


      “Is it good?” Dagger-chan asked.


      “You can definitely still tell it’s alcohol, but besides that, it really is good. Want to try some?”


      “Can I?!”


      “Be my guest.”


      “Woo-hoo! Let’s go!”


      I passed the sakazuki to her. Somehow, I had the feeling even she’d have no trouble downing something like this.




      : Hold up! Is this allowed?!


      <Live-On Official>: Dagger-chan is of legal drinking age.


      : not the official disclaimer bahahaha




      Dagger-chan took a careful gulp.


      “So? What do you think?” I asked.


      “It’s...delicious?!”


      I couldn’t help feeling a little miffed that she sounded way more excited than when she’d tried StroZero, but hey, she genuinely seemed to like it, so what could I say?


      After that, we kept chatting, trading thoughts, and laughing as the bottle grew emptier and emptier.




      : low proof and all, but still, wasn't that a bit too fast?


      : I can smell the future regret from here


      : The easier it goes down, the harder it hits later.




      As the chat watched us drink, the comments started filling with concern. Fair enough—not getting carried away with a single type of alcohol had been one of the things I’d made a point of earlier. And to that same end, there was no rule saying we had to drain every glass dry.


      So I started to wonder: Was I getting a little too into it, this first-ever bottle of sake?


      But...I hadn’t been drinking so much simply because I liked the taste. The truth was, I kept drinking because the buzz simply wasn’t coming. Which made me both confused and nervous. Was this one of those that hit you all at once later?


      If it made for funny content, that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. But if it left us unable to finish the stream, that would be a problem. The streamer in me knew that much.


      Still, I couldn’t let that concern show on my face. It was up to me to keep the fun energy going while somehow, subtly, weaning both myself and Dagger-chan off the stuff. Especially since she’d taken such a liking to it that she was now gulping it down like water.


      Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do about the alcohol already in our systems. That much was set in motion, a ticking time bomb, waiting to go off. An unfamiliar drink, time creeping forward, the situation growing more precarious by the minute...


      And yet, in the end, when the explosion finally came—


      “Um... Just to double check, there is alcohol in this, right?”


      —it didn’t.


      A dud.


      No matter how long I waited, the buzz never came.


      But...why?


      See, this confused me, because Dagger-chan, on the other hand...


      “Put the sakazuki cup on my head and I become...Sakazuki-man! Ah!↑” *CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP* “Aha... I think I’ll try pouring for mommy and daddy next!” *BEAM*


      ...was drunk as a skunk.


      So clearly, the stuff was alcoholic. Which made my earlier question questioning the alcohol content a bit of a dumb one... But no, that was exactly why I’d had to say it.


      Because how could alcohol hit one person that hard...and do absolutely nothing to the other?


      Getting too drunk was a problem for this stream, but so was not getting drunk enough.




      : what's going on?


      : Awayuki lookin' as sober as a judge


      : Is it even humanly possible to not even feel the slightest bit of a buzz?


      : Dagger-chan got her memories back again lol


      : her body's immune cells expelling non-StroZero based alcohol from her system? No, that doesn't make sense. In which case the beer shouldn't have gotten her drunk either


      : Wait. Don't tell me. Shuwa-chan...depending on the alcohol, is she...?!




      “Heyyy. Master.”


      “Yes, what is it?”


      “Huggie time.”


      “Oh my.”


      After a bit of playful horsing around, Dagger-chan suddenly came over and leaned all her weight against me. She wrapped me in a tight hug before resting her head against my chest.


      “What’s wrong, Dagger-chan?” I asked.


      “I’m just...really sleepy all of a sudden,” she murmured.


      “Ah, well, you did drink quite a bit. In that case, since we’re just about done with the review, why don’t you go ahead and take a little nap-nap? You can sleep now, Dagger-chan, thank you for coming today~. That’s a good girl. ♪ Rock-a-bye baby, on the treetop... ♪”


      “Guaaah.” She let out an adorable little lip smack.




      : now this is a work of art that shall beget world peace.


      : am I really still watching Live-On?


      : has she actually become...more seiso than usual?


      : Dagger-chan in your lap and you don't feel arousal but in fact put her to bed?! Who are you and what have you done with my Shuwa-chan?!


      : seriously, what's going on?




      Instead of getting drunk, I felt...an odd sense of inner peace.


      It was as if all the impure, wicked thoughts in my head had been wiped clean, and the seiso within me was finally resonating through my very being.


      In fact, I felt so pure that I genuinely believed I could pull off that “seiso reinvention” I’d always been talking about.


      Not quite the outcome any of us had expected, but that wrapped up the sake review. I gently handed the sleeping Dagger-chan over to a staff member, then turned back for my closing words.


      Conclusion: Sake makes me seiso.


      ***


      “Now for my between-drinks glass of water.”


      I picked up a tall, refreshing glass and downed it in spectacular fashion—only to feel a warm, burning sensation spreading through my body by the end of it.


      “Huh? Is the sake...finally hitting?”




      : huh? lol


      : talk about delayed


      : Dagger-chan's already gone, ma'am.




      That just left me more confused than before. I’d thought maybe I just had a natural resistance to sake, but apparently not. In any case, it was a tolerable, if not comfortable buzz, so the show could go on.


      My next guest was Alice-chan. We did our usual skit about ordering a drink, and what was brought to the stage this time was champagne. And not just any champagne—one of the finest of them all. Perhaps you’ve heard of it: Dom Pérignon.


      “Such an expensive bottle...” I murmured. “All for me? I don’t know what to say...”


      “What are you saying, Awayuki-dono?!” Alice-chan declared. “Only the best—and nothing but the best—is worthy of entering your body!”


      “You do know what type of beverage I’m known for drinking, right?” StroZero didn’t exactly scream class.


      “It’s the best in the world—for generating content!”


      “I don’t drink it just because I want to generate content! By the way, how much does a single bottle of this cost?”


      “About 30,000 yen, or so I’m told!”


      “185.185185 StroZeros?! No...”




      : wawww nice


      : is there anything better than getting to drink champagne on the company dime?


      : did she just divide 30,000 by 162 on the spot?!


      : broke: long division. woke: strong division


      : getting all the way down to the decimal is nice and all, but how do you get point 185185 StroZeros?


      : LMAO


      : yep. she's drunk


      : 30,000 is nothing compared to what the clubs charge you for the privilege




      With great care and reverence, Alice-chan popped open the bottle and poured me a glass. “It’s a great honor to be here for this momentous occasion, Awayuki-dono.”


      “‘Momentous occasion’—why, I’m just drinking alcohol, you know?”


      “Yes, yes, I was shocked too when I first heard about it! But now I see it as yet another sign of your tireless hustle. Truly inspiring! This is the kind of thing they’ll write about in history textbooks someday!”


      “Even if VTubers do make it into history textbooks, I’m pretty sure I’m not the one who’ll be featured... Maybe in the dark history section, though.”




      : Certified VTuber heritage moment


      : Are we witnessing the birth of a legend?


      : If she does make it into a history book, you just know her portrait is going to be covered in doodles


      : Don't be so modest, Awayuki. If they ever issue a 162-yen or 220-yen bill, you'd be the first in line to have your face on there,


      : Awa-chan on the front, Shuwa-chan on the back LMAO




      “Okay, then. Champagne. Here I go. Bottoms up.”


      “Aahh...! An alcoholic beverage other than StroZero is entering Awayuki-dono’s body... The taboo... The transgression!”


      Ignoring whatever had Alice-chan feeling all hot and bothered, I brought the champagne glass to my lips and took a sip.


      Huh. I see... I see! So this is... “The taste of the good life!” I said out loud.


      “And thank you for that, the most equivocal review of all time, Awayuki-dono. Your heartfelt love for StroZero is heavily felt.”




      : lol


      : going from StroZero to dom peri is such gustational whiplash you're going to need physical therapy for your taste buds


      : What can you say? When you're not used to something, you're not used to something.


      : shuwa-chan drinking tons of don peri, call her don-chan


      : wait, like the drum? that name is dangerous




      The first sip had me utterly beside myself. But once I got past how foreign it tasted, I began to understand the appeal of Dom Pérignon with each sip that followed.


      At first, it was the crisp, light fizz of the carbonation that lit up my senses. Then came the fresh, fragrant, and surprisingly complex fruity tartness. Finally, rounding it all out was the sharp, spicy kick of alcohol, a challenge to the drinker, daring them to venture another taste.


      Sip by sip, those layers revealed themselves, one after another.


      Ahhh. I was starting to feel like a celebrity, one of those glittering socialites. Confidence and composure welled up inside me, overflowing, turning me into one of those distant, exalted figures you only ever see from afar.


      “Alice-chan, come. Sit with me. Have a drink.”


      “A-Awayuki-dono? Y-You seem...a little different than usua— Ah!”


      I reached out and took her hand, gently but firmly pulling her off her feet and into the seat beside me. Sliding an arm around her waist, I drew her in until our thighs brushed together.


      “A-wa-wa-wa-wayuki-dono?!”


      “Easy, now. Don’t squirm.”


      I crossed my leg over hers, trapping her in place just enough to make her blush. She let out a soft yelp. Taking the bottle from her hands, I poured her a fresh glass and held it up to her lips.


      “Drink.”


      “W-Wait! I... I can’t!” she protested.


      “Why not? It’s good, you’ll like it.”


      “It’s not that! It’s the glass. The way you turned it... My lips will touch where yours just were!”


      “You don’t want that?”


      “I-It’s not that! I do! I just... I can’t. I’m not worthy!”


      “Oh? That’s a shame.”


      I twirled the glass around before offering it to her again. She exhaled in relief. But there was that little flicker of disappointment in her eyes. Cute.


      “Now...drink,” I said softly.


      “Th-Thank you.”


      She pressed her lips to the glass, and I tilted it for her, just a little.


      “Mm?” she murmured.


      “So? How is it? Delicious, right?”


      “I-I was so nervous, I couldn’t really taste it...”


      “Hah. And you were just making fun of me for the same thing a minute ago.”


      “I-I’m sorry about that!”


      “Don’t apologize. Here, swirl it around a little. Taste it with your whole tongue. Like this.”
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      To show her what I meant, I twisted my wrist to bring the glass back toward myself. Slowly. Deliberately. Making sure not to disturb even the slightest nuance of the champagne’s flavor. Not a single shift in the glass’s angle.


      “Uh,” Alice-chan whispered.


      “Mmm,” I murmured, pressing my lips to the rim of the glass.


      “Awayuki-dono... That’s...the same spot I drank from, you know?”


      I ignored her, taking a slow, deliberate sip before setting the glass down and giving her a salacious look.


      “Mmm. Even more delicious.”


      For a moment, Alice-chan sat there completely frozen. Then, all at once, she came back to life. “I...must superchat,” she said quietly before flinging my leg aside and bolting straight out of the studio.




      : hot


      : I hate myself for unironically finding this attractive


      : It's like she's a completely different person


      : What in the Fujiko Mine?


      : yes, very hollywood glitz and glamor indeed


      : leaning dangerously close to escort if you ask me, but sure, let's go with glitz and glamor


      : Alice-chan completely outclassed and reduced to virgin status lol


      : has there ever been anyone with such different reactions to different kinds of alcohol like this?


      : this isn't Shuwa-chan getting drunk differently. This is actually Don-chan coming out to play.


      : Where'd you go, Alice-chan!


      <Alice Soma>: ￥50,000


      : she actually went to go superchat bahahahaha




      Conclusion: Dom Pérignon makes me Don Juan. (Doña Juana?)


      ***


      With that, the champagne segment came to an end. I took another drink of water to refresh myself.


      Alcohol-wise, I was doing fine—a light buzz, nothing major—but there was something else. A soft, floaty feeling in my head that definitely wasn’t from the booze.


      Maybe it was fatigue; the stream had been going for quite a while now. Either way, good thing there was only one drink left. Time to hold it together for the final stretch.


      And for this last drink came my final guest. It was none other than my genmate, my best friend, my soulmate: Mashiron.


      “Hey, Awa-chan,” she said, stepping in.


      “Mashiron! Thanks for coming all the way today! You have no idea how much this means to me!” I bowed my head deeply in thanks.


      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” she replied.


      Hm? Wait, weren’t we supposed to have another little skit here, like all the ordering bits I’d done with the other guests? We’d kinda just...jumped straight into things. It wasn’t like her to ignore the script.


      “But more importantly, Awa-chan,” she said, her tone shifting, “there’s something I need to tell you.”


      “Yes?” Something in her voice made me sit up straight. And when I looked at her...


      “I...think I’ve realized something that might change everything. Forever.”


      ...her face was pale as snow.


      “Mashiron, are you okay?! You look so pale! What happened? Are you sick? Do you need to sit down?!”


      She shook her head gently. “No, I’m fine, Awa-chan. It’s not that. Like I said...I think I’ve come to a terrifying conclusion.”


      “A...terrifying conclusion?” I repeated.




      : what is it?


      : did something happen?


      : is her voice shaking?


      : Oh no, now I'm worried


      : Wait. Has Mashiron...come to the same conclusion I have?




      “Awa-chan,” Mashiron said. “When you drink beer, you turn middle-aged. When you drink sake, you turn seiso. And when you drink champagne, you turn into a rich playgirl. Would you say that’s accurate?”


      “Huh? That’s...quite the setup. I have no idea where this train of thought’s headed.”


      “Just answer the question. You agree, don’t you?”


      “I mean...yeah, I guess I do act a little different depending on the drink. I’ve had my fair share of enlightening experiences today. But what about it?”


      “I thought so too at first. Like, oh, you’re just a weird drunk. But if you look closer, that’s clearly not the case, is it?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “You can only ‘get drunk differently’ so many ways. At the end of the day, it’s all the same ethanol. So normally, you’d expect at least some of regular Shuwa-chan to peek through every time.”


      “Riiight, okay. I think I follow.”


      Come to think of it, yeah, each drink had brought out a different me. And each one had been distinct enough that “variations of Shuwa-chan” didn’t quite cut it.


      “It was the sake that convinced me,” Mashiron continued. “You, becoming seiso? Sorry, but that’s just not possible.”


      “Mashiron,” I said flatly. “It hurts me that you don’t know this when we debuted alongside each other, but I was supposed to be Live-On’s seiso-type streamer.”


      “I say this as the person who knows you better than anyone else, Awa-chan.”


      “Fair point. In that case, I hereby renounce my claim as Live-On’s seiso-type streamer and rebrand myself as Live-On’s ‘Mashiron’s-wife-type’ streamer starting tomorrow.”


      “What are you doing, trying to fluster me now?”


      Oop. That was close. I nearly gave up my self-proclaimed seiso title of my own free will right there.




      : Don't start doing manzai in a moment like this, lol


      : There's so much nonsense I don't even know where I'm supposed to start unpacking this


      : Mashiron's voice is sounding more lively now.


      : We stan a wife who cheers up her wife


      : uh. what were we talking about again?




      “We got a little sidetracked there, but back on topic—what are you trying to say, Mashiron?”


      “Right. As I was saying... Today’s strange events have led me to one dreadful truth. One that could change everything. Forever.”


      As she spoke, the color that had slowly returned to her face during our conversation drained away again. And yet, despite that pallor, her eyes burned with an almost feverish intensity. Something in her was...stirring.


      It was rare to see Mashiron this worked up. What could she possibly have realized? She’d said “today’s curious events,” so whatever it was, it clearly had to do with me. And if it had to do with me, well...I couldn’t help feeling the tension build too. I held my breath as she continued.


      “Awa-chan.”


      Here it comes.


      “You...”


      Gulp.


      “...are a mutant who changes form depending on the alcohol you drink, aren’t you?!”


      “What are you even... What?”


      Her grand, dramatic reveal was finally out in the open. But all I could manage in response was stunned disbelief.


      I mean, change forms, really? Like a Kamen Rider?


      But Mashiron, oblivious to the sheer absurdity of what she’d just said, pressed on. “Awa-chan, think about it! When you drink beer, you become middle-aged, right? In other words, that’s you transforming into your future self!”


      “Okay.”


      “And when you drank that sake, you became seiso, just like its brand name suggests! And with champagne, you became social, confident, the very image of someone who’d drink it!”


      “Yeah. I’m following you there. Nope, this one’s gone to L5, get her outta here.”




      : Mashiron has lost it


      : L5?! (Live-On 5) That's bad!


      : Yeah, right, what, beer is to Awayuki what the ten-year bazooka is to Lambo?


      : I can't believe Mashiron's Live-On has advanced this far...


      : honestly, it'd be weirder if anyone could keep their sanity in a place like this


      : Awa-chan, take responsibility and marry her.


      : With even Mashiro-chan starting to talk like that, Live-On has officially become a battle shonen


      : they're talking about supernatural powers again, charlie brown


      : When Supernatural Battles Became A VTuber's Place


      : A Certain Magical Alcoholic


      : bruhh i'm dying these are all stupidly cool


      : the next hit sunday morning battle cartoon?


      : It's the ultimate sunday morning battle cartoon: part Kamen Rider (transformations), part Super Sentai (team dynamics), part Precure (cute girls).


      : stop the presses!




      “I’m being serious!” Mashiron shouted.


      “Okay, then, Miss Serious. Then what about when I drink StroZero, huh? Hate to break it to you, but that’s just the real me, plain and simple.”


      “Exactly! That’s the power of the StroZero form. It strips away everything extraneous. You get reduced to your purest self. To zero.”


      “Okay, that was actually kinda good. I almost bought it for a second, ba ha ha ha ha.”


      “Don’t laugh! Can you just believe me when I say I mean it?”


      “I’d love to, Mashiron, really I would. But come on, don’t you think that’s just a bit too ridiculous?”


      “What goes hand in hand with ridiculous? Live-On!”


      To me, it sounded like Mashiron had gone completely off the rails. But she wasn’t backing down one bit. And just as I was starting to worry something really was off with her, I glanced over at chat, and what did I see?




      : You think so too, right, Mashiron?


      <Alice Soma>: I'm taking Mashiro-dono's side on this one, for once!


      : Please, get to the bottom of the truth. That is my only wish.




      There were actually quite a few people—still the minority, but enough—siding with her.


      “Why do so many of you actually believe what she’s saying?” I muttered. “I’m not a masked rider. I can’t just transform into whatever I want with my special belt.”


      “Okay,” Mashiron said after a beat. “If you still won’t believe me, then we’ll settle it right here with this final drink.”


      “But...how can you be so sure?” I asked.


      “Because. Do you remember why we picked this next one—whiskey?”


      “I do. Because when you think of whiskey, you think of that person.”


      “That’s right. And we joked that if you drank it, it’d be hilarious if you turned into her instead of Shuwa-chan. That’s exactly why we chose it.”


      Ah, I see now what she’s playing at.


      “Mashiron. Just to be clear, you’re sure you want to stake everything on a throwaway joke? A one-liner gag at best?”


      “I do. And I don’t think it’s a gag. I think it’s real life.”


      I sighed. “Fine. We were going to drink this whiskey anyway, so let’s see if your little theory holds up. Just to confirm, we’re not faking it, right?”


      “Of course not.”




      : last one already?


      : Whiskey!!!


      : oof finally getting some hard liquor up in here


      : why whiskey as the last one? because it's high proof?


      : that person...? Could it be...




      I poured myself a glass of whiskey and held it up to the light. At first glance, it looked almost like tea. But I already knew the awe-inspiring power hidden behind that innocent amber glow.


      “Do not down the whole thing in one go,” Mashiron warned. “Just let a single drop hit your tongue first.”


      “Yep. Got it. All right, then. Cheers.”


      Heeding Mashiron’s warning, I carefully tilted the glass toward me, just enough to wet my tongue, and—


      “Mmph?!”


      Even that single drop lit my mouth and throat on fire. I gasped, throwing my mouth open and gulping down air to cool off.


      “You okay?” Mashiron asked. “If it’s too strong neat, we can put it on the rocks, or maybe cut it with a little water?”


      “N-No, I’m fine. Just wasn’t expecting that. Now that I know what to expect, it’s nothing I can’t drink.”


      My thoughts on whiskey at this time: harsh but not unpleasant. If someone told me to chug it all at once, I’d absolutely refuse. But the complex aroma and the gentle warmth spreading through my body had a certain charm that even I could appreciate.


      “Here we go. One more sip...! Mmph! Hahhh...! Hahhh...!”


      “She looks like she’s suffering, but at the same time, she’s got this wild gleam in her eyes. I think it’s safe to say she enjoys it,” Mashiron said.




      : she's cooling down, she's cooling down kekkk


      : Like a baby bird begging for food—so cute


      : Like a baby girl begging for cock—so cute


      : Will the adult friends in the audience please keep quiet?


      : An audience of both adults and children. Yep, this really is a sunday morning battle cartoon




      Scary. But somehow, I couldn’t help wanting another go. Drinking whiskey was like riding a roller coaster.


      Still, whether or not I liked whiskey was beside the point. The real test was how it made me drunk.


      “So?” Mashiron said. “Feel like singing yet?”


      “Nope,” I replied instantly.


      Mashiron had promised that after a few sips, I’d be turning into a certain person from Japanese popular culture of yore. So far, though, nothing like that had happened. At least, as far as I could tell.


      I took another sip. Then another. The whiskey slowly seeped through me. And with it came a strange sense of resolve.


      It was my fault Mashiron had gotten like this. My fault she’d lost her marbles.


      So I decided, then and there, to take responsibility and help her find them again!


      “♪ Whiskey gaaa...o-suki deshooou... ♪”


      “And gotchaaaa!!!!!!!!!”


      Huh. Well, would you look at that.


      I’d become her.


      Sayuri Ishikawa.




      : ???????????????


      : lollapalooza


      : and so it came to be: the moment Awayuki's form change ability was confirmed


      : congratulations on graduating from humanity


      : ?! ...?!?!


      : I think that's the first time I ever heard Mashiron scream like that


      : Wait. Is this not the discovery of the century?!


      : Does she have an associated form with every type of alcohol???


      : Who would've thought that, at this stage, an ability capable of completely overwriting the power dynamics within Live-On would suddenly reveal itself...


      : so much potential...


      : Awayuki's like an onion. She has layers


      <Alice Soma>: Academia must hear about this!!!




      “This is incredible, Awa-chan! You really can change forms!”


      “♪ The color of the venue... A brilliant dinner scene... ♪”


      It was no use. No matter how hard I tried to stop myself from breaking into old Sayuri Ishikawa songs, her energy was resonating through me too strongly to resist.


      But... Huh?


      Mashiron was right in front of me, so close I could practically feel her excitement, but her voice sounded like it was coming from far, far away.


      I... Whoa. How do I get my tongue to make words again?


      “Mashironnn-chaaan? Why are there so many of you?”


      Was it just me, or was I seeing double?


      “So many of me? We were just talking about how there are so many of you.”


      I heard myself giggle. “Even in this blurry-wurry, topsy-turvy world, you’re still as cute as ever.”


      “Awa-chan? You don’t seem okay...”


      Ah, crap, this is—


      “I’m...burning out... ♪”


      “Awa-chan?!”


      The world melted around me. Colors, sounds, people—everything blurred together as I lost my balance and hit the floor with a dull thud.


      As my vision slowly dimmed, I could still hear Mashiron rushing over and calling my name in a panic, along with the frantic voices of the staff around us, until consciousness finally slipped away.


      ***


      “I am so, so sorry!!!”


      Just like that one time I forgot to end a certain stream, I was once again apologizing profusely to my manager, Suzuki-san, over the phone.


      “That’s all right, Yuki-san,” she said calmly. “As I’ve told you before, it’s our responsibility to look after the health of our talents. You have nothing to apologize for.”


      “But I was the one who came up with the idea. You were all just helping me make it happen. So, really, this whole mess is on me.”


      “Really, it’s fine, Yuki-san. We gave you permission, so we share the responsibility.”


      It had become a bit of a pattern lately, me apologizing again and again while Suzuki-san gently deflected every time. Still, I couldn’t shake the guilt.


      Apparently, after drinking that whiskey, I’d blacked out mid-stream—collapsed right there on the floor—and been rushed to the hospital. Thankfully, I’d regained consciousness quickly and suffered no lasting effects.


      Unluckily, though, I’d collapsed during a live broadcast, in front of the entire internet. And that, of course, turned into a huge story online.


      Even now, after being discharged and resting at home, the embers of the controversy were still smoldering. I could only imagine how much trouble I’d caused everyone at Live-On.


      And not just the staff—my fellow Livers too. They’d all been so worried about me.


      The whole thing left me deeply embarrassed and more than a little ashamed.


      “More importantly, what did they say?” Suzuki-san asked.


      “Right,” I replied hesitantly.


      The real reason for this call today was that Live-On had asked for an update on my hospital checkup.


      “They ran me through every test they could think of, head to toe,” I said. “But they couldn’t find anything immediately abnormal.”


      “I see.”


      “But I know what it is. Really, I do. I went through so many forms in such a short span of time that I must’ve just overloaded my body and burned myself out. I told the doctors that! But they just waved it off and wrote down ‘excessive alcohol consumption.’”


      “I imagine that’s not a diagnosis most medical professionals can hand out lightly,” Suzuki-san replied. “Though perhaps you’d like to know that we’ve received requests from research organizations around the world asking to study you. Would you like to see their letters?”


      “If I agreed, I really would end up in a textbook someday.” I gave a wry smile. “As funny as that would be, I think I’ll have to pass.”


      I knew it was foolish to throw out a medical professional’s diagnosis and substitute one of my own. But deep down, I knew what I felt. And that was burnout.


      It was reassuring to know that there was nothing wrong with me.


      It was reassuring to know that there was nothing wrong with me, but...


      I might’ve forgotten to share a teensy tiny little caveat.


      “But, um,” I began.


      “But?” Suzuki-san’s tone immediately grew cautious.


      “They did ask me a few questions about my usual...habits when it came to alcohol consumption, and...”


      “And?”


      “Well, in light of the whole...blacking-out-on-stream incident, they said it might be best if I refrained from drinking alcohol for a little while.”


      “Yuki-san.”


      “But I mean, what do they know, right? I’m fine—probably! It was just something weird that happened because I tried too many kinds of alcohol in one day! I’ll just stick to StroZero again and everything’ll be fine! And it’s not like the doctor forbade me from drinking—it was more of a...firm suggestion. A very firm suggestion, but still—”


      “Let’s see you give it up for a while, shall we?”


      “Yeah? Yeah, okay, I thought so tooooo!!!”


      Long story short, I was officially placed on a one-month suspension from drinking alcohol.


      Idle Talk: Nekoma Hirune’s Castella Q&A


      “I’m going to answer a few Castellas!”


      Q: To Nekoma-paisen,


      If you had to choose between only watching shitty movies or playing shitty video games for the rest of your life, which would you choose and why?


      “Nyaa...shitty games, I would think. Because you can make a shitty game that’s like a shitty movie, but you can’t make a shitty movie that’s like a shitty game.”




      : True. I would want a Shion-mama that's like a Sei-sama, but I wouldn't want a Sei-sama that's like a Sei-sama


      : were you even listening?


      : the utter unemotion with which Sei-sama was kicked to the curb is undeniably hilarious


      : words cut deeper than a weapon with a sky blue damage multiplier


      : The fact that Shion's version of Sei-sama is okay but Sei-sama herself is not is crueler than if Sei-sama was just denied outright


      : Wait a second. Is this sentence structure exploitable or not?


      : Exploitable. We could probably mass-produce terrifying sentences with it


      : Call it the Nekoma Construction


      : Poor Nekoma. Just made a serious observation, got her words twisted, and is now treated like the originator of this cruel turn of phrase.




      “H-Hey now, Sei-sama’s important to some people! People like Nekoma, for instance, who have very particular tastes! You know what? To prevent any further collateral damage that might occur from my actions, Nekoma changes her answer to say that she can’t choose between shitty movies and shitty games. What a terrifying section of chat messages... But that’s probably Nekoma’s punishment for daring to pick one over the other. Even if you can make a shitty game out of a shitty movie, it still isn’t a shitty movie. Yeah. And if I think about shitty movies disappearing as a whole, well, that makes me sad.”




      : you know, some would say bad movies disappearing from the world would be a good thing


      : Yes I'll have the Shitty Combo please


      : If watching shitty movies is wrong, I don't want to be right


      : this kitty is too kind




      Q: To Nekomaaa,


      I’ve been looking at the way Live-On has been recently, and I can’t help but feel you are now firmly one of the more quote-unquote normal ones of the group. Is my thinking sound? Has my mind been irreversibly rotted by Live-On? Love to know your thoughts.


      PS To cheer up the poor kitty who’s been an innocent bystander more than not recently, a present:


      StroZero (silvervine flavor).


      Q: To Nekomaaa,


      You have been wedged more and more into the “levelheaded” group of Live-On talents recently. Your thoughts.


      “Taking these two questions together, Nekoma’s not in Live-On because she thinks she’s a weirdo. Or because she wants people to think she’s a weirdo. So, no comment.”




      : A Nekomaaa does not concern herself with the opinions of sheep


      : living life her way and not giving a shit. That's the most catlike thing about Nekoma


      : Nekoma's recent poor kitty bystander energy has been adorable if I do say so myself


      : Just when you think she's about to be power crept, Nekoma pushes past her limits, awakens as the poor kitty/innocent bystander streamer, and carves out a new niche for herself. Honestly, genius if you ask me.


      : Awakening, huh? makes sense


      : As expected of a cat. She creeps up without a sound, and by the time you notice, you've already been caught.




      “Well, awakening implies Nekoma actively made that happen, whereas... You know what, that’s fine. Times change, Nekoma’s just a fine kitty aflow on the waves of time. She’s fine with whatever you want to call her in the moment.”


      Q: Dear Nekoma-san,


      Of all the shitty—um, I mean great—games you’ve watched or played, which one would you say is the best?


      “The viewer who sent this Castella has, perhaps unknowingly, arrived at the truth. People call them shitty games, but to connoisseurs like Nekoma, they’re great games. If you’ve laughed while listening to Nekoma’s shitty-game reviews, then you’ve already, in a way, acknowledged their charm—that a ‘bad’ game can still be good. The line between a flaw and a strength is nothing more than the context in which it shines. In other words, a shitty game is a great game.”




      : Word? Word...


      : Stole the words right outta my mouth, cat lady


      : Have some wet food, on me ￥1,000


      : Is the birth of a new cat meme?


      : So, by that same token, are conventionally great games shitty games to you, Nekomaaa?




      “Not at all. They’re all fun times if you know how to enjoy them properly! Great games, you just enjoy them as is. Bad games, you just gotta enjoy them the way a mother loves a son!”




      : if that isn't a wholesome way to look at things...


      : I do believe we've found the source of Nekomaaa's kindness


      : all that said, what's the answer to the question. What's your favorite game that you've played?




      “Nya! Nekoma forgot! Ah, but each game has its strengths... You know what, rain check on this question! Nekoma’ll have an answer for you next time.”


      Q: In a single word, what are shitty games to you?


      “That’s easy. Live-On.”




      : hey now hahahahaha


      : It might very well take the same mind to like both LOL


      : And can we take that to be your answer to the previous question as well? loool


      : Damn. Now that I think about it. Everything she said about shitty games can apply to Live-On as well.


      : me, Nekoma: both thinking Live-On and shitty games two sides of the same coin




      “Nya ha ha! Even if Nekoma accidentally exposed her less-than-honorable reason for joining Live-On during the WorCra celebration, perhaps it was bound to happen—that was simply the form fate chose to take!”


      Idle Talk: Churiri’s Castella Q&A


      “I’ll be taking a few Castella questions.”


      Q: Sensei, what do you think about the absolute mess that is the relationship chart of a drum kit?


      “Two sticks, too many percussive flings to count. Even a daytime soap would struggle to keep up with that much drama, especially when both sticks start going after the same part of the kit.”




      : yupppp


      : and don't even get me started on the full blown domestic crisis that is the drum solo. Yelling, shouting, throwing. Yet somehow still intoxicating to watch.


      : hi-hat got me actin unwise


      : I don't know. I'm not a fan of poly-drum-ory


      : It's okay. There’s still hope for us vanilla bros: the bass drum and (single) pedal only have eyes for each other


      : okay, all you aliens just coming out of the woodwork where the hell did you all come from???


      : we are the disciples of sensei's teachings.




      “Heh. Lately, more and more Earthlings have started to grasp the workings of the cosmos, so it’s been quite rewarding as a teacher. Spotting the hidden brilliance in an ordinary set of drums—now that’s an impressive find. Daytime drama? More like a daytime drum-a, am I right?”




      : uh


      : swing and a miss


      : dad jokes are a little...old-fashioned


      : even space dads, huh?


      : the bad dad joke to unneeded scandal to forced retirement pipeline




      “Yes, yes, young this, young that. If you’re all so obsessed with young girls, why don’t you just go watch Tadasu-chan’s stream, you pedo freaks? Ugh, I’m so turned off. About as turned off as I get when I see one of those ‘anyone still watching in current year?’ comments on YoTube. Like, what’s even the point of that? Fishing for likes, sure, but it’s worse than that. It’s basically saying, ‘Wow, this video’s old!’ Like, congratulations, you just disrespected the content you’re pretending to appreciate. Good content doesn’t have an expiration date. It stays good, no matter how many years pass or how many morons leave those useless comments. And yes, I know what you’re thinking. ‘Wow, sensei, you watch a lot of videos that have comments like that? You must be ancient!’ Yeah, yeah, I get it. I’m a hag. I’m at that age where ‘schoolteacher’ fits better than ‘schoolgirl.’ Sorry to disappoint you.” *MUTTER MUTTER MUTTER MUTTER MUTTER MUTTER*


      Q: Just me or has the electric fan been making eyes at the air-conditioning unit for some time now?


      “Hm... Personally, I’d want to slip right in between those two. My apologies to anyone who’s not into the idea of Churiri sandwiched between a fan and an AC.”




      : that's just you cooling off, sensei


      : sandwich yourself all you want


      : lol


      : A heat-exhausted Sensei would be adorable, someone please draw that


      : but don't catch a cold!




      Q: Question for Churiri-sensei. What’s your personal favorite OTP?


      “Call me old-fashioned, but the sun and the moon make for endless fanfiction material. The more you look into it, the more love can be found. Try it.”




      : nice


      : That's an extra terrestrial for you ￥496


      : the sun and the moon. two celestial objects that couldn't be more different, yet when viewed through the lens of earth can be spoken of as equals. Poetic.


      : now this is something I can understand


      : terrestrial or extraterrestrial. In front of the mysteries of the universe, we are all the same




      Q: Top 3 people at Live-On you get along with. Top 3 people that give you the heebie-jeebies, go!


      “They all give me the heebie-jeebies. Thus, I don’t get along with any of them.”




      : she really just went


      : respect your seniors at work, people


      : some would say you're one to talk...




      “Put a gun to my head and I would say that my age-mate Kaeru-san, the flexible Nekoma-san, and Awayuki-san, to whom I owe a great deal, are people I can actually hold a conversation with. In addition to my genmates, of course. On the other end of the spectrum, Hikari-san, Shion-san, and Hareru-san are all people whose minds operate on a level I simply can’t understand, so they’re by far the worst offenders.”




      : mY aGE-mAtE KAerU-San


      : wait, you're a baby, Churiri-sensei?


      : look alive, chat mommies


      : I can't even imagine what a conversation between Hikari-chan and sensei would look like


      : Wait a second...you just named three extroverts. Extroverts give you the heebie-jeebies?




      Q: Churiririririririririri-ow! Sorry, I tried, but your real name is a nonstarter after all. Let me start again. Churiri-sensei! It’s no secret that all members of gen five get along with each other in real life, but have you all taken that relationship to the next step and gone out to hang out somewhere together? Would love to hear how that went down.


      “Why ask me? Tadasu-san or Dagger-san would be more than happy to indulge you with an answer to that question. I suppose we go to the convenience store, the supermarket, and the clinic when one of us isn’t feeling well. Does that answer your question?”




      : this isn't “hanging out.” this is just the activities of “living together.”


      : I come bearing news from Tadasu! They went to an aquarium last week!


      : I come bearing news from Dagger! They plan to go to a theme park that rhymes with ShmismeyMand in the near future!


      : Taking that with what sensei just shared, we can conclude that they are always together, whether hanging out or just living life!


      : what a lovely family




      “Those two brats just can’t keep their little traps shut, can they? Next question!”


      Q: Churiri-sensei, we know about Fuji-Ryu Island—your senpai have offline collab’d there before. But let me ask you: what comes to mind first when you hear the phrase “theme park”?




      : ShmismeyMand


      : Yep. ShmismeyMand.


      : she seems upset, so we answered for her




      “Sigh... Whatever. By now, I’ve learned it’s easier just to be honest in times like these, anyway. Yes, we’re going to ShmismeyMand. I am very excited that we’re going to ShmismeyMand.”


    


  



  

    

      Idle Talk: Tadasu Miyauchi’s Castella Q&A


      “I, Miyauchi, shall answer a few Castellas.”


      Q: Back during your anti-Live-On era, was there anyone besides your two genmates who you found acceptable or barely acceptable on a content level?


      “Shion-senpai, pre-awakening.”




      : so...nobody, got it


      : There was a Shion pre-awakening?!!!


      : You mean that person, the one said to have single-handedly kept Live-On in check back in the dark times???


      : What?! I never accounted for this possibility in my data!


      : Shion-mama got Rin Satsuki'd


      : I think she's slated to appear in Tsukihime 2


      : treating her like a mythical figure LOL


      : So mythical, she must've ascended to godhood by now


      : She's ascended to motherhood




      “I, Miyauchi, like many of you, first got to know her in her post-awakening form. When I learned what she was like before, that was when I resolved to stop Live-On!”


      Q: You’ve said you enjoy leaving things to the imagination, but are you really satisfied with just imagination? Don’t you ever want to take a peek at what’s really happening? Don’t you ever want to take a peek at what’s going on in AwaMashi land?


      “Yes, it’s true that I no longer completely reject the idea of manifesting the truth. But that doesn’t change the fact that the realm of imagination is a realm of sensuality and desire. Leaving room for the imagination—that is still, to people like me, the greatest joy that can ever be. However, in the case of this Castella, it’s neither about imagination nor revelation. Because, as a matter of premise, Miyauchi is an AwaMashi anti.”




      : ?!


      : She's become an anti of something else kek


      : but why?! AwaMashi is sublime. AwaMashi is justice!




      “I heard that Awayuki-senpai helped Churiri-sensei a great deal recently. If true, I would like to see the two of them get together. Sensei isn’t getting any younger. I really wish she would settle down soon.”




      : Ah, the relative concerned about a family member's prolonged bachelorhood angle


      : Never considered that ship before, tbh


      : You and Dagger can just marry her!




      “If gen five can be likened to a family, then we, its members, are its sisters. It’s not sexual or romantic affection that strings between us. I think we should strive to be... Yes. A home we’d always feel comfortable returning to.”


      Q: The bread clip. You know, that little plastic clip that keeps bread bags sealed. Yes or no? (As regards to what, I won’t say. IYKYK)


      “I’d say...no. What does everyone else think?”




      : I... I don't know...


      : Tried searching it up on pixiv. Nope, I got nothing


      : Please tell us what this is regarding


      : Now this is a high-level castella...


      : Explain your answer, Miyauchi?




      “Well, I, Miyauchi, just can’t, um... You know... It’s like pinching, and gripping, and you know... Ahh, don’t ask me to explain it!”




      : stop squirming!


      : Miyauchi! Well, I say no as well—to you!


      : Really finding myself curious as to the thoughts of the sender of that Castella




      Q: What’s something you’d like to tell your genmates right now? And what do you like most about them?


      “Hmm... Probably to stop messaging me about personal matters while I’m streaming. Yes, yes, I’ll grab the toothpaste tomorrow, okayyy~.”




      : hahaha must've just gotten messaged.


      : okayyy~ she said in languid, mock exasperation


      : cute vocal fry tho. the gap is real




      “And what I like most about them? Well, same answer, I suppose.”




      : 10/10 answer I am moved ￥30,000


      : Nothing screams you're in the good old days like normal, everyday exchanges like those


      : Even more so when your job is the abnormal, noneveryday whirlwind that is VTubing




      Q: Live events! You touched on them during the word wolf games, but is that a thing you’re all looking to do more of in the future? If so, what are some types of events you’d like to do?


      “I would absolutely love to do more live events, as what I, Miyauchi, want at the end of the day is to deepen my bonds with everyone here at Live-On. My genmates are dear to me, of course, but what I am first and foremost is a member of Live-On. It can be singing or talking or gaming, as long as it’s an event that involves me more with my fellow Livers.”




      : “I am first and foremost a member of Live-On” Oh, the character growth


      : That much hope and positivity for the future is enough to bring a tear to a man's eye.


      : That's right. You were having a great time in WorCra with Nekoma-chan, weren't you?


      : seems like gen five has settled right in, huh?


      : Well, what is Live-On but one big happy family?


    


  



  

    

      Chapter Three


      Mashiron Melts Down


      Out of an abundance of caution for my health, I was prescribed, in addition to my monthlong suspension from alcohol, a weeklong break from streaming in general.


      Said week had just run out, meaning today was the big day of my return to the virtual world.


      “Um, hello, everyone. Embarrassed to be back. It’s me, Awayuki Kokorone.”


      Unsure how to face the world after my omega-level blunder and a week of silence, my opening line came out a little more awkward than intended.




      : welcome back!


      : the legend returns!


      : the legend herself has returned! ￥22,000


      : oh thank goodness. if you were to return by suddenly breaking out into enka again I don't know what I would've done


      : how are you feeling!




      But even so, what greeted me was an outpouring of warmth and well-wishes. My heart honestly melted a little.


      “Thank you, everyone. Thankfully, I’m all better now! So for today’s stream, I wanted to apologize, of course, for making you all worry. But I also wanted to talk a little bit about what’s happened over the past week. So, as to my first point, allow me to start off by saying this: I’m sorry for being such an incomprehensible life-form!”




      : hah


      : what kind of apology is that?


      : as long as you're healthy, it's no sweat off our backs!




      I bowed my head deeply.


      Even though the official announcement had already explained most of what happened, I still felt there was one thing my viewers needed to hear directly from me.


      “If you’ve read the announcement, you probably already know this—but yes, I, Awayuki Kokorone, have been officially placed under a one-month alcohol ban as a result of what happened.”


      I did my best to say it matter-of-factly.




      : bahahahahaha


      : are you...going to be okay?!


      : they... they might as well have sentenced you to death!


      : now this is a punishment that'll go down in history


      : Oh no. Now I'm actually worried.


      : this sunday, sunday, sunday. StroZero vs. the World. happening inside Awayuki


      : Vs. the world? I thought it was vs. the drinking ban


      : might as well be the world for her


      : Don't worry! We'll win this together!




      “Guys... Look, I know I’m in no position to say this—especially after what happened—but making such a big deal out of my temporary temperance is incredibly disrespectful to my seiso image! I’ve been gone one week and you’ve all already forgotten who I am?”




      : lol


      : is the seiso in the room with us right now?


      : Wait. You're the uh... Ah! StroZero Lady correct?




      “No! What am I, an off-brand version of the Yakult Lady?!”




      : you just might be!!!


      : delivering the content of StroZero right to our doorstep. Yeah, you just might be!


      : Guys. She's already sounding irritable. Are the withdrawal symptoms already setting in?




      “As if! Someone as seiso as I am wouldn’t lose to mere temperance after just one week! Sigh... So this is how you all treat me the moment I come back, huh? Fine! I quit! I quit being seiso!”




      : No, you can't! ...quit something you never were in the first place!


      : what did you think would happen


      : you silly goose




      “I swear I’m gonna lose it,” I huffed.


      But internally, I was laughing. Even just before this stream started, I’d been anxious about how it would all go. But within minutes, everything had fallen right back into place, as if I’d never left.


      A streamer’s culture was something born between the streamer and their audience. And that truth had never hit me harder—or made me more grateful—than now.


      All right. Time to make this a good stream.


      “Okay, then! Let’s get into what happened during my break! I mean, I was on break, so I mostly just rested—but one groundbreaking, earth-shattering thing did happen. Honestly, it’s so wild I wasn’t sure I should even talk about it on stream. But! I got permission from the person involved, so I’ll share it with you all.”


      I’d built it up quite a bit, but only because the tale truly deserved it.


      “If I were to give this story a title, it’d be ‘Mashiron’s Meltdown.’”




      : Mashiron?! She would never...


      : well, this was unexpected.


      : So it was Mashiron who gave you permission, huh?


      : she did see you collapse right in front of her...


      : but...meltdown in like a good way, right?


      : As a Mashiron oshi, I'm trembling with both excitement and fear


      : so does every member of gen 3 need to experience a meltdown every once in a while or they'll just die or something?




      “Listen closely now...to the story of Mashiron’s Meltdown.”


      ***


      Given the nature of what had happened, I’d worried a lot of people—but probably none more than Mashiron.


      I’d never seen her so shaken before. And while it was only natural—she had watched me collapse right in front of her—if I was calling it a “meltdown,” you need to understand why.


      “I’ll take care of you. For the entirety of your break.”


      That was what Mashiron told me when she showed up at my apartment after I was discharged from the hospital. Instead of heading home, she’d stayed in Tokyo, just to look after me.


      “Really, you don’t have to. I’ll be fine!” I protested.


      “No, I do have to! What happens if you collapse again and you’re all alone?”


      “All the tests came back normal! I’ll be checking in with Suzuki-san regularly too!”


      “This was my fault...”


      “Listen to me. You are not responsible. Not even a little!”


      This tug-of-war of misplaced guilt had been going on for some time now, with no end in sight.


      Sure, if you looked at the situation at face value, I collapsed after Mashiron brought me whiskey. It made sense she’d feel responsible for that. But feeling responsible was very different from actually being responsible!


      “You’re going a whole month without alcohol! You really think you can handle that all by yourself?!” she said.


      “Urk...”


      Fair point. She had me there.


      But still, I put on my bravest face. “I-I can handle it! In fact, I’ll use this chance to prove to everyone I’m not some hopeless alcoholic!”


      “You mean it? You’re not going to, like, melt or anything?”


      “What— Huh? I don’t even know how I’m supposed to respond to that!”


      Sure, a whole month staying dry was going to be rough, but I didn’t want to be known as someone who couldn’t go without a drink for even that long. For my own sake, I needed to do this myself, no relying on anyone else.


      “You have your own work to worry about, don’t you?” I said.


      “I can stream from your place,” she replied.


      “What about your work as an artist?”


      “Urk...”


      Got her. For a moment, she had no comeback. But then—


      “I’ll... I’ll make a trip home, grab what I need, and bring it all here.”


      “If you do that, then I’m going to end up worrying about you! Besides, my streaming break is only a week, but my no-alcohol period’s a whole month. You’re really planning to stay here that long?”


      Again, she bit her tongue. It seemed she did have some deadlines creeping up on her.


      “Fine,” she said finally. “I’m sorry. I guess I can’t impose for that long, can I? You wouldn’t be able to rest properly.”


      “You wouldn’t be imposing. I want to hang out with you—just maybe when we both have clearer schedules.”


      “Okay. I understand. Then I’ll go home today.”


      “Thanks, Mashiron.”


      I’d managed to convince her somehow. What a relief. If I ended up being the reason she fell behind on her work, I’d never forgive myself.


      “But,” she started again, “for today at least, we still have some time. As long as I leave by the last train, that is.”


      “Oh—sure,” I said. “Then...did you want to do something?”


      “I was thinking,” she said softly, “I want to make this dry month of yours just a little bit more bearable.”


      “Mashiron...”


      I was touched. Every word, every syllable carried the warmth of her care for me—her friend. I still felt guilty she’d gone out of her way to be here, but at the same time, I couldn’t help feeling blessed to have someone like her.


      People often said Mashiron was aloof. Cool. Detached. But the truth was, she thought deeply about the people she cared for. She was as kind and affectionate as they came. And that gap between how she appeared and who she really was—well, that was one of the best things about her.


      If only more people knew that.


      “Okay, I have an idea!” Mashiron said, eyes gleaming. “Awa-chan!”


      “Yes!” I replied eagerly.


      “Let’s do something perverted together.”


      No, she’s not usually like this, I promise.


      I mean, yes, she had that side to her—as all good artists do—but she was absolutely not the type to propose something like that with a straight face. Honest to God. Swear on my momma’s grave. She was caring and affectionate, but not like that.


      So then, you ask, why did she suddenly sound like she’d just finished browsing the top posts on r/hentai for the first time?


      Well...


      “Mashiron,” I said cautiously. “Your headspace still isn’t quite normal, is it?”


      “Of course it’s not! Your life is in danger!”


      “You mean if I died from quitting alcohol, that would defeat the whole purpose?”


      It seemed that while I’d managed to talk her out of the whole “stay by my side 24-7” plan, it had done nothing to calm her down.


      “So I had the idea!” she said.


      “What idea?”


      “If you’re going to be unable to satisfy your StroZero urges this month,” she announced proudly, “then we’ll just replace it with a onetime release of your sexual urges!”


      “Mashiron, you wanna go to the hospital, or...?”


      “Don’t worry! It’s what Himmel the Hero would do!”


      “Mashiron. Check yourself. Please.”


      Yep. It was official. Mashiron had lost every trace of composure. Her excitement was off the charts, her words pure nonsense, her eyes spinning like she was in a cartoon daze. All signs pointed to danger.


      I have no choice. It’s up to me to calm her down.


      “So what do you say, Awa-chan?! Won’t you suck on my titties?!”


      “Somebody calm me down, pleeeaaaase!!!”


      No!!! Stupid body!!! Stop getting aroused!!!


      I was just a... Wha?! Huh?! Sorry, I blacked out there. What just happened? If the slightest sliver of memory still remaining serves, then Mashiron just offered me a taste of the forbidden teat. But that couldn’t possibly be right...right?


      “Awa-chan? You okay? Want milkies?”


      “Milkies.”


      What was that? Did she just say, “Awa-chan, you okay? Want milkies?” Of course I want milkies, but...


      That wasn’t what she said, was it?


      “Sorry, I misheard you. I’m okay. But just to confirm, Mashiron—you really understand what you just said before that? You’re fully aware and in comprehension of your actions?”


      “Let’s do adult breastfeeding!”


      “Okay, you absolutely do. At this point, I’m out of options to make excuses for you.”


      She even knew the name of the kink. At this point, I was completely at a loss.


      “I just told you, didn’t I?” she said. “If we can give your mind a big enough jolt through an act of utter depravity, then you can get through this month of no alcohol intact! If, whenever you think about nursing another tall can, you think about the time you nursed on my nipples instead, then wouldn’t that work perfectly in that regard?”


      “Okay. Um. Let’s just say I hypothetically agree with you on the workingness of that theory for a moment. Even if I did—and I don’t!—I would never, ever ask you to put your own body on the line for me like that!”


      “Oh, I see. You think because I don’t have big boobs, this won’t work... Well, for your information, I happen to think the niceness of my nipples more than makes up for it.”


      “The niceness of your what?! What’s so nice about them?! No, no. Ahem. Sorry. What I meant was that it’s not about size! It’s not about size at all!”


      “Then what’s it about? Oh! I see...”


      “Finally come around, have you?”


      Oh. Phew. She’s finally calming down. For a second there I thought she’d never—


      “Awa-chan!”


      “Yes?”


      “You want to nurse on my clitoris instead.”


      “Oh-WA-AH-AH-AH?!?!?!?!?!”


      My guttural scream just now would’ve made even the most metal of vocalists blush. But that, I put to you, dear viewer, was the only acceptable reaction.


      “Mashiron! Sit down in front of me right now! Seiza!”


      “But how will you suck down there if I close my legs off like that?”


      “Just...forget that for a second and just sit!!!”


      “Huh? Okay.”


      She sat in seiza. I stood over her. This was the perfect posture and opportunity in which to lecture her about her actions.


      “Mashiron. You said a bad word just now, you know that?”


      “A bad word?”


      “Clitoris. You said clitoris.”


      “But you said that word, Awa-chan—I mean, Shuwa-chan, during the WorCra stream. You said it, so I thought that was the sort of thing you’d rather put your mouth to instead of my nipples.”


      “Mashiron!”


      “Now what?”


      “Stand up!”


      “Huh? Okay.”


      Mashiron broke her seiza posture and stood up.


      I did the opposite, sitting down in seiza and looking up at her face.


      “Apologize. Right now!!!” I yelled.


      “You’re still gonna lecture me, even from this angle? I have to say, this posture doesn’t make it any easier for me to take you seriously.”


      I lowered my gaze slightly.


      “I admit it. I said it first. I am the cause of all this. I will own my sins for that, and they are heavy. However. That doesn’t mean you can get off scot-free for imitating me either! So apologize, you horny genmate of mine, apologize!!!”


      “Awa-chan.”


      “What?!?!?!”


      “You changing to stare at my crotch makes it even harder for me to take you seriously.”


      “I mean, when you were talking about all that and then I see it right in front of me, I kinda just...”


      My voice trailed off into embarrassed mumbling. Overwhelmed, I turned away and collapsed onto the floor.


      A sad voice reached me from behind. “Awa-chan, you find me that unattractive, huh?”


      “Are you— Really?!”


      I spun around, despite my still-red face, to reassure Mashiron of something I shouldn’t have even needed to.


      Maybe I shouldn’t have. Maybe I could’ve lied—agreed with her—and ended the whole thing right there. That would’ve been the easiest way out.


      But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t lie to a friend who was giving me all of her (literally) just to help me.


      And so, because of my cowardice, the endless back-and-forth went on.


      “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get on with it!” Mashiron said.


      “I told you, that’s not the problem!” I protested.


      “Then what is, Awa-chan? Oh. You’d rather receive than give? Is that it?”


      “Ohooo! Getting licked all over by Mashiron’s dainty little tongue, yeah, I could get used to that.”


      “Is that all? You could’ve just said so! Okay, then, come on. Let’s move to the bed.”


      “Mashiron, wait! No! We can’t!”


      “It’s always something with you. Now what is it?”


      “I want to both receive and give.”


      “Oh, fine. Ask for whatever you want. But just for today, okay, my insatiable little minx? ♡”


      “Halt! No matter what thou sayest, I shall not be tempted to defile thy body!”


      “What are you, trying to pull a narrative trick on me or something? There’s nobody here except you and me, right?”


      “The only person getting tricked here is me!”


      “???”


      “???”


      “No? Don’t understand? Yeah, me neither.”


      No good. Mashiron shamelessly propositioning me like that short-circuited every last rational neuron in my brain. My thoughts were glitching. My mouth was glitching.


      “F-Fine,” Mashiron stammered. “In that case, why don’t we just forget all that—and Mont Blanc instead?”


      “M O N T B L A N C?”


      What in the world could that be? An act so kinky, so freaky, it doesn’t even ring any bells in the vast, pornographic halls of my mind?!


      Think, Awa, think. Mont Blancs are made of chestnut paste. Chestnut flowers smell like cum. Or maybe...“chestnut” is “kuri.” Sounds like...the first part of “clitoris”! Is that the connection?


      Or is it something else? Something I can’t even begin to fathom? Something so daring, so depraved, it could only have been conceived in the depths of an artist’s imagination? What boundary am I about to cross, what unspeakable precipice of—


      “Okay, then. I’m going to go to a bakery and buy some.”


      “Oh. You meant an actual Mont Blanc?”


      “Yep. Not a sex thing.”


      “Not a sex thing...”


      “Not a sex thing.”


      “...Could it be a sex thing?”


      “Sorry. Forget that.”


      It seemed Mashiron had finally hit some limit of her own as well.


      In which case...


      “I...could really go for a Mont Blanc right now,” I said.


      “What? I told you to forget that and—”


      “No, I mean it. I think we should take a breather and have the opportunity to properly talk it over, since that clearly isn’t happening right now. So what do you say? You get the cake, I’ll make some tea, and once we’ve both cooled off, we’ll hash this out over tea and dessert. Deal?”


      Mashiron blinked at me. Then her eyes softened.


      “Okay. Yeah. Let’s do that.”


      She smiled at me. I smiled back.


      At last, we’d found common ground.


      ***


      “Mmm. That is good,” Mashiron said.


      “Desserts really are justice,” I replied.


      Sitting across from each other at my table, we enjoyed a quiet, relaxed moment over tea and cake. The Mont Blanc she’d brought was enough to clear the fog from my tired head. Before we knew it, that elegant little break had restored us to our usual, comfortable rhythm.


      We ate. We sipped. And when the plates were empty, we looked up at each other again, ready to talk.


      “Mashiron,” I said. “Do you remember what you said earlier?”


      She gulped, cheeks instantly coloring as she turned her face away. Clearly, in this calmer state of mind, she’d replayed the memory and realized just how weird some of her earlier statements had been. And how much better off she might be if she took them back.


      Which was good. Great, even.


      Except for the part where she was just sitting there, thighs pressed together, squirming enough to draw my eyes—and my patience—to their limit. Would she mind stopping doing that...? Maybe...?


      “I was...worried about you,” she finally said.


      My gaze softened on her. “Mashiron...”


      “A-Are you sure you...don’t...want...to...do it?”


      That blindsided me. I’d thought since we were both levelheaded again, she’d drop that, but despite all her embarrassment, she was still determined—still trying to reach out for my sake.


      In that case, I couldn’t respond to her sincerity with shame. During our brief, dessert-fueled cooldown, I’d sorted out my own thoughts. Now was the time to share them.


      “I’m sure,” I said firmly.


      She looked at me for a moment. “I see.” Then her gaze fell away again. “I’m... I’m sorry.”


      “It would be wrong to do something like that with you just because you’re feeling guilty.”


      “Huh? What do you mean by that?”


      The embarrassment hit all at once. I scrunched my eyes tight and just started to blurt out my thoughts. “Doing it out of a sense of obligation—with you of all people—just feels wrong! That’s why we can’t! Not now! You get that?!”


      The words tumbled out. My eyes stayed shut. Silence followed.


      Then:


      “Hey,” Mashiron said.


      “What?!” I snapped, too loud.


      “Not now, you said. So, later—when there’s no sense of that obligation between us—we can...”


      “Well, yeah, I’m sure someday we can— Wait. Hang on.” I opened my eyes. “Ma-shi-ron!”


      Halfway through getting my answer out, I perceived that her tone had changed into the sly, teasing lilt she always used whenever she was making fun of me. And sure enough, when I looked, there she was, smirking, eyes sparkling with mischief.


      “Come on!” I groaned. “I was trying to take this seriously!”


      “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. You’re right,” she said with a knowing smile. “Doing it when there’s something hanging in the air wouldn’t feel right. It wouldn’t be very...us, you know?”


      Us? As in—?! I let out a startled yelp before I could stop myself.


      “So—fine. I’ll go home for today,” she said.


      “Y-You will? Great... Great!”


      “But...someday, right?”


      I yelped again.


      “That’s what you said, no?”


      My breath evaporated.


      “No?”


      “R-Right... Someday,” I managed to exhale.


      “Aha ha ha!” She broke into a hearty laugh, grinning from ear to ear—before that grin softened into something smaller, almost bashful.


      In that moment, all I could think of was the impish, teasing girlfriend, that otaku ideal since time immemorial.


      And how hopelessly small that trope felt when faced with the real thing—Mashiron, alive, radiant, and right in front of me.
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      ***


      “Hup, hup...hup!”


      The day after Mashiron went home, I found myself playing Jarbag, aka Granny Over It.


      With no streams scheduled, and Suzuki-san deliberately keeping my nonstream workload clear so I could rest, I’d pretty quickly run out of things to do.


      Don’t get me wrong, I was grateful for the downtime. But it did feel...weird. Then again, I guess that in itself was a sign of success, right? Having to relearn how to rest.


      “And...game clear! Hoho! And in less than an hour to boot!”


      It felt like yesterday that this game had driven me up the wall—that I’d gotten hooked, spent countless streams grinding away at it, until I’d finally managed to beat it. Now I could beat it in under an hour. If that wasn’t character development, I didn’t know what was.


      Game over, I sat back and wondered if I should start planning next week’s streams. Did that count as work? Should I even be thinking about work during a no-work week? I wasn’t sure. But it felt like the right time to do it, while my mind was still clear and not yet dulled by alcohol withdrawal.


      Suddenly, my phone rang. It was Mashiron.


      “Hello, hello,” I said, picking up the phone.


      “A-Awa-chan!” She sounded quite excited.


      Which, I couldn’t lie, made me a little nervous.


      “What’s up?” I asked, trying and failing to keep the nervous edge out of my voice.


      “Open it, open it, open it!”


      “Open? Open what?” Then I noticed that Mashiron had also sent me a file over chat. “Oh, this?”


      The file name was “The_second_best_thing.”


      “Uh... What is this?” I asked.


      “Just open it! Hurry!”


      “Okay, okay, don’t rush me. Jeez, someone’s excited.”


      “I know! I haven’t slept since I got back, so I’m on that second-wind high right now!”


      “You haven’t slept?! Go sleep, what are you doing?!”


      “I will as soon as you open it! So come on!”


      “O-Okay, okay.”


      I had no idea what was going on, but just in case it was something serious, I opened the file, my anxiety voices all screaming at once.


      None of them prepared me for what I saw.


      “What...is this?” I whispered.


      It was an image file. A drawing, to be precise. And I could immediately tell that it was Mashiron’s art style.


      The subject? Herself—that is, her VTuber model. That was what my eyes were clearly seeing. But my brain refused to process it.


      For you see, Mashiron was, in this drawing—how you say—buck-ass nekkid.


      Her expression was sultry, and all the bits and bobs that were supposed to remain private were...decidedly not. Everything was on full display—angled just so—facing me, the viewer.


      “Mashiron, is this...?”


      “Do you like it?!” she all but screamed into the phone. “I got the idea on my way home yesterday! I thought it might help you, so I stayed up all night drawing it! So, yeah! If you ever feel the urge to drink this month, just use this to hold yourself back! It’s the second-best thing!”


      Okay. The jury has heard enough. Time for deliberation.


      Mashiron wasn’t just the character designer for my model—she was also the designer for her own.


      Which meant...the character creator herself...had just drawn a lewd of one of her own creations. Of herself.


      Yep. Yep. My brain had finally caught up.


      What I was looking at here—what I currently had in front of me...


      ...was, in every possible sense, by every possible definition, a nude self-portrait that Mashiron had sent to me.


      This is absolutely, positively, undeniably, indisputably—


      “NOT OKAAAAAAAAAAAAY!!!”


      In the end, I had completely failed to ease Mashiron’s worries, or so it seemed.


      ***


      “The end.”


      I finished my recollection and took a peek at the chat.




      : I've seen enough. Roll the wedding


      : The fact that this can happen and you two are still not dating has got to be some kind of war crime.


      : de facto confession. somewhere, a lily blooms


      : Mashiron crash out of epic proportions LOL


      : she do be like that sometimes


      : congratulations ￥50,000




      As expected, the reaction was overwhelmingly positive and scrolled by in a frenzy.


      Still, the doubt remained.


      “Was telling you all really for the best?”


      There was nothing too bad in it for me, but I had just revealed some very embarrassing moments for Mashiron in front of the whole wide world.




      <Mashiro Irodori>: It's fine. It'll serve as decent insect repellent


      : Mashiron?!


      : insects? where?


      : Ah, pesky insects that would otherwise try to take a bite out of Awayuki, I see you


      : hnnng (diabeetus)


      : show drawing




      “Thank you for that last comment, horny viewer. Thanks to you, I can end this story without a shred of embarrassment. You won’t be seeing the illustration, but hey, thanks for trying.”


      With that, the main event of the stream came to a close.


      I left it feeling—maybe more strongly than ever—that streaming really was my calling. That it was just too much fun.


      It was safe to say I’d grown. I was past the shaky, uncertain phase of my career; I’d become a steady, accomplished streamer. But that also meant I’d reached a sort of crossroads, a quiet limbo where I wasn’t sure what came next.


      And maybe...that in itself was my next goal.


      To that end—


      “That’s it for today’s stream. I’ve been Awayuki Kokorone, back from her break, and I hope to see you all again very soon.”


      I’d turn this uncertainty into fuel. To grow even more. To break through limits I hadn’t even realized were there. I bowed my head once more—this time, not out of apology, but out of determination.


      The Awa-Shuwa Collaboration Stream


      Though I was officially free from my stream break, I was decidedly not free from my alcohol break.


      So while my streams were back, they were back in a decidedly more sober, more seiso, less Shuwa-tastic fashion.


      By this point, I’d been away from alcohol long enough that the withdrawal symptoms should have been hitting full force. But actually...it wasn’t that bad.


      I mean, of course it wasn’t that bad. I’m seiso. Always have been.


      Just because I couldn’t drink StroZero for a while didn’t mean I was suffering or anything. Nope. I was perfectly fine. Because, again, I’m seiso.


      Another day without alcohol. Another day without StroZero. Another day without StroZero-chan.


      But I was fine. Totally fine. Not even the slightest bit affected.


      Like, seriously—I felt exactly the same as before.


      So...what do you say we cut the ban down to, oh, half a month instead? Since, you know, I’m clearly doing great?


      No? Understandable. Have a nice day.


      On a completely unrelated note...


      Have you ever stopped to think about how long a day really is?


      Today marked two weeks of temperance. That meant only 1,209,600 seconds to go.


      Huh. Would you look at that—three zeros in that number.


      Ah... The Puskás Award. What an award. The Pushkash Award. The Pshhh!-kash Award...


      Ah... Wait. StroZero has a zero in its name. That means it’s zero alcohol, like nonalcoholic, right? Hold up, whoa, is it just me or is my hand shaking like crazy?


      Ah... All eight-letter words are starting to look like StroZero...


      Ah... I’m gonna do a collab with Shuwa-chan.


      Leading me to say:


      “Good evening, everyone. It looks like another nice, light snow is falling tonight. It’s me, Awayuki Kokorone.”


      And me to say:


      “A perfect night to get absolutely SLOSHED, woooo! It’s ya girl, Shuwa-chan!”




      : Could you at least pretend to want to hold on to your humanity?


      : ?!?!?!?!


      : Hol up. What the hell is going on?!


      : WHAT THE FUCCJJJJ


      : Is that Awa...*and* Shuwa???


      : have they finally split completely from one another?


      : I knew it. They were always two people


      : must be a recording or something?


      : either way, the unexplainable machinations of a madwoman


      : Awayuki has finally snapped...


      : Temperance. Not even once


      : Guess she...bottled up too much?


      : More like she's run completely dry.


      : She's not even trying to hide that she's not human anymore.


      : Just what the hell are you?!!!




      “Welcome, everyone, to my first ever collab stream with fellow Live-On Liver, Shuwa-chan! Shuwa-chan, great to be with you here tonight.”


      “This is not a drill! I’m literally chugging a StroZero right now and Awa-chan’s right in front of me! What is happening?! But likewise, great to be here!”
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      Wow. Now this is a first, wouldn’t you say?




      : missed connection after missed connection, a miracle finally brings the two together


      : why am I tearing up?


      : And they said they would never collab...


      : you say “would never,” I say “could never.”


      : bruh you gonna get cold-called by research organizations again


      : collab-ing with oneself


      : what is this, a doppelganger?


      : Maybe she alchemized herself from her own vomit (someone help me out here)


      : “not a drill.” what in the gen z clickbait youtube?


      : the StroZero better be a drill


      : the drill you start as a bit, let go too far, and suddenly it's canon




      “We’ve got a rare collab on our hands today, and judging by the chat, everyone’s hyped! So, Shuwa-chan, ready to talk your socks off to make up for lost time?”


      “Ready, Freddy! Let’s talk and chug some StroZero!”


      “If I start drinking, this’ll turn into a Shuwa-chan and Shuwa-chan collab, so...pass.”


      “The power of StroZero bows to no one!”


      “Keep pushing it and I’ll have to sanction you. You do know my current situation, right?”


      “And what situation might that be?”


      “I am abstaining from alcohol.”


      “HA HA HA! I abstain from alcohol every single day!”


      “It’s been half a month.”


      “Wow, incredible! ROFLMAO! Future president of Japan right here!”


      “That’d be high praise if Japan actually had a president.”


      I was already out of breath... Is dealing with me normally this exhausting?




      : not where the retort should've been aimed, but good one


      : rare? Rare doesn't begin to cut it


      : You know what? I think a one-man comedy duo should remain the contradiction that it is


      : mom come pick me up i'm scared


      : a fever dream if there ever was one




      “Anyway, back on topic. Shuwa-chan. I just wanted to start off by saying thank you for all the wonderful things you’ve done for me. Truly, I don’t know what I would’ve done without you. I wouldn’t be half the seiso girl I am if not for you.”


      “No probs! I wanted to thank you too, Awa-chan! You’ve always been the biggest help to me. Wow, never thought I’d actually get to tell you that.”


      “I— Huh. That didn’t sound sarcastic at all, unlike me. Could it be that you’re actually trying to thank me? In that case, you’re not all bad either. You’re a big part of why I’ve been having the time of my life as a streamer. So thanks, Shuwa—”


      “And thanks to Mashiron, as well, for giving you such a goonable body!”


      “That’s what you meant by ‘help’?!”




      : heh


      : yep. that's shuwa-chan all right


      : are these the new hot twin VTubers everyone's been talking about? AwaShuwa?


      : did she...digitize herself?


      : The net is vast and infinite


      : she lives in a house she built for herself on cheeper


      : Okay. Can we please get some explanation, please!!!




      Aha ha... You’d think I’d know better, on account of, you know, being her and all. But wow, what a handful it was actually talking and dealing with her.


      That should suffice for an opening bit. Time to fill everyone in!


      “Allow me to explain what’s going on! Everyone, say hello to AI Shuwa-chan, lovingly created by Alice-chan, who’s kindly lending her out to help me with today’s stream!”




      : IT WAS AIIIIII


      : Wow. how trendy


      : Oh thank goodness. I was honestly starting to think the blackout had left her permanently damaged


      : Damn. Mr. Ghost in the Shell reference was closest to the mark


      : Uh-oh. How long until *this* Shuwa-chan turns into a cybernetic, time-traveling assassin?


      : ChatSTZ


      : Congratulations on the Adult Intertainment debut!!!


      : Uh. Alice-chan did what now?


      : Just in case there's been some confusion, deep learning does not mean you go and learn from the deep web


      <Alice Soma>: I was so overwhelmed with emotion at witnessing the Awa-Shuwa collab with my own eyes that I ended up having myself an unspeakable accident, hence the delay. But I'm truly honored to have been of help!


      : aaand of course she's here


      : Because a Awayuki Kokorone stream is, for all intents and purposes, an Alice Soma stream.


      : Don't think she isn't lurking in chat even when she's not commenting. She's just trying her very best to restrain herself.


      : That thing... It scares me...


      : Do I dare ask...what kind of accident?!


      : She did once say the day she witnesses an Awa-Shuwa collab is the day her body voids itself of all its fluids in delight


      : Props to her parents for training her to hold it all in.


      : And here we have a certified medical genius.




      Yes, the reason I was able to have a conversation with “myself” like this was thanks to that hot topic on everyone’s minds lately: AI.


      More specifically, AI chatbots.


      For all the controversy surrounding it, I’d found an undeniably effective use for the technology!


      The whole idea had come about one day while I was chatting with Alice-chan. We were talking about the Awa-Shuwa collab, and how fun it’d be to somehow make it real. Eventually, we landed on the answer: AI.


      Alice had immediately volunteered to take on the project. I told her there was no rush, that she didn’t have to push herself, but she just grinned and said, “I’d just been looking into ways to preserve Awayuki-dono for all eternity, so this is perfect!”


      Then she dove right in.


      I didn’t ask too many questions after that. Or rather...I didn’t dare to. I was scared of what kind of answers I might get.


      Just the other day, “AI Shuwa-chan” had gone online—and I’d finally been able to talk to her, just like I was doing now.




      : Color me impressed, Alice-chan


      : So this is what you've been so “busy” with!


      <Alice Soma>: It was all I could think about, every minute of every hour, every hour of every day! So boy am I glad it's finally done!


      : sounds like you had a blast


      : now give the non-guardrailed version




      “With all that now clear, let’s begin again. Hello, AI Shuwa-chan!”


      “Huh? I’m AI?”


      “Uh. Yes? I thought you knew that.”


      “No way, no way, no way, no way, no way, no way, no way, no way, no way.”


      “Huh? What’s the problem?!”


      “I was trained on one word and one word only: StroZero.”


      “Okay, I see the problem.”


      “Ah, sorry. Now that I think about it, they did tell me I was AI once. Guess I just forgot after too much StroZero training.”


      “Alice-chan, this doesn’t seem right. Is she bugged?”




      <Alice Soma>: Negative, ma'am! Working as God intended!


      : anyone could've seen this coming


      : Yep. This is Shuwa-chan all right


      : You know what they say. Shuwa in, shuwa out.


      : It's not a bug. It's a feature


      : What is this, FF3?


      : AI is getting too good these days


      : Don't worry. This is you all right




      “That is absolutely not me. That is Shuwa-chan. Completely different person.”


      “Huh? But we kinda look the same, don’t we? And sound the same.”


      “Looks—okay, I’m not going to say anything there, but we definitely do not sound the same! My voice is far more seiso than yours.”


      “Why don’t we test this out? On the count of three, say, ‘Nnnghhh, feels so goooood!’”


      “No. Such a filthy phrase would never come out the mouth of one so seiso such as I. You can go ahead.”


      *SNIFF* “Chat. Awa-chan’s being mean to meeee. Uppies! Baby wants uppies!”


      “Okay, okay, I’ll say it, just stop it with that...whatever it is you’re doing!”




      : like the two original peas from the primordial pod


      : thank you for the uppies voice my ears have been blessed


      : How do you exactly train an AI to become like this?


      : No thanks, you seem heavy


      : if it's someone else then why are you getting embarrassed Awa-chan, hmm?




      “On three, two, one, okay?”


      “Okay, okay.”


      “Three, two, one...”


      “‘Nnnghhh, feels so goooood!’” we said at the same time.




      : literally EXACTLY the same


      : face ID verification sound


      : cackling


      : so gooood (gross)...


      : and this isn't embarrassing?


      : at the very fact that you'd rather say that instead of just giving yourself uppies means you are, in fact, not seiso.




      I was panting. “Wow... I’m wiped. I figured as much earlier, but yeah—you really are a handful, Shuwa-chan. Actually dealing with you firsthand really drives it home.”


      “So now you know what your fellow Livers go through every day, huh? Maybe thank them for putting up with you.”


      “I most certainly will.”


      “Especially Alice-chan. She’s the cutest, and my mommy, plus I goon to her every day! Alice-chan! XOXOXO!”


      “Alice-chan? Explain yourself.”




      <Alice Soma>: Huh? Oops? Huh? I thought I deleted that? Huh? Ignore. Ignore Ignore Haha. Ignore.


      : Alice-chan did a little oopsie!


      : what the heck kinda parameters did you give this AI


      : Must be nice, being able to program your oshi to say stuff like that~


      : you take the AI out of the woman but you can't take the woman out of the AI




      The stream was wearing me down more than I’d expected, but I kept going. Out of pure stubbornness.


      “Okay, then, Shuwa-chan. Since this is our first meeting, how about we take turns introducing ourselves? How does that sound?”


      “Yep, yep! Sounds good to me!”


      “Then I shall go first.”


      I channeled all that was me. All that is—


      “Awayuki Kokorone. Your resident seiso VTuber.”


      “Shuwa-chan. Your resident StroZero VTuber.”


      “I like cooking.”


      “I like sexual harassment.”


      “People say I’m calm and put-together.”


      “People say I’m cum and drunk-forever.”


      “I can be a little shy sometimes.”


      “I’m shameless all the time.”


      “Okay, nope, we’re not doing this turn by turn anymore—why does it sound like you’re just my inner-self translator?!”




      : C A C K L E


      : Thanks for the translation


      : A translator not in words, but a mirror in which that reveals the depths of one's soul


      : finally found the bastard that's been ruining my life. Myself


      : I'm just thinking how terrifying it would actually be to have a version of me that speaks the truth and only the truth right in front of me.




      That’s it! I’ve had enough of this weirdo staring me down, goofing off like this is all some kind of joke!


      Feelings I’d never known were stirred awake, things I’d never thought I’d have the chance to feel. In this impossible meeting, they burst through before I could even name them.


      “Gaaaah! That’s it! I’m done playing Miss Nice Girl! I’m saying it loud and clear: I have a problem with you, Shuwa-chan! You’re always sabotaging my livelihood, and you don’t even seem to realize how much trouble you’ve caused me!”


      “Excuse me? Sabotage?”


      “That’s right, I said it! Ever since you stepped onto the scene, the quality of my own stream chat has tanked—just because I happen to look like you!”


      “Well, when we happen to share the exact same genes...”


      “Shut up! No more witty quips, no more smug crap, no more dirty jokes—the only thing I want to hear coming out of your mouth next is an apology!”


      “I apologize for not being seiso. m（__）m”


      “That’s it! That is it— You ungrateful little...!”




      : That's not sabotage, you're just bad at PR


      : still running with the “we're different people” bit huh lol


      : honestly at this point it'd say more about us than you if we pretended we didn't know you're Shuwa-chan


      : guess the only way to stop the chaos is full-on censorship


      : everything she says just keeps backfiring on her lol




      “What? But I apologized,” Shuwa-chan protested. “That’s it! I’m pissed now too! You think you’re the only one who’s got problems with the other?”


      “Oh, yeah? And what could you possibly be mad about?”


      “How about the fact that whenever someone says ‘Awayuki,’ they might mean you or me?!”


      “That’s my problem as much as it is yours!!!”


      This wasn’t helping. I’d thought venting would make me feel better, but it only wound me up even more.


      “Fine! You want another one? Here’s one! StroZero, StroZero—do you even know any other words besides StroZero?!”


      “Nope! The word StroZero is the only word in my dictionary!”


      “That’s not a dictionary, that’s just a book that says ‘StroZero’ on every page! Ahhh! You make me so— I swear I’m about to pop a vein and spray blood everywhere!”


      “Yeah?! Well, I’m going to pop a vesicle and spray StroZero juice everywhere!”


      “What are you, some kind of off-brand chaotic energy pear mascot from Chiba?!”


      The complaints, grievances, and criticisms just came rolling in one after another, too quickly for my mouth to even keep up.


      It was like I was staring myself in the face.


      “And another thing! Your jokes have been so lame lately—way too rehearsed! What happened to the wild, unhinged Shuwa-chan who’d jump on anything for a laugh?”


      “You’re looking at her—she never left! I’m all improv, all the time, baby! You’d know, since you keep stealing my jokes whenever you’re in a pinch!”


      “They just come out naturally! Not that you’d know what that’s like, Miss I-Script-Everything~!”


      “Yeah, and that ‘it just comes out naturally’ attitude is exactly why no one calls you seiso~.”


      “And, and! You’ve been slacking on your input lately! Being busy isn’t an excuse to stop absorbing all you can for new material!”


      “Yeah, well, I could say the same for you!”


      “I... Yeah. You’re right. I have been slacking...”


      “I know. It’s hard to find time, right?”


      What a sad little argument this had turned into.


      Though the phrase “this is going to hurt me more than it hurts you” has long since fallen out of fashion, it was the only thing that came to mind to describe what was happening here.


      Before we knew it, all our rage had fizzled out, and there we were, just patting ourselves on the back.




      : It's okay guys! It's not an argument! Just a little animated bit of self-reflection!


      : don't self-harm, awayuki


      : I... Damn, you really think of this job highly, don't you, awayuki?


      : high-minded StroZero


      : nice oxymoron


      : After everything, after all the crazy stunts she's pulled. She still worries about looking too scripted?


      : What even is this


      : Uh. Did they just come to a mutual understanding at the end there?




      A truth hit me then.


      One that, honestly, I’d known going into this. I’d just lost sight of it for a while.


      Nobody in this world understood me better than the person before me: Shuwa-chan.


      And as embarrassing as it was to admit while sober, there was another reason I’d called her here today.


      Today’s stream wasn’t just about playing up our “fateful encounter” for laughs.


      It was also...for another reason.


      “Shuwa-chan. Can we talk...about the future?”


      “The future?”


      That other reason...was to talk to myself about where I wanted to go from here.


      Even if she was only an AI, it’s not every day you get the chance to have a real heart-to-heart with yourself.


      And it was now, after my blunder—while I was still picking up the pieces—that I wanted to do exactly that.


      “What’s wrong with you? Guess I can hear you out,” Shuwa-chan said.


      “I will...choose to ignore that tone. The truth is, I screwed up.”


      I proceeded to tell her everything—the whole chain of events leading up to my one-month alcohol ban.


      “—and so here I am. Left wondering what I can do to try and figure out how to fix things.”


      “Uh, sorry. I need a moment to process.”


      “Huhhh? You replicating me even down to the slowness was not necessary, but— Okay, why am I roasting myself?”


      “So basically, you drank alcohol, started to change forms, overdid it, and fainted from the burnout.”


      “Yes, yes, that’s right, that’s right.”


      “ERROR -196 NOT FOUND.”


      “How are you gonna error inside your own error message?”




      : LMAO even the robot version blacked out. Now this is accuracy


      : you say slowness, I say greatness


      : how'd you break the AI, Awayuki?!


      : garbage in, garbage out


      : error between keyboard and chair


      : must've been thinking, but I didn't even do anything! How did it even break!


      : reason number 1 why AI will never beat humanity


      : Awayuki Kokorone - humanity's ultimate weapon against the incoming robot revolution


      : oh shit she's john connor


      : the governator's namesake, yet she's john connor...


      : I can't fault the personalized error message


      <Alice Soma>: the most powerful, most advanced AI I was able to muster, and you were able to break it in minutes. Sasuga Awayuki-dono!




      Apparently, it was my fault. Not sure how, when all I’d done was tell her the truth of what had happened to me, but it was.


      Alice-chan took a moment to adjust the AI and input the details of what had happened to me directly. That done, the conversation began anew with a new and improved version of Shuwa-chan.


      “Da-da-da-dum! Shuwa-chan is back, smarter and more knowledgeable than ever!”


      “Welcome back,” I said. “Do you know what’s going on now?”


      “Yes, ma’am, I do! See, Awayuki Kokorone is a god, so she can do things humans cannot! Aren’t I, Shuwa-chan, so smart for figuring that out!”


      “Alice-chan...?”




      <Alice Soma>: A temporary measure to address the issue. Ignore any element of it that you might think is me injecting my personal bias.


      : sus how fast she replied to that


      : how did she type that much and press enter in the span of a single second?


      : the monkeytype goat


      : nahh she had that primed and ready to go lol


      : is this how AI is trained...?


      : no idea what's going on but yes! Very smart! ￥220




      I wasn’t satisfied with that answer. Questions upon questions still remained in my head, but if she said this wasn’t another hallucination or bug or whatever, then I was happy to continue...


      “So! Ready to hear my thoughts on the matter?” Shuwa-chan asked.


      “Yes! Go for it!” I replied.


      “This all happened because you lost faith in StroZero!”


      “Nope, this one’s a dud.”


      “Excuse you! I’m not ‘this one.’ I’m Shuwa-chan!”


      “Yes, yes, you’re right, I’m sorry. You’re not the dud. The person your training is based on is the dud.”




      : chose the wrong person for this


      : when the only flaw is doing too good of a job LOL


      : cutepid (so stupid, it's cute)




      “Hey, actually listen to me!” Shuwa-chan said.


      “Yes, yes. What about StroZero this time?” I sighed.


      “The cause of all this—the reason everything happened—was because this was all a test of your faith in StroZero. And you failed!”


      “Sigh...”


      StroZero again. Always StroZero. Every time I heard the word, I wanted to sigh, drink, reflect—experience the full range of negative emotions to culminate in one long, weary exhale.


      So Shuwa-chan’s next words completely blindsided me.


      “In other words: You lost faith in yourself.”


      “Huh?”


      It was almost like she’d planned it—lulling me into zoning out, only to yank me right back to reality with that one sharp line.


      “You said your StroZero form is your ‘true’ form, right? Then that’s the version of you that pulled yourself up from the depths of obscurity and into the spotlight. Of course nothing good would come from suddenly trying to change what made you you.”


      “I... I see?”


      “Whenever you drink something different, a different version of you shows up, right? A version that’s not your true self. Do that too much, and you’ll start losing sight of who you really are. Did you ever think about how hard that’d be on you if it happened?”


      “I...didn’t.”


      She pulled me in until I saw myself reflected in her eyes, then shattered that reflection with a single sentence. After that, there was nothing left to say.


      Value my true self...huh?


      She was right. It was that version of me—the raw, unfiltered one—that had brought me this far.


      If I could take that blackout blunder and see it instead as a lesson to remember where I came from...then maybe, just maybe, I could start looking toward the future with a little optimism.


      “Anyway. That was what StroZero-chan wanted me to tell you,” Shuwa-chan said.


      “That wasn’t even your opinion?!”


      “Oh, you wanted my opinion? That’s easy! Promote StroZero more! Boost sales! Let me out to play more often! That’s it!!!”


      “Why, you self-interested, self-serving version of me, you...”


      Her inability to hold the serious, preachy mood for long was honestly pitiful.


      And...so very me.




      : hahahahaha


      : Just as I thought we were getting to the serious bit, this.


      : Only makes sense. Shuwa-chan can't come out to play unless Awa-chan has access to StroZero


      : a fact only proven more true due to the recent ban


      : making me nod along to the truth in her words only to turn it all into a joke is so Awayuki coded


      : this AI is so good


      <Alice Soma>: Thankee, thankee, ehehehe


      : Thought she was actually saying something deep for a sec


      : Real talk for a sec though, staying true to yourself is really the only way to obtain longevity


      : telling yourself advice like you'd tell one of your friends is honestly what we all need.




      “Though you kinda did really screw up, so you should probably reflect on your actions and, you know, not do that again!”


      “That goes without saying...” I muttered, equal parts bitter and resigned. “I sincerely apologize.”


      “However! You also need to think about how you stumbled onto something majorly important and didn’t even realize it!”


      “Yes, yes, I’ll treasure my true self from now on. I needed to learn that lesson.”


      “No, not just that! The other thing—the other thing!!!”


      Something about what I’d said must’ve set her off—she was getting more impassioned by the second.


      “I’m talking about how you can change form depending on what alcohol you drink, you infinite font of possibilities, you.”


      “Ah...”


      Truth be told, AI Shuwa-chan wasn’t the only one who’d latched onto that idea and called it incredible. The only problem was—


      “After it led me to commit a blunder of that level, I’m not sure it’s something I have any right to be proud of,” I said.


      “What? How can you even say that?”


      That disaster kept replaying in my mind, and I still hadn’t figured out how to deal with it—but it seemed Shuwa-chan had a different take, her voice on the edge of tears.


      “If you say that, then...am I not something you can ever be proud of either? /cry.”


      “Th-That’s right!”


      I’d almost forgotten—if it was even possible to forget something like that—but Shuwa-chan herself had been born from that original legendary blunder, the one where I forgot to turn off my stream!


      And hearing those words come from the product of that very mistake...well, that gave them a whole different kind of weight.




      : Of course you can be proud of something like that!


      : Apologies for all the supernatural battle stuff but come on, you can't blame us for taking that clearly superpower-like ability and running with it lol


      : LOL


      : It hurts to be completely invalidated like that, doesn't it?


      : so the other forms...are just as potent as the original?




      “Isn’t it kinda crazy when you think about it?” Shuwa-chan went on. “You can become as many different people as there are types of alcohol! All on your own! Like, what, are you trying to out-Live-On Live-On?


      “I’m not sure I’d call it quite as convenient as you make it sound...”


      “You could start a whole new org just by yourself!”


      “True, then I could really go independent— Hey, cut that out! For the record, I have no intention of ever graduating from Live-On!”


      “Of course not! It’s just a figure of speech! I’m saying, ‘Look at what Awayuki Kokorone is capable of!’ Turning a blind eye to that side of you would be such a waste—that’s all I’m saying!”


      I took a second to let her words sink in. “Well, I guess you’ve got a point.”




      : you must be an Eevee, girl, the way you can adapt and change into so many forms.


      : you're one highball away from Yuriko Yoshitaka, Awayuki!


      : infinite possibilities at your fingertips


      : You're basically Kamen Rider Ohma Zi-O!


      : one-woman Live-On


      : imagine holding different streams where a different personality shines through each time


      : The woman of a thousand (alcohol-induced) faces is bound to get everyone's attention. Might even make some viewers realize new sides of themselves too.


      : a femme fatale if there ever was one


      : Give Awa-chan different drinks and create your very own Pseudo Harem


      : oh God no hahahaha




      First Shuwa-chan and now chat. Between their momentum and their actually pretty solid points, I had no comebacks left.


      It made me feel...good. Like I was finally ready to put everything behind me and—


      “That said,” Shuwa-chan cut in, “acknowledging your newfound potential is only half the equation. Like I said, you did mess up. And that’s something you have to take accountability for.”


      I slumped. “Yes, ma’am...”


      She was right. I couldn’t forget that part of the lesson, no matter how good the rest of it felt.


      “Remember the time you forgot to turn off your stream! You felt shame that could’ve burned you alive, guilt that could’ve torn you apart! And yet you took it on the chin and kept moving forward. That’s why you have what you have now!”


      “Only because I had no choice but to move forward...”


      “But you’re the one who did it. Never lose sight of that!”


      “Right,” I said after a beat.


      That had been me. Inexperienced, naive, with nothing to lose and everything to gain—pushing forward because, really, where else was I supposed to go? I’d already hit rock bottom. At the time, it felt like my career had ended before it even began.


      Back then, I hadn’t even had a “past me” to look back on like I did now.


      “What I’m saying is, taking accountability alone means nothing! What matters is moving forward after! The road to success is littered with the bodies of people who made mistakes—but the ones who truly grow are those who turn those mistakes into growth for the future!”


      “Wow! That’s actually really poignant, Shuwa-chan!”


      “I think I read that in a book or something one time, IDK.”


      “Ha ha... Of course, you did.”


      Once again, she couldn’t stick the landing on a serious note.


      But then again, we’d already established that that was so unmistakably, quintessentially me.


      To have someone say so much to me—and for all of it to make sense—meant that everything Shuwa-chan said must’ve started somewhere inside me to begin with.


      We’re rarely able to see ourselves objectively. But with how far technology had come...maybe that was finally starting to change.


      Still, thinking about it: Was this really some brand-new, one-off revelation?


      No. It felt like everything I’d learned about myself, every bit of growth I’d managed to wrestle into shape, had always come from my virtual side.


      For me, my VTuber self is the form that allows me to be me.


      “Don’t ever lose sight of myself. Keep adding new weapons to my arsenal. Keep moving forward,” I said, summing up my thoughts.


      “Yes! That’s it!” Shuwa-chan cheered. “That’s exactly what I wanted to tell you! If you don’t, I’ll disappear! Well, okay, not just that. I mean, this isn’t just about me. Turning weaknesses into strengths—that’s what being a VTuber’s all about!”


      I giggled. “You’re right about that. After all, I am Live-On.”


      “Yep, yep. And I’m Live-On too.”


      We both laughed, a laugh so natural and easy that I realized I hadn’t laughed like that since before my break.




      : Shuwa-chan actually sounding sensible? Is this an AI hallucination too?


      <Alice Soma>: No, sir! What you're seeing is 100% pure, original, unadulterated Awayuki-dono!


      : True. This is what she sounds like when she's talking to other livers recently.


      : New weapons in my arsenal. Throwback to the monetization commemoration stream?


      : Love this dynamic. Awa, vulnerable from her recent growth, being lifted up by Shuwa, empowered by hers.




      “Hey, me,” I said.


      “Oh? Weird way to refer to me—what’s up with that?” Shuwa-chan said.


      “Nothing. Just felt right, is all.”


      “A nonanswer if I’ve ever heard one. So? What’s up?”


      “Just wanted to say...thank you—for being you, Shuwa-chan.”


      There was a pause. Then a smile. “And you for being you, Awa-chan.”


      “Continue to do our best?”


      “You can count on that!”




      : Oh no. I know nothing. Just that I must cry.


      <Alice Soma>: I feel like...this was the very reason I was born. To witness this very day


      : on this day. Alice Soma attains enlightenment


      : Good job, Alice-chan


      : This is touching. But I can't bring myself to admit that on an Awayuki stream so I'll just say I'm touching myself instead


      : Both are Awayuki Kokorone


      : we love a split in two then combining back again together queen


      : And with that, present comes to terms with the past, and both are ready to take on the future




      And so, that day—after being knocked down—I faced myself, got to know myself a little better, and stood back up again.


      More determined than before.


      The Clip-Watching Stream


      A week had passed since AI Shuwa-chan imparted her wisdom and encouragement to me. I’d been doing well, feeling better by the day, and there was now only one week left on my alcohol ban.


      This was the final stretch. The most critical period. I resolved to spend it meaningfully—taking accountability for my blunder, minding my health for the sake of future longevity, and devoting myself to studying who I once was.


      That talk with Shuwa-chan had given me a life-changing takeaway. To build on it, I wanted to take a good, hard look at my past self next. How was I going to do that? Well, I could have asked Alice-chan to whip up another AI of my past self, but that felt like a bit much to dump on her. Luckily, there was a far more convenient—and far less labor-intensive—way for a digital creature like me to revisit my own history in this age of online permanence:


      Clip compilation videos.


      Owing to their bite-sized length, tight editing, and dopamine-dense highlight format, clip compilations have become one of the most popular forms of VTuber content out there.


      Would you believe me if I said I’m one of the most clipped streamers out there? To my tireless clippers—who’ve worked so hard, I’m convinced that if someone stitched together every clip, they could probably re-create my entire streaming career—I love you. Deeply. You have my undying gratitude. ♡


      Of course, I wasn’t the only one blessed with such dedication. Thanks to passionate clippers everywhere, it’s become something of a trend for VTubers to go back and react to compilations of their old clips live with chat. A trend I was about to join myself. It was a perfect two-birds-one-stone plan: I could hop on one of the most popular content trends and reflect on who I used to be.


      Just as AI Shuwa-chan had revealed tons about me, I hoped to learn a lot here as well.


      “To kick off my little journey through time, I’ve picked out clips from different points in my career,” I told chat. “Naturally, they’re all some of my most popular ones, so this should be a fun trip down memory lane!”




      : so we just gonna gloss over the part where you almost messed up your introduction saying “another nice, light StroZero is falling tonight”?


      : Now, Awayuki may look fine, but in reality, she's dying.


      : I take it that this is you attempting to absorb StroZero through osmosis through your past self?


      : LOL


      : Don't tell me...this has been AI Shuwa-chan's aim all along?!


      : Babe please, drink some alcohol before you hurt yourself!!!


      : Ah yes, the last episode of the arc that ends with Awayuki dissolving into a sea of primordial StroZero from which all other streamers take a sip




      “Uh-huh, uh-huh. Thank you all for your input, but moving on, let’s roll the first video!”


      Ignoring a chat so thirsty for a sip of that lemony goodness you’d think they were on the alcohol ban and not me, I drew out the announcement with a little dramatic flair.


      “Title! ‘Shuwa-chan goes full bosozoku biker gang at the Animal Kart tournament. | Live-On | Highlights | Awayuki Kokorone’!”




      : now that takes me back


      : seen this


      : I think everyone and their mother has


      : already laughed at the title


      : one can only imagine the pain Awayuki-chan will experience watching this when even a clip from the stream a day before would have her exploding into cringe.




      “This was from a big Animal Kart tournament featuring every member of Live-On before the debut of gen five. Since we’re going backward through time, we’ll start here and rewind further with each clip.”


      I still remembered how excited I’d been when that event was announced. Doing a massive Animal Kart collab with all my friends had been a dream come true.


      “What a time that was. Right when I was really starting to hit my stride. I’m sure this clip will teach me a lot about my old self. Without further ado, let’s hit play!”


      Click. And the video began to roll.


      “Outta the way, gen four runt! Big daddy comin’ through!”


      The first clip that hit my eyes was me absolutely leaning on the horn and screaming at one of my kouhai.


      “Die, Sei-sama, diiiiiiiiie!!!”


      The next showed me unleashing a string of obscenities at one of my senpai while pelting them with an item.


      “Yo, Hareru-senpai! I never got your autograph—let’s fix that! Oh wait, no paper? Guess my crotch’ll do! Come on, sign it, senpai! Sign in right into my crotch!!!”


      Then came the third: me driving side by side with one of my most senior and respected senpai, so that I might sexually harass her.


      “...”




      : Hey. say something.


      : and this, children, is what it means to be at a loss for words


      : I loved how Ehrai-chan is low-key going bar for bar with her lol


      : Sei-sama has big tank potential


      : S-Sign in?




      I paused the video.


      Thought deeply for a second.


      “You’re telling me I was trying to learn something from this?”


      And what I managed to finally say was pure confusion, straight from the heart.




      : T O P P E S T O F K E K S


      : learn to be a degenerate maybe


      : hit your stride. ❌ stride hit you ✅




      Well, whatever—we’re only, what, a minute into the video? There’s still plenty of time to turn this around.


      The next clip showed the end of this particular race. With the expert control expected of her, Hareru-senpai was poised to cross the finish line first. I was right on her tail. Literally right there, bumping and bumping into her from behind.


      “Aah! ♡ Aah! ♡ Hareru-senpai! Your ass feels so good! Aaah! ♡ I’m gonna pass. I’m gonna pass Hareru-senpai! I’m gonna pass all over Hareru-senpaiiiii!!!”


      Hm.


      “I’m cumminnnnnggggguhhhhh!!!”


      Ooo-kay.


      “I didn’t pass her.” *throws controller*


      “What?”


      To the woman in the screen (mirror), I could only mutter one thing after watching her lose and immediately deflate.


      “The hell is this? It’s like the shit that comes out of my vagina.”


      A pure, distilled insult. The barest essence of mockery, stripped of all form, all elegance.




      : Now that was too mean...


      : TL note: they are actually good friends


      : could you moan a little more disgustingly? I think I can still get aroused


      : I'm cumming should be a strike


      : I think we'll call this one a wash


      : Yep, I think I've had enough of this for today


      : StroZero is stored in the balls


      : Pass “all over” Hareru-senpai?


      : She (Hareru) comes first


      : none of this is redeemable lmao


      : aaaand she's mad at herself again LOL


      : Eheh, I'm seiso (calls you vagina shit politely)


      : Alcohol kills seiso cells




      And as the video went on, things did not improve. In fact...


      “Heeey, hey, Mashiron! What do you call that round pastry with red bean filling? You know, the one most people call imagawayaki? Where I’m from, we call it StroZero-yaki! ’Cuz, you know! ’Cuz it’s round!”


      Between all the unprompted StroZero jokes I kept flinging out of nowhere...


      “Last place, huh? Guess I’ve got no choice. Time to take off the weights—the weights known as Morals and Responsibility.”


      The way I so proudly cast off the two things a veteran streamer should never cast off...


      “Huh?! I’m getting hemmed in on both sides! Wait, is this a spitroast?! Am I being spitroasted?! Getting it from both the front and the back at the same time, I’m gonna... I’m gonna...!”


      And the way I narrated the happenings of the game in a way that would make a seventies porn star bush... I mean blush...


      “Welcome to Why Are You Even Here, Anyway?—the show where life’s improvised and the reasons don’t matter!”


      All I could do was throw in one more dumb, distilled punch line—because of course I did.




      : I lost it


      : oh no, I hope you find it


      : She's way too creative with it to even begin to be considered “seiso”


      : So much for all that feel-good stuff you said at the end of the Shuwa-Awa collab!!!


      : I just knew she was going to say that bit about the weights and responsibility bahahaha


      : I don't wanna see a StroZero spitroast


      : you've heard of overtaking down the inside, overtaking around the outside, now get ready for overtaking through the safety barrier


      : Irohazaka jump (Live-On ver)


      : This is quite bosozoku indeed


      : Japan back when stuff like this was everywhere must've been something else man


      : Land of the rising sun shuwa


      : to be fair, more players than not ended up manifesting their inner biker gang in that tournament




      The tournament ended with me in ninth place. The winner—beating powerhouses like Hareru-senpai and Ehrai-chan—was Hikari-chan, who had practiced her butt off for the occasion.


      Even though I hadn’t placed high, the joy and satisfaction I’d felt afterward were so vivid I could still feel them now. Adding that sentiment into the mix of my overall impression, I supposed I could say that—


      “I... I had a lot of fun there, didn’t I?”




      : not false lol


      : yeah you did


      : and?




      “And...I guess you could really see it in me. My confidence, that sense of fulfillment. This was right after my collab with Mana-chan too, so I must’ve been feeling on top of the world.”




      : Ahhh, that would make sense


      : you were totally loving *life*


      : totally loving wife


      : well, you *were* on top of the world.




      “And let’s see, what else did I learn? That it was a good time in my life, I suppose. Yep. That such vivaciousness and carefreeness is the look of somebody liberated from all their worries, yep, yep.”




      : your halting manner of speech says otherwise LOL


      : you were having fun and that's all that matters!


      : now tell us how you really feel


      : and that was just the first one of the day. you sure you gonna be able to make it through the stream? haha




      “Huh?! First one?! I haven’t drunk anything yet, thank you very much! Oh, you meant the first video of the day. Sorry...”




      : my sides


      : alcohol withdrawal be like


      : chill out, girl


      : first time I've ever thought Awa-chan was sensitive


      : ahahahaha. Oh wait, you're serious, let me laugh even harder. AHAHAHAHA


      : it's that time of the (dry) month for her, after all.


      : sorry, poor wording on my part




      “Please don’t apologize; it only makes me feel worse. Moving on...”


      ***


      “Second video! ‘Awayuki Kokorone teaches Hikari Matsuriya about feeling good | Live-On | Highlights | Hikari Matsuriya | Awayuki Kokorone.’”




      : clickbait title to bait in the horny viewers, check


      : Ah... is this...?


      : I remember this!


      : I memorized this!


      : Careful, Alice-chan, or people will know that's your alt account




      “This one’s another throwback! I think this was the stream we did right after the one-year-and-one-month third-gen anniversary stream. The one where I tried to teach Hikari-chan all about the big, wild world of internet memes. Also, just so you know, I was fully in Awa-mode here—because it wouldn’t be a real look back at past me if it were just Shuwa-chan! Let’s gooo!”




      : just say it was right after you turned Hikari-chan into a raging masochist, you're not fooling anyone, buddy.


      : so much for taking a complete look


      : LOL




      Without further ado, I rolled the tape.


      “How much do you know about internet memes, Hikari-chan?”


      “I see the trending ones on Cheeper all the time, so I know about them! But I don’t think I paid much attention to them before I became a VTuber.”


      “All right. Then do you know this one?”


      The screen flashed with a single word: NullPo.


      Gah!


      “Gah!”


      “Gah!”




      : Gah!


      : Gah!


      : Gah!


      : Gah!


      : Gah!


      : Gah!


      : Gah!




      Immediate and numerous responses in chat. As expected of my viewerbase.


      “Whoa, you okay there, Awayuki-chan?” Hikari-chan said.


      “You ruined it, Hikari-chan.”


      “I did?!”


      “It’s basic online etiquette that when you see the word ‘NullPo,’ you reply with, and only with, ‘Gah!’”


      “Really? But why?”


      “Why do you think?”


      “Um... Is ‘nullpo’ short for something like nuru-nuru point, meaning slippery point, like a slippery-when-wet sign or something, and ‘gah’ is the sound people make when they slip on it?”


      “Hikari-chan,” I said, dead serious.


      “Y-Yes?!”


      “‘NullPo’ is a contraction of the error message NullPointerException, made famous by an anonymous poster on a certain message board, further popularized by a certain time-traveling mad scientist. ‘Gah!’ became the standard response to it.”


      “Oh... Okay. I didn’t know that.”


      “In other words—you’re one hundred percent correct. One gold star for you.”


      “What?! But I was way off the mark!”


      “Such is life, Hikari-chan. On the internet, you’re only wrong when you get it right.”


      “What???”




      : I cringed.


      : I cried.


      : did you hear that? that was the sound of a million otaku creepily grinning to themselves as they typed “gah!” only to have that grin wiped off their face in the next second


      : Gah! (the sound of dying)


      : Hikari-chan deserved to be right dammit she deserved to be right


      : hard to make something make sense when it never made sense in the first place




      “Otaku. Creatures that feel a strong sense of shame when they have to explain their inside jokes to someone not terminally online.”


      Moving on, the next meme on display was the phrase, You sure that’s enough armor?




      : No problem. Everything's fine.


      : This is not your appointed time to die.


      : I'll take the best you have.


      : Yee-noch


      : Come on, porklings!


      : and the chat comes roarin' back with the trailer quotes lmaoooo


      : choo choo! This train aint stopping!


      : that moment when you don't speak each other's main languages but unexpectedly find a shared second language


      : Stop! Pull back! Any more and you'll scare them off!




      “Otaku. Creatures who, the moment they realize the person they’re talking to understands their niche, terminally online meme, suddenly can’t shut up and just have to start info-dumping everything they know.”


      Seriously, what was I doing? Talking that fast, saying that much, throwing in random trivia no one asked for?


      The video went on for some more. Then:


      “Hm. I wonder if you’re going to ask me about that one soon,” Hikari-chan said.


      “That one?” I heard myself ask.


      “There’s this one internet meme I really like! I was hoping you’d ask me about it.”


      That single line from Hikari-chan, who’d been passively answering me the whole time, suddenly asking me about a meme, snapped me right out of my rose-tinted nostalgia with which I had been watching the video.


      To be honest, time had dulled my memories of this stream a little. But this next part... The bit that came after that question... I remembered it perfectly.


      So, allow me to fill in some of my mental headspace between the lines to paint a clearer picture of what came next:


      “I don’t have many memes left, but maybe... Give me a hint as to what it’s about?”


      “It’s the one that...‘feels so good’! You know!”


      At that moment, the image of a certain red-haired, buff, triangle-headed man in a headband flashed instantly into my mind.


      “F-Feels so good...?”


      “Yeah! The super high-energy one!”


      Oh, no. The brain-rot incantation was already starting to play in my head.


      “Any other hints?” I asked cautiously.


      “Mmm... I guess it’s an anime OP?”


      I wanted so badly to correct her—that technically it wasn’t an anime opening, just a parody of one.


      But I couldn’t.


      Because admitting that would mean acknowledging it out loud.


      That Hikari-chan was that kind of girl.


      And Hikari-chan would never... She would never—!


      “You know, that one! The one where the guy multiplies all over the screen as he’s singing!”


      I couldn’t hold it in anymore. “Hikari-chan?! What on God’s green Earth have you been watching?!?!?!”


      An OtoMAD fan?! In my Hikari-chan?! There’s no way—it’s more likely than I think!!!


      And not just any OtoMAD...but Oto Wakka. That OtoMAD. The one so infamous it caught the eye of the game’s publisher and got nuked off the internet?!


      My mind was spinning. I scrambled to find any way to walk Hikari-chan back from this path, to salvage her pure, sweet image—but no. She looked ready to turn herself in, loud and proud.


      With no options left, I did the only thing I could.


      I screamed. At the top of my lungs.


      “Whoa! What’s wrong, Awayuki-chan?!”


      “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you, Hikari-chan?! Where—who... Who introduced you to something like that?!”


      “Who? Well, it was Mashiro-chan who first sent it to me.”


      “It was Mashiron?! That girl—acting all calm and collected while secretly getting off on it, huh...? Wait, Hikari-chan, I thought you hated that kind of stuff?!”


      “Huh? Not this one! I really like it!”


      “You do? But the language in it is...more than a little bit questionable, don’t you think? Wait, don’t tell me. Is this a by-product of your...awakening?!”


      “It almost sounds like you don’t like it, Awayuki-chan.”


      “Huh?! I mean... Well, I’m not sure it’s something I’d go out of my way to claim any great appreciation for, but...”


      “Why not? It’s like the hottest song out there right now!”


      “It... It is? I totally thought it’d fallen out of the spotlight by now... Well, more like been taken out of the spotlight, but still...”


      “Not even close! Forget high and middle schoolers—even elementary kids are singing and dancing to it these days!”


      “This country is cooked.”


      “It’s not cooked—it’s culture! It’s transcended the alternative and gone mainstream! It’s beautiful! You should be proud!”


      Was this happening? Was this really, really happening?


      Of course, I had my reservations.


      I understood full well that Japan couldn’t possibly have fallen to such depravity.


      And yet...Hikari-chan and Mashiron both said they liked it.


      Which meant I couldn’t be the only one to turn away.


      I had to stand firm with them.


      To protect them.


      Because when a dear friend shits themselves in class, what do you do?


      Just sit there? Let them wallow in their own filth and chagrin?


      No.


      To protect their dignity...


      To diffuse the shame of it all...


      You do nothing else...


      But shit your pants right alongside them.


      “I think I’ve watched it over five hundred times,” I declared, sealing our fate.


      My course was set. I had no regrets.


      “Right? It’s sooo catchy!” Hikari-chan replied.


      “Right.”


      “I know! We should totally sing it now! Together!”


      “U-Um, are you sure? I don’t know, that seems like it would be...a lot right now...”


      “It’s okay! We can change the key if you like!”


      “Change the key all you want, it’s still gonna be a lot!!!”


      “A one, a two—”


      Oh, God. It’s starting. What do I do?


      “A one, two, three—”


      Uh, uh, I’m panicking. Totally panicking. Oh screw it, I’ll just—


      “—four!”


      Shout at the top of my lungs, “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH—!!!!”


      “Bling-bang-bang, bling-bang-bang, bling-bang-bang-born! ♪”


      “—AAAAAAAAaaaahh?”


      But my attempt to cover up Hikari-chan’s shame with pure noise wilted into a confused little “aah?” when I realized it wasn’t the song I thought it’d be. I just stared at her, dumbfounded.


      “Ahh! What an earworm! I can’t get it out of my head!”


      “Hikari-chan.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Real?”


      “What?”


      “‘Feels so good.’ What exactly did you mean by that?”


      “Right? It just puts you in such a good mood! Makes you wanna dance!”


      “Hikari-chan.”


      “Yeah!”


      “I think that’s not an internet meme, that’s just a...pop...song...”


      From that final, broken statement onward, my mind went completely blank—zoned out for the rest of the stream in a dazed fog.


      “And that, my friends, was what my headspace was like,” I said, concluding my story and turning off the clip.




      : howling


      : Thank you so much for the play-by-play ￥2,110


      : That...fkin...resolve you'd think Awayuki was taking a bullet for or something ahahahaha


      : and the only one to shit her pants on that day was Awayuki


      : best part is how 500 was probably the honest to god answer she gave


      : seiso btw


      : I remember laughing so hard when she tried to excuse herself by saying she might've listened to Bling Bang Bang 500 times


      : what a miraculous sequence of coincidences


      : Well, I knew Hikari-chan would never be into something like that




      “Fast-forward to today, and I wouldn’t put it past her to be into something like that now, so we must tread carefully. Oh, but the video’s already been removed, hasn’t it? Should be fine(?), then.”


      What a video. It came into the world with all the intensity and transiency of a firework.


      “Almost forgot. I have to give my thoughts on myself.”


      I thought for a moment. What did this clip teach me about me?


      “I did a good job bringing out and playing off the personality of my collab partner. This might’ve been the time when my Awa-chan-mode really started to come into its own. Unfortunate I can’t say the same about my seiso-ness.”




      : And you'll never be able to say that about your seiso-ness


      : Awayuki “Unfortunate” Kokorone


      : looking forward to when she looks back on this look-back stream and says the same thing




      The next clip was: “Shuwa-chan gets rejected | Live-ON | Highlights | Shion Kaminari | Awayuki Kokorone | Ehrai Sonokaze.”




      : not a single extra word in that title, I love it


      : shows that you don't have to be verbose to rake in the views


      : Seriously. Now that's art




      This clip was from back when Sei-sama and Shion-senpai had just gotten together. At the time, I was honestly terrified of what that relationship might do to Shion-senpai. I was worried she was in danger. So, in this stream, I’d invited Ehrai-chan to try and woo Shion-senpai away, hoping she’d free herself from Sei-sama’s claws and find someplace I’d thought would make her happier.


      It had been half a joke, and...half not, if I remembered correctly.


      Eager to jog my memory, I hit play. What came up first looked like the moment right after I’d opened the stream, introduced my guests, and explained the plan.


      “And here I was, rushing over thinking this was some kind of emergency, and it turns out you just want me to steal Shion-senpai away~? Can I go home~?” Ehrai-chan said.


      “Wait for me, Sei! As soon as this stream ends, I’m diving right back into your arms!” Shion-mama declared.


      They’d both griped and moaned, but still played along. Thinking back, they were the sort of friends I was lucky to have.


      “Shion-mama, Ehrai-chan’s a real catch, you know?” I said, eager to kick off the wooing. I was in Shuwa-chan-mode. “Because, believe it or not, she holds the epithet of Most Terrifying Primate of All Time!”


      “I don’t wanna hear that coming from the Worst Primate of All Time~.”


      “Go on now, Ehrai-chan. Really sell yourself here!”


      “S-So suddenly? I can’t~.”


      “Oh, come on! At this rate, we’ll never free Shion-mama from the devil’s clutches! Fine, I’ll do it for you. Shion-mama! This is Ehrai-chan. She likes to smoke. Gunpowder is her favorite.”


      “Now hold on a minute! I am not a smoker! And I do not know this brand ‘Gunpowder’ of which you speak~!”


      “It’s not a brand. It’s literal gunpowder. The kind that goes boom. What? You were just telling me you liked the thrill of lighting some in your mouth!”


      “That’s strange. I don’t recall that ever being a part of my character sheet~.”


      “Also, get this, Shion-mama—ever seen someone who can hitch a free ride in those special taxis that only go to the police station? Well, Ehrai-chan can!”


      “Hah! Good luck catching me even if you send the coppers! Wait—this is all wrong! Completely wrong! You’re not making me look good to Shion-senpai at all! Tell her how good I am with animals instead!”


      “But that’s where you’re wrong, Ehrai-chan! This is exactly the kind of thing Shion-mama likes!”


      “Oh, what a handful. I think mommy likes you,” Shion-mama said.


      “See?!”


      “Are... Are you sure I was the right person for this job? Maybe you should’ve called Kaeru-chan instead.”


      “Well, we wouldn’t want to completely ruin Shion-mama’s future, now would we?”


      “I kind of hate how you said that with a straight face~.”


      “Good going, me! After all, the only benefit of dating Sei-sama is you get to use Sei-sama Pay. Keep at it! Break up that couple!”




      : and here I thought you'd be apologizing for your past actions, not doubling down


      : Call the gunpowder pop rocks


      : What are you talking about, the boss doesn't smoke gunpowder. she makes other people smoke it


      : Don't make Sei-sama out to be like some mobile payment service!


      : actually hilarious that Sei-sama is just presumed to be the wallet in a relationship


      : Wait... Could it be that Hareru-san calling her Seisei is a riff on PayPay?!


      : Seisei ♪ (The PayPay transaction-processed jingle)


      : Uh-oh, sounds like Sei-sama's two-timing. How scummy.


      : Imagine being in a relationship where your partner calls you by a payment service name.




      “Go on, Ehrai-chan! Charm Shion-senpai with some swoon-worthy one-liners!”


      “It’s just one thing after the next... Um, okay. Wow, Shion-senpai. That traditional Japanese getup really suits you. You look very beautiful~.”


      “Bzzz! Try something else, like ‘you’re smelling very fertile today, Shion-mama.’”


      “Are you kidding?! There’s no way she would—”


      “Gasp! As in I’m ready for motherhood? Why, thank you, Shuwa-chan, you’re going to make me blush.”


      “You know what, I think Shion-senpai and Sei-sama are perfect for each other~.”


      “Nuh-uh, nope, absolutely not! How dare someone like Sei-sama get a girlfriend while I’m out here still dating my hand?!”


      “You said the quiet part out loud there, Shuwa-chan-senpai.”


      “Quiet! Moving on! Next, we’ll woo Shion-mama by pretending to care! Shion-mama—has there been anything bothering you lately?”


      “Mm... I guess the fact that I’m not lactating.”


      “Shall we help you out with that?”


      “Ew. I mean—oh my goodness, that’s so unchaste!”


      “Ehrai-chan! Lay out the nuru mattress!”


      “Sorry, you didn’t pay for that option~.”


      “Actually, I’d like to ask Ehrai-chan that question. Anything on your mind you want to tell mommy?”


      “Anything on my mind? Um...”


      “Anything like ‘man, this whole situation has been draining, and I wish I could just return to being a baby instead’?”


      “No. Nothing like that~.”


      “Oh, I see...”


      “Do I want to know why you sound so disappointed to hear that~?”




      : too many comedians. too many comedians on the dance floor.


      : The scary part is Shion-mama's saying this with not even the sliverest of intentions of being funny


      : Hang in there, Ehrai-chan...


      : Remember that she chose this over prison


      : the boss is getting weird bits of lore tacked on to her again...




      “Maybe I should take a page out of the Family’s book and toss her a superchat the next time I see her,” I murmured.


      The clip of me playing sidekick to Ehrai-chan as we tried to liven up Shion-mama kept rolling, until one particular line from Ehrai-chan caught my attention.


      “Why am I even here when it’s clear that you, Shuwa-chan-senpai, are the one best suited for Shion-senpai~?”


      “Huh?!” both of us blurted out.


      “This whole time, you’ve been playing off each other perfectly!”


      “I-I never...” I stammered.


      “But true enough. Shuwa-chan just might be the problem child I’m looking for,” Shion-mama said.


      “Sh-Shion-mama?!”


      Ahh... I remembered this all too well. That girlish scream, that barely contained excitement at the thought of it actually happening... I could hardly stand to watch.


      Just look at me—acting like I’d have to apologize to Sei-sama later for stealing her girl. Little did I know...


      “I-I mean... I’m down for it if you are,” I said cautiously.


      “Mmm... But that’s exactly what you are—a child. For a lover, I think I’d still rather have Sei-sama.”


      Quiet. Then:


      “Hwa? Did I... Did I just get rejected in favor of Sei-sama?”


      “That’s what you get for meddling in someone else’s love life~!” Ehrai-chan crowed triumphantly. “Ohhh, that was such a satisfying ending. Glad I stuck it out till the end~.”


      “This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening, this isn’t happening!!!!!!!”


      And with Ehrai-chan’s smug little mic drop, the clip came to an end.


      Time for my thoughts.


      “I... I still think it’s a little too soon. Let’s just...move on for now.”




      : still hung up over it, lol


      : certified generational trauma


      : Ehrai-chan the comedy wonder weapon. Impractical, but landing the hits where it counts


      : how's she taking this worse than when she shit herself earlier


      : just how much does she hate losing to sei-sama LMAO


      : Still waiting on that self-reflection...




      Without another word, I closed the video.
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      ***


      Roll the next clip. The title: “The Weather Squad defuses the bomb and their friendship | Live-On | Highlights | Hareru Asagiri | Awayuki Kokorone.”


      This one was from right after Hareru-senpai’s live solo concert. We were still riding the high of our newfound friendship and were celebrating with a collab stream.


      We’d been playing the hit game Stop Talking and Everybody Explodes. It was a co-op game involving two people. One was placed in a room with a ticking bomb, the other in a different room with the defusal manual, while you worked together to stop the explosion through pure verbal communication. No screen peeking, no visual hints... To say that clear communication was paramount would be an understatement.


      “But with our bond, this’ll be a piece of cake, won’t it, Awacchi?”


      “That’s right! Because we’re so lovey-dovey!”


      Still basking in the warm afterglow of her concert, our affection was off the charts. Nothing could stop it.


      “Awacchi, first up is this minigame with four wires! You know, like the classic ‘cut the wrong wire and boom’ gimmick!”


      “Roger that! Rest easy, Hareru-senpai, I won’t let any harm come to you! Just follow my lead and I promise you’ll make it home safe!”


      We talked it through, compared notes, and I gave her the exact wires to cut. Snip. The corner light blinked green, meaning we’d successfully defused the first module.


      “Nice! The Weather Squad is unstoppable!” Hareru-senpai cheered.


      “Because we operate on the same wavelength, baby!”


      The wire puzzle was clear. But there were still obstacles that needed surmounting before we could claim victory. One after another, we cleared them until we reached the biggest challenge of them all.


      The keypad module.


      Hareru’s screen showed a four-by-four grid of strange, alien-looking symbols. To clear it, she’d have to press the keys in the right order. I had the manual that held the solution, but she’d have to describe the symbols to me first. If I could decipher her descriptions and match them to the right keys, we’d win. If not, well, boom.


      “Awacchi, here we go!”


      “Go for it!”


      “First symbol, an arrow flying off toward the right!”


      “An arrow flying off toward the right. Got it! (➼) That was easy!”


      “Let’s keep it rolling! Next! A rock-hard cock!”


      “A rock hard cock! Got it! (⇭)”


      “Next! It’s like counting the folds on your butthole—one, two, buckle my shoe, three four, knock at the door!”


      “Counting the folds on your anus—one, two, buckle my shoe, three, four, knock at the door, okay! This one! (✺)”


      “Last! It’s, uh, that disgusting virus-looking snowflake thing that falls whenever you appear!”


      “That disgusting virus-looking snowflake thing that falls whenever I appear! Got it! (❉)”


      “Okay! What’s the sequence?”


      “Top right, bottom right, top left, bottom left!”


      “Got it! Aaaand...defused! Woo-hoo, Awacchi! Our friendship is undefeated!”


      “Woo!” I blinked for a second. “Hoo...”


      The game continued. We defused module after module, until finally, the entire bomb was defused, and with plenty of time to spare.


      But while Hareru-senpai had maintained that high energy from the beginning, I had never been quite the same since the keypad.


      “We did it, Awacchi! Woo, high five!”


      “...”


      “Awacchi? What’s wrong? You’ve been really quiet ever since the keypad minigame.”


      “Hareru-senpai.”


      “Hm?”


      “What was up with the way you were describing the symbols?” My voice was entirely flat.


      “Ah, that? Pretty clever on my part, huh? I picked words I knew you’d understand! And it worked! You got it right away! Our kizuna rank is maxed!”


      “Ah, I see! So you specifically chose that wording because you thought it’d work on me!”


      “That’s right, bestie!”


      “Hareru-senpai.”


      “Yeeeees? ♡”


      “Turn off your stream right now!!!” I yelled so loud, the mic peaked.


      “Whoa, that scared me! Wh-What’s wrong all of a sudden!”


      “Don’t ‘what’s wrong’ me! Why did words like ‘rock-hard cock’ and other filth pop up when you were supposedly tailoring your descriptions for me?!”


      “H-Huh?! You’re mad at me?! What, would you rather I tell you their Unicode instead?! You wouldn’t get that at all!”


      “Surely there’s a middle ground between ‘butthole’ and Unicode?! Are you trying to get us banned?!”


      “How is it my fault that dirty jokes are the only language you understand?! You think I wasn’t dying of embarrassment saying that stuff out loud?!”


      “Tch. Then how do you explain that last one—the disgusting virus-looking snowflake thing? That was clearly you having fun at my expense!”


      “But you got it, didn’t you?!”


      “Even if I did, would a little courtesy kill you? I’m a girl, you know!”


      “Yeah, an annoying one.”


      “Excuuuuuuse me?! You’re the one with zero moral filter!”


      “Excuse me?! Excuse you! Okay, now I’m mad. Kizuna my ass! We’re fighting! Is this what you want?!”


      “Yeah, and I take back that whole ‘madly in love’ thing too! You think you’re so cool, Ms. Queen Bee, lording it over your subordinates?!”


      And just like that, with the two of us ditching the game after a single round and breaking into a full-on shouting match, the video came to an end.


      My thoughts: “So precious,” I murmured with tears in my eyes.




      : uhhh


      : that's... that's precious?


      : more like friendship destruction but... sure? you do you?


      : I wasn't gonna blame Harerun but hol up, did she say unicode?


      : I didn't even know those characters were covered by unicode


      : madly in love and Kizuna rank. Yeah, these people were talking about different things from the beginning lol


      : what am I being made to watch...


      : preciousn't...




      “You all have no idea what you’re talking about!” I said to chat. “We were so distant before that concert, but here we are arguing like equals! When I think this is how our relationship was built, brick by painstaking brick, of course I want to cry!”




      : ooh I see


      : when you put it that way...


      : bit cringe hearing lovey-dovey and kizuna come out of their mouths though, lol


      : LOL


      : Finally got close enough to fight, eh?


      : And it's a friendly fight to boot!


      : Like Tom and Jerry


      : Easy to take for granted how naturally they banter these days


      : so precious ￥50,000




      “Way to go, me,” I said, a single tear slipping down my cheek.


      ***


      “Next one shall be the last one! Da-dum! ‘Shuwa-chan actually soils herself during Pee-Holding Tetris??? | Live-On | Highlights | Awayuki Kokorone | Chami Yanagase | Kaeru Yamatani’!”


      Timeline for this one was right about when fourth gen had started to settle in.


      Right away, I had thoughts.


      “We sure don’t make it easy on ourselves, do we?”


      Pee-Holding Tetris, as the name implied, was a modified version of multiplayer Tetris where after each round, everyone except the winner had to chug a glass of water.


      This wasn’t just Live-On culture; it was VTuber culture. It was enough to bring a tear to my eye. Or it would’ve been if I still had tears to shed.


      But hang on, what was this title, “Shuwa-chan actually soils herself”? I remembered doing no such thing! Soiled my fair share of fellow Live-Onners, sure, but no actual piss!




      : thinking back on it now, those were some wild times


      : the wild west era of VTubing


      : we can carry on the legacy


      : we must all do our part to preserve traditional culture


      : hentai culture, but yeah




      “At this point, we’ve gone so far back I don’t remember much of it at all.” With bated breath, I clicked play.


      “My respect for StroZero is undying. Hello. Shuwa-chan here.”


      “I’m here despite my better judgment. It’s your big sister, Chami Yanagase.”


      “Here to make that Live-On baby boom, baby! Kaeru Yamatani!”


      After our witty introductions, it was on to a quick explanation of the rules. First person to go to the toilet loses, the punishment being their moment of embarrassment as they rush to the toilet with their bladder bursting being streamed online for the world to see. (What the hell...?)


      Immediately, what drew my attention was how excited Kaeru-chan was.


      “It’s a pee-holding contest—a pee-holding contest! Oh, haven’t you all just been waiting for the day?!” she said.


      “Speak for yourself...” Chami-chan said.


      “Kaeru’s got her diaper on and everything!”


      “You just want to pee on stream, don’t you?! Well, let me tell you. If you actually pee on stream, this’ll be the last time any of us get to do this!”


      “Chami-chan’s right, Kaeru-chan! Peeing yourself is fine, but what we’re here to see is that desperate little dance, the way you clutch at your skirt and stumble toward the bathroom, every step a battle against time!”


      “And you, Awayuki-chan. I’m not sure I would be talking so much if I came to a pee-holding contest already tipsy.”


      “What, you expect me to show up to a stream like this sober? Ah, I know! We can switch up the rules so that instead of water, the losers have to chug a can of StroZero!”


      “Sure, a bit of physical comedy’s fine, but I’d prefer to walk away without any permanent scars...”


      “Ah, well, suit yourself! Call it a handicap! I’m gonna sweep this thing and get to watch you, Chami-chan, as you squirm until you burst!”


      “If you don’t mind me asking, Chami-senpai, what kind of arousing scene were you hoping to see when you joined this stream?” Kaeru-chan asked.


      “I just...wanted to play Tetris with friends...”


      “Ah...” both Kaeru-chan and I said. And on that awkward note, the scene faded to black and transitioned.


      On-screen, an intense game of multiplayer Tetris unfolded. As we were all novices, it was quite the even match.


      “Ah~. Can I wet myself already?” Kaeru-chan moaned.


      “I feel like somebody should keep an eye on Kaeru-chan to make sure she’s not throwing the game on purpose,” Chami-chan said. “You know, I don’t get it. What about wetting yourself feels good?”


      “Don’t ask me, I’ve never done it,” I said. “When was the last time you wet yourself, Kaeru-chan?”


      “Me? This morning.”


      “This morning?!” Chami-chan yelped.


      “You’re kidding, right?” I asked.


      “Hee hee. I wonder...?”


      The game was still in its early stages, so we were all having fun. I think. But then the video cut, and immediately, the energy changed.


      “Kaeru-chaaan~!” I said. “Put down that controller and come here, sweetie. It’s time for your two o’clock feeding, my precious baby frog!”


      “Mamma mia! That’s too much mia for one mamma!”


      “And—gotcha! Take this!”


      “Ah?! H-How dare you, tricking a baby like that! I don’t want another sip of water! Kaeru’s not letting you change her diaper anymore!”


      “Don’t say that like I change your diaper all the time!”


      “Oh, God,” Chami-chan cut in. “I feel it. I’m really feeling it. I can’t afford to lose any more!”


      As the stream went on, the urge to relieve ourselves began to press on our minds, and that easy composure we’d started with was fading fast.


      Another cut. And by this point, the one having the most trouble holding it in...was me.


      “Holy shit, I’m gonna pee! I’m gonna pee myself!!!”


      “Already?” Kaeru-chan sounded genuinely surprised. “What a disappointment. At this rate, Kaeru’s going to run away with the whole thing. Wait a minute. You snuck in some extra StroZero between rounds, didn’t you? You’re cheating!”


      “I’m cheating?! That’s a handicap! And drinking water made me sober up, so I had to re-drunk myself, okay?!”


      Chami-chan was panting heavily. “Then why don’t you just throw in the towel and make a quick trip to the bathroom?”


      “And miss out...on the chance to see you squirm, Chami-chan? No way... Ah... Ahh...! Ahhh!!! Urk...!”


      I was on the verge of tears. I writhed my body around in a futile attempt to distract me from the urge.


      But looking at it now, wasn’t this—


      “Super embarrassing? Like, I’m getting secondhand embarrassment just watching myself. Stop writhing, just stop!”




      : moar... MOARRRR


      : went into this thinking who the hell would enjoy a pee holding contest. came out of it like ohhhh


      : not my proudest fap


      : I came


      : hot


      : That's...a heck of a lot of men of culture


      : You're in a Live-On livestream chat, sir




      When the video cut again, it was me at my limit.


      “Nope! That’s it! Gotta go pee!”


      The moment I said that, you could tell I muted my mic. Which was great! Admirable, even. But...


      “I didn’t have to be that upfront about it, did I?”


      A simple “I’m gonna go” would’ve been plenty.


      Also, another thing.


      “Why isn’t the video cutting?!”


      Up until this point, the video had been briskly paced with perfectly timed cuts. So for one to be absent now, while I was in the toilet doing my business, was setting off alarm bells.


      Wait a second. At this rate, wouldn’t that mean the entire world’s about to find out how long I take in the toilet?!


      “Come back, Shuwa-chan, come back, come back, come back!!!” I shouted at the screen. Every second dragged like an eternity until, mercifully, I finally came back.


      Thinking about it, this had been a punishment game, hadn’t it? And this shame—this burning humiliation of knowing the entire world had just (indirectly) witnessed me with my pants down—must’ve been the punishment.


      Well, fine. At least now the shame is o—


      That’s when I remembered why this clip’s title contained the words “soils herself.”


      “I’m back!” I heard myself say cheerily.


      “Welcome back,” Chami-chan said.


      “You were in there for a while. We thought maybe you didn’t make it and wet yourself on the way to the bathroom,” Kaeru-chan said.


      “I made it! But when I made it—oh boy, did I ever go. Like the moment I sat down on the toilet, it was just splash! Just a nonstop waterfall, white-water rapids, clear pee going like fwoooosh for like a full thirty seconds. First time I ever felt something like that. And man, did it feel grreeeat.”


      Ah.


      Ah...


      “AAAAAAAH!” I buried my face in my hands. “What are you saying, you idiot, you idiot, you big, dumb idiot!!! Nobody needed to hear that! The world didn’t need to hear that! I’m sorry—I’m sorry for my big dumb dirty mouth, AAAAAAAAH!”




      : not sure that reaction is working for you, boss


      : but it sure is working for me giggidy giggidy giggidy


      : ladies and gentlemen, the streisand effect


      : I feel a fetish unlocking for me in real time


      : How you gonna unlock fetishes in even your viewers now, Awayuki?


      : If it weren't shameful before, it sure as hell is now


      : Shuwa-chan do be like that sometimes. Especially at times like this


      : If it's so dirty, why do I want MOOOOAAAR


      : absolutely my proudest fap


      : you really do not make it easy for yourself


      : chat absolutely horned out of their minds is crazy




      “What? No, no, no, no! You can’t be lusting after li’l ole me. Not because of this! This is just plain dirty! And gross! You all are the ones who should be ashamed of yourselves!”


      For once, chat actually seemed more serious than joking, which only left me even more at a loss.


      I was done. Spent. I just wanted to end the stream... But I still had to give my final thoughts.


      Come on, brain, think... Think...!


      Ah, I’ve got it!


      “My final thoughts! If I’ve made it this far even after all these screwups, then instead of wasting time worrying—


      “I should just stream!!!”


      My final words—on not just the pee-holding clip, but every clip that had come before—echoed into the night like a scream.


    


  



  

    

      The Final Chapter


      And So, She Became a Legend...


      It had been a long, long month.


      “And now, I shall partake.”


      Facing the can of StroZero before me, I pressed my palms together in solemn prayer.


      The world—nay, the entire universe—was contained in this moment.


      They say there are two truly important moments in a person’s life: the moment they are born, and the moment they discover why. With this can of StroZero before me...I had been blessed with the second.


      I was born—brought into this world—for one purpose: to accept StroZero.


      At the start of this month, I had been terrified of what would become of me by its end. But now, I had my answer. And what a glorious, comforting answer it was.


      My vessel had been imperfect. But through total detox, it had been made perfect.


      I did not drink StroZero.


      I accepted StroZero into my body.


      Only a month of abstinence, and the eternal truth had revealed itself.


      This body—this sacred vessel—would now receive StroZero as the glass receives its pour.


      And for that, I found myself truly grateful.


      Because at long last...I could become one with StroZero in the truest sense.


      “Pshhh!” The can opened.




      : Pshhh!


      : ￥155


      : ￥211


      : ￥162


      : ￥220




      I shall become StroZero.


      I closed my eyes.


      Took deep, rolling gulps.


      Exalted in the feeling of the sacred liquid seeping into every crevice of my body—my mind—my soul, and—!


      My eyes shot open.


      I hear her...


      I hear StroZero...


      She’s telling me everything.


      The reason there is something!


      And not nothing!


      The reason we exist!


      It’s because—!


      “Oh—wait, I just remembered my interview!”


      Oh, crap. I think I was on the verge of enlightenment there, and now it’s gone.




      : Huh?!


      : The timing!


      : lol


      : interview as in...your Live-On interview?!


      : Huh. Now that you mention it. You totally forgot what happened during that interview, didn't you?


      : yanked back to reality on the edge of transcendence feelsbadman


      : no idea how that went down, but why do I get the feeling I'm gonna get treated to the story of another big ol Awayuki-style blunder?


      : tell the story!




      “Oh man... After a whole month away from you, this is the first thing you greet me with? I really am lucky to have you, StroZero! Aaah, that takes me back.”


      The memories came flooding back with startling clarity, as if it had all happened just yesterday. Thanks again, StroZero-chan.


      This was an important memory, one of my beginnings. Maybe even the most important one. It was definitely worth sharing.


      The piece I’d forgotten until now... It all began with my name being called from the interview room, and me being led inside...


      ***


      “If your name was just called, please come in.”


      I shot up from my seat in the waiting room.


      I was already nervous well past the point of a breakdown—somewhere well beyond my usual self, edging dangerously close to Shuwa-chan territory. It was the same kind of nervousness I’d felt when recording the vocals to Live Start.


      My mind was completely blank. I was running on pure autopilot. And yet, muscle memory still had me knocking the proper number of times on the door, bowing, and doing all that interview jazz on my way in.


      Inside, I took my seat in the designated chair.


      Across from me, separated by a mere few meters of empty space that felt like a vast ocean, sat my interviewers: Suzuki-san (whom I hadn’t yet met at the time), the company president, and an HR employee. The three of them sat in a neat row behind their desk, eyes fixed on me.


      The main person to speak with me through this interview was the president.


      “Thank you for taking the time to come in today! I think I speak for everyone at this table when I say that we want to see the real you! Not, you know, some made-up version trying to impress us! So please relax, take a breath, and be yourself! I know we are. Because, hey, we’re Live-On here, after all.”


      I bowed my head deeply.


      “Ah—wow! Very demure! Very seiso! And that suit! Not that we mind, of course, we’ve just had some rather...boldly dressed candidates walk into this room before, ha ha...! But not that we mind that either! Because, hey, we’re Live-On here, after all!”


      “You already said that, President,” the HR employee cut in gently. “First, if you would please get things started by confirming her name?”


      The president’s shoulders slumped. “R-Right, yes. Sorry.”


      It was rare to see a company president shrink under their own staff’s correction. But now, looking back, it felt almost nostalgic to think—they’d always been like that.


      “So,” the president said, glancing down at the papers on her desk. “Yuki Tanaka-san, is it?”


      At last, the interview had officially begun. It had taken a few awkward moments to get here, but now came the first question: the confirmation of my name.


      My utter crash out—it all began from here.


      “I...am yet unnamed!” I declared.


      The look in my three interviewers’ eyes changed immediately. From polite interest in a seemingly normal young woman to the wary fascination of finding pure, uncut Live-On potential.


      “I’m sorry,” the president said, clearly taken aback. “Do you mean to say you aren’t Yuki Tanaka-san?”


      “That was my name—before stepping into this room!” I proclaimed. “But now that I’m here, that is no longer who I am! For I have come to be reborn...as a VTuber!”


      A ripple passed through the room.


      “Oh. Am I wrong?” I asked, suddenly unsure.


      A shared moment of silent contemplation. Then the president spoke again. “No, that is...absolutely true. Sorry, our mistake. Then, for the purpose of this interview, may we at least call you Yuki-san, just as a formality?”


      “Sure!”


      As far as first impressions went, I’d just made the company president apologize to me during my own interview.


      Normally, that would’ve been the part where security showed me the way out. But for me, it was my foot in the door.
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      After “confirming” my identity, the president moved on to the first question.


      “So, this question sucks. It’s overdone. But I have to ask it anyway: Why do you want to join Live-On?”


      “So I can flirt with all your talents!”


      Another ripple.


      “And, if at all possible, have sex with them!”


      And another one.


      “Also, uh...because I want to quit my current job.”


      Whatever the opposite of a ripple was.


      The eyes of my interviewers shifted once more. From seeing a promising uncut gem of potential to someone you instinctively cross the street to avoid.


      I couldn’t blame them. I hadn’t given them a reason to join Live-On, I’d given them a reason to die. Sure, I’d been one hundred percent honest, just like they asked. But...that was proving to be its own problem.


      End the interview here, and no one would’ve faulted them for it. Yet the ever-dutiful company president seemed determined to see this disaster through.


      “From your application, I think I was expecting someone a bit more...seiso. Or at least as seiso as you look.” She glanced down at her notes. “If I’m not mistaken, it was Hareru from gen one who screened you? She wrote here that you had...‘character.’ Well, I can certainly see what she meant by that.”


      “So I pass? Thank you very much! I am absolutely awed and humbled!”


      “Ah, so you can switch to polite speech after you find out you were accepted. Um, just so we’re clear—you haven’t passed yet. You haven’t even passed this interview yet.”


      “Yes, yes. Pass this interview—as a formality.” I winked.


      “N-No. Like, actually pass this interview.”


      Was this a job interview or a comedy routine? No one could tell anymore. The questioning continued.


      “You know what?” the president said with a weary smile. “Maybe we’ll just set these hiring papers aside and play it by ear. They don’t seem to be doing us any good anyway. Yuki-san—why don’t you tell us what you consider your most unique trait?”


      “My undying love for StroZero!”


      Ripple.


      I understood it now, if not back then—that ripple was the sound of three professionals simultaneously screaming in their heads: That’s not what we meant! Are you even listening to the question?!


      None of them could’ve guessed that everything I said that day would, in time, turn out to be completely true.


      “M-Moving on,” the president said. “If you, Yuki-san, were to become a VTuber for Live-On, what would you bring to the table?”


      “Myself! Your soon-to-be future president!”


      Ripple, ripple, ripple.


      “Gonna make myself that second-career money hand over fist!”


      “Well, I do believe that is the first time anyone’s given that answer,” the president said.


      Given how the interview had gone so far, I was certain I’d bombed it.


      Sure, it might’ve made for an entertaining comedy bit on its own, but it didn’t exactly scream “team player” or “hireable material,” which tends to be a bit of a problem for any professional organization.


      But then—


      “Next question,” the president said. “What goal would you like to accomplish in your time as a VTuber?”


      “A goal...” I turned over the word in my mind.


      I didn’t know it then, but the words that left my mouth next would change my life forever.


      “A legend.”


      “Huh?” My interviewers blinked.


      “I am going to become a legend.”


      They exchanged glances—wry, almost pitying smiles, like I’d gone off the rails again.


      “Because I can’t accept it.”


      But unlike my earlier short, reckless answers, this one wouldn’t stop coming.


      “That this lonely, suffocating existence is all I’m meant for. I’ve been crawling through the dark for so long, scraping my hands raw, not knowing what happiness feels like...and this is going to be the rest of my life?”


      I drew in a breath.


      “I can’t accept it. That’s why, for every day I spent wishing I would disappear, I’m going to live twice as hard proving I was meant to exist. Success isn’t enough. I want the world to remember me long after I’m gone—to say my name and know that she...was a legend.”


      I looked each of them dead in the eyes.


      “And I believe this is where I’ll make that happen. Here. With VTubing. With Live-On.”


      They just looked at me, eyes wide, caught somewhere between awe and confusion, like they didn’t quite know what to do with me.


      I could tell I’d stolen their breath away.


      I could feel the air in the room change.


      Every ounce of frustration, every shard of bitterness that had built up inside me from childhood to that moment erupted into something raw, something unfiltered.


      They wanted to see my true self.


      Well, they got her.


      They got to see me—and just how badly I wanted to be something more.


      “Thank you for that,” the president said at last, breaking the silence. “That was our final question. Before we wrap up, is there anything you’d like to ask us, Yuki-san?”


      “Yes,” I said without missing a beat. “Does Live-On offer resignation services? You know, quitting your old job for you so you don’t have to face the awkwardness?”


      “I’m afraid we don’t have a department for that,” she said, amused but cautious. “Also, just to be clear—we still haven’t hired you yet.”


      Yet.


      At that word, I held out hope.


      Of course, I doubt my acceptance had been decided then and there.


      Suzuki-san later told me that the company agonized over the decision for quite a while—and I could believe it.


      But in the end, they saw something worth taking a chance on.


      Something that could shine.


      A few days later, the acceptance notice arrived.


      ***


      “Ahh, the nostalgia,” I said wistfully.


      After talking about my interview—and now staring at the thumbnail of my debut stream—I was completely adrift in sentimentality.


      Having shared that story, I figured there was no better time than now to finally make good on that ancient promise I’d been putting off. In a last-minute addition to today’s stream, I would watch and react to my debut.


      Every other time I’d tried to open it, I’d backed out. Ehhh, maybe not today, I’d tell myself, and push it off again. But this time, there was no hesitation.


      A little belated. Long overdue.


      But finally—here it was. A promise fulfilled at last.




      : sorry, truth be told, I'm less adrift in nostalgia and more drowning in what the hell did I just listen to?


      : jesus if that was me in that room I wouldn't have taken a chance on you KekZero


      : it's true then. That is your true self.


      : I said thank you then, but I'm going to say it again now: Harerun, thank you forever for screening her candidacy.


      : I can definitely see why you had no idea why you got accepted


      : She swaggered into that thing like she already had the job


      : Not a single thought about how an interview is normally supposed to proceed in her brain


      : I do believe this is the first time she revealed she was gunning for the president's chair LOL


      : And a legend she shall become


      : You're crazy. You're insane. You're Live-On ￥50,000




      “Second can, pshhh! Let’s go! Roll the tape!”


      With a fresh tall can pressed to my lips, I pressed play on the VOD.


      “G-G-G-Good evening, everyone. I-I-It seems another nice, light snow is falling today—tonight. I mean, tonight. And...wait. Was it ‘seems’ or ‘looks like’?!”


      Yep. I’d bombed it.


      “I do remember the theory going around that I was some sort of method streamer streaming out in the freezing cold because my name meant ‘light snow,’ and I did enjoy some initial popularity because of it—for all of three days, of course.”




      : so clean... so pure... so naive...


      : three days is crazy


      : a gimmick like that only carries you so far


      : and now you wouldn't even blink if you said any part of your intro wrong.


      : Heck, Shuwa-chan does a completely different intro every time.




      Past Me somehow managed to slog her way through that opening, moving on to the first-time introduction.


      “I’m light snow. I mean—that’s my name. I mean—Awayuki is my name. Written with the characters for ‘light snow.’ Not that it’s lightly snowing right now. That is, I only appear when the light snow falls. For me, not for you. Sometimes you might even see me when it’s not snowing for you—but it is snowing for me. So just imagine that when you see me, it’s snowing for me. Yeah.”


      What the hell was I even saying? Way to make a mess out of my official bio right from the get-go. But my worst complaint of all was—


      “Boring!”


      Yep. I’d been boring.




      : Yep.


      : Yarp.


      : just not very engaging, are you?


      : but! but give you a few years and...!


      : Yawn. Think I'm gonna turn off the stream




      “I wrote out my script line by line, rehearsed it and memorized it until my mind went blank, only for this to happen.”


      The stream didn’t get any more engaging from there. Just me rambling on nonsensically.


      You’d think this would be the part where I threw my head into my hands. Lamented and cringed over the sheer incompetence of Past Me, but...


      No.


      I didn’t feel shame. Nor anger. But...something else, perhaps brought out by the recent remembering of my interview.


      Appreciation.


      “That’ll do, Awayuki. That’ll do,” I murmured.


      Even when I was getting absolutely no traction, even when I thought myself the epitome of pathetic, I didn’t run away. I kept at it, plugging away at my stream in the hope that it would take off one day.


      I stand before you today, not a product of forgetting to turn off my stream, not a product of coincidence or luck, but a product of my own hard work. My determination. And my perseverance.


      “We’ll take it over from here.”


      Those soft words were the least I could give to the girl on the other side of the computer screen.




      : now that's a reaction I didn't have on my bingo card


      : You good so GOOD, Awayuki! ￥22,000


      : wish we could show the old you how far you've come


      : Oh, I don't know how well she'd take *that* news


      : so, can we assume that Awayuki Kokorone is fully back, then?




      “Yup! Not only am I fully back—I am fully activated!”


      Activated. Awakened. Operating on a level I hadn’t thought possible. Why? Well, because I’d remembered my dream.


      To become a legend.


      I had ambition, experience, and now, armed with my new form-change ability, I could say with pride and conviction that I was now the most extreme woman in all of Live-On. With this new body of mine, I’d trend number one every single day or die trying.


      But before that...there was something I had to do.


      “Hey, chat,” I said quietly. “I’m not done being a streamer. Not by a long shot. To become a legend, I’ll need to grow more popular and more popular still!”


      A smile flitted onto my face.


      “But you know what? I’ve got this feeling that today is going to be one of those irreplaceable memories I’ll carry forever. So I want to ask, not the chat as a whole, but each of you, one by one, a single question.”


      I drew in a breath, and asked the question that would carve this day into stone.


      “Have I...become a legend in your heart?”


      Whatever the answer—yes, no, or somewhere in between—every single one would be a gift to the me of the past, and a pillar of support for the me still to come.


      This has been Awayuki Kokorone.


      Past, present...


      Forever.


    


  



  

    [image: insert10]

  



  

    

      Afterword


      Thank you so very much for picking up volume 10 of VTuber Legend. I’m the author, Nana Nanato.


      As I mentioned in the afterword of volume 9, this will be the final volume of the series.


      From the bottom of my heart: Thank you for reading.


      With the release of this tenth volume, I feel...fairly satisfied with what I’ve been able to create. Not to sound too dramatic, but has it really been nearly five years since I uploaded the first part of the web novel? It feels both like a lifetime ago and like it was only yesterday.


      The web version of the story has also reached its conclusion, though it does differ a little from this published version. If you’re curious, I encourage you to check it out and see those differences for yourself.


      Now, when I say VTuber Legend is over, I’m referring only to the novel series itself. The official YouTube channel and various spin-off projects are still ongoing, so please continue to give them your support.


      If the ending of this series has left you feeling a little sad, then I can only say that I’m deeply honored. But I also believe that anything created and shared with others never truly disappears—it continues to exist, even after the story has reached its end. The form may change, the expressions may differ, but the essence remains. This I know because VTuber Legend itself was born from the inspiration and creativity of so many others before me.


      Anyway. It’s a little self-defeating to look at life too pessimistically, so why not see change through a positive lens? That was more or less the theme of this volume, at any rate.


      With VTuber Legend being what it is—a mix of nostalgic, almost retro jokes alongside the newest trends like VTubers, streaming culture, and the latest memes—I felt this kind of ending would fit best.


      Even within this series alone, so much has changed over time... There were plenty of hard moments, and times when I just wanted to bury my head over my own shortcomings, but all in all, it’s been a deeply fulfilling journey.


      Of course, I know VTuber Legend is a pretty...edgy work, let’s say. Honestly, I never imagined it would resonate with as many people as it did. So to that, I can only say: Thank you, everyone. Your warmth and acceptance have meant more than I can express.


      Remember how the first chapter of this volume was titled “??????”? That was actually a message from future Awayuki. Don’t worry—she hasn’t transformed into some kind of beat poet VTuber. She’s just enjoying herself like she always does.


      And of course, Awayuki isn’t the only one who endures. As for the futures of the others, I’ll leave that as an exercise to you and your imaginations—though perhaps not quite as overactive as Tadasu’s (lol). Go ahead and craft your own VTubing Legends stories to your heart’s content. Nothing would make me happier.


      I’ve come to see the Live-On Livers not only as characters from VTuber Legend, but as independent creators in their own right, and for that, I’m sincerely grateful.


      Being able to share Live-On’s activities and see so many people enjoy this series has been my pride and joy.


      Once again, thank you so much for reading.


      Here, I’d like to submit proof to substantiate my earlier statement about VTuber Legend living on: I’m currently hard at work writing a brand-new series.


      It’s a completely original story, unrelated to VTuber Legend in plot or subject matter, but as long as I’m the one writing it, I believe a part of VTuber Legend will still shine through.


      My goal is to deliver something fresh and exciting, drawing on the sensibilities I’ve honed through this series. It shouldn’t be too long now before I’m able to share more details, so please keep an eye out for future announcements.


      I intend to keep giving my all as a light-novel author, and I sincerely hope you’ll continue to support me.


      Lastly, to everyone who has contributed to the making of these books—and to everyone who has supported me along the way—thank you, truly, from the bottom of my heart.


      Let’s meet again in my next work.


      This has been Nana Nanato.
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ALICE SOMA

“Ma’am! Alice Soma, at your service!

A member of the Resistance, an idol
group focused on self-liberation. Her
cool looks make her popular with men
and women alike, but inside she’s
somewhat incompetent, so she works
hard to protect her image.
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EHRAI SONOKAZE

“Heya, everyone' Are you all doing
well? I am! I'm Ehrai Sonokaze,
zookeeper at Ehrai Zoo!”

An elven zookeeper at Ehrai Zoo, a
major theme park featuring every
animal under the sun. Respected to the
point of complete obedience by all the
animals there, for some reason.

KAERU YAMATANI

“You can cross the mountains and

dales, but you can always return here.
Welcome to Kaeru Yamatani’s stream.”

A mysterious, mystical woman who is
said to appear before kind, loving
hearts that have been grievously
wounded, grant them her healing, and
then return upon the wind.

TADASU MIYAUCHI

“How do you all do, everyone? It is I,
the sole daughter of the venerable
Mlyauchl lineage, the Anti- lee On
icon herself, Tadasu Miyauchi.”

The student council president of the
prestigious all girls’ school Saika Girls
Academy, she takes great pride in her
family name. A lover of all things clean
and virtuous, she has thus come to view
Live-On as the enemy.

CHURIRI

“Good morning, class! It's your
teacher in all things love,
Churiri-sensei!”

A teacher with hair of indescribable
hue who works at Live-On. An alien
from outer space, her real name is
much longer, comprised of sounds not
replicable in any human language.
She teaches love.

PAGGER

“l am a wanderer of memories, a
renegade in this realm. Forsaken by
my past, | am a whisper without a
name. l...am Dagger.”

A young girl with amnesia. She
wandered the realm without purpose
or end before Live-On took her in and
promptly debuted her as a streamer.
What few memories she retains paint
a grim picture,
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We've reached the very last volume. Can you believe it? Thank you S0

much for all your support in helping us make it this far.

When 1 first joined this project, I was still a budding artist. I remember
encountering the story for the first time—the VTuber elements, the
novel format, the singular nature of that combination, and the
uniqueness of the characters and setting. I was instantly excited.

At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel uncertain. Was I really the
right person to bring this world fo life?

But as I continued drawing these characters and watching them grow,

I felt like I was growing right alongside them. I've poured everything 1
felt throughout this journey into every single illustration, especially in

this final volume.

I would like to thank Nana Nanato-sensei and our editor.
Anf of course, I want to thank you, the reader, for sharing this world
with us.

I hope we meet again somewhere in the future.

Thank you, from the bottom of my heart. %W
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HARERU ASAGIRI

“Heya! It’s me—the sunlight in
everyone’s hearts, Hareru Asagiri!”

An energetic high school girl who loves
putting smiles on everyone’s faces.
Extremely curious and—carried by her
momentum—frequently does or says
things that nobody would have ever
expected.

SHION KAMINARI

“Kon-miko, everyone! It's every-
one’s mama, Shion Kaminari!

A shrine maiden whose body is inhabited
by a nine-tailed fox and who safeguards

the people as a servant of the kami.

Because of how fiercely her nine fluffy

tails swing around based on her
emotions, caution is needed when
standing behind her.
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SEI UTSUKI

“Hey, ladies and gents! It's your girl,
Sei-samal”

In her past life, she was a succubus who
lived off the vigor of men, but died of
starvation since she only ever showed
interest in other women. She reincarnat-
ed, bringing us to today. Her horns are a
holdover from that past life.
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NEKOMA HIRUNE

“Nya-nyan! | caught a whiff of
something great and came running!”

A beast girl with heterochromia who
loves naps—but whenever she sees
someone close by eating food, she
immediately gets up and goes over to
them with sparkling eyes. She'll be
happg if you give her something. She'll

Iso be happy if you pet her, even if you
don‘t give her anything.

MASHIRO IRODORI

“Kon-mashiro, everyone! It's me,
Mashiro Irodori, also called Mashiron.”
An illustrator who lives to draw. While she
can be a little scathing with her remarks,
she’s actually a kind, friendly girl.

17

HIKARI MATSURIYA

“Kon-pika, everyone! The light of

the festival is here for all to enjoy!

It’s me, Hikari Matsuriya!”

A festival girl who appears at festivals

throughout Japan. Some say she’s even
eared at the same time in two

different festivals held in separate places.

/AROSN. | >
“Good evening, everyone. Another
nice, light snow is falling tonight?
I'm Awayuki Kokorone.”

A mdysterious beauty who only afzpears
on days when a light snow is falling. Her
purple eyes draw you in with the promise
of something hidden deep inside them...

CHAMI YANAGASE

“Hello! It's Chami Yanagase-oneesan,
the one who always guides everyone
to the pinnacle of healing.”

Originally a gloomy character, but rallied
her courage and debuted as a sunn
one—to thunderous applause. Inside,
though, she hasn’t changed, making her
a gloomy character wearing the skin of
a sunny one.
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“Kon-mashiro, everyone! It's me,
Mashiro Irodori, also called Mashiron.”
An illustrator who lives to draw. While she

can be a little scathing with her remarks,
she’s actually a kind, friendly girl.

HIKART MATSURIYA

“Kon-pika, everyone! The light of
the festival is here for all to enjoy!
It's me, Hikari Matsuriya!”

A festival girl who appears at festivals
throughout Japan. Some say she’s even
appeared at the same time in two

different festivals held in separate places.
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“"Good evening, everyone. Another
nice, light snow is falling tonight?
I'm Awayuki Kokorone.”
A mysterious beauty who only appears
on days when a light snow is falling. Her

purple eyes draw you in with the promise
of something hidden deep inside them...

CHAMI YANAGASE

“Hello! It's Chami Yanagase-oneesan,
the one who always guides everyone
to the pinnacle of healing.”

Originally a gloomy character, but rallied
her courage and debuted as a sunny
one—to thunderous applause. Inside,
though, she hasn’t changed, making her
a gloomy character wearing the skin of
a sunny one.
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HARERU ASAGIRI

“Heyal! It's me—the sunlight in
everyone’s hearts, Hareru Asagiri!”

An energetic high school girl who loves
putting smiles on everyone’s faces.
Extremely curious and—carried by her
momentum—frequently does or says
things that nobody would have ever
expected.

GEN1 —— GEN 2

SEIUTSUKI

“Hey, ladies and gents! It’s your girl,
Sei-samal”

In her past life, she was a succubus who
lived off the vigor of men, but died of
starvation since she only ever showed
interest in other women. She reincarnat-
ed, bringing us to today. Her horns are a
holdover from that past life.

SHION KAMINARI

“Kon-miko, everyonel! It's every-
one’s mama, Shion Kaminari!

A shrine maiden whose body is inhabited
by a nine-tailed fox and who safeguards
the people as a servant of the kami.
Because of how fiercely her nine fluffy
tails swing around based on her
emotions, caution is needed when
standing behind her.

NEKOMA HIRUNE

“Nya-nyan! | caught a whiff of
something great and came running!”

A beast girl with heterochromia who
loves naps—but whenever she sees
someone close by eating food, she
immediately gets up and goes over to
them with sparkling eyes. She’ll be
happy if you give her something. She’ll
also be happy if you pet her, even if you
don’t give her anything.
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Story Summary
9 trillion views * July 20, 2024

N StroZero Clip ch i
¥ 250K subscribers :

“I'm struggling.”

7 (N
@ “That’s rough, buddy.”

“Dude...”

3

QC

“My genmate’s struggling.”

) “That’s rough, buddy.”

== N
N\
..~

“Dude...”

1‘“1}}‘ “I pushed through the struggle and came back stronger!”

@ @ “Dude...”

@ “Actually, I'm sort of struggling myself.”

@ “That’s rough, buddy.”
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@ “Dude..."”
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