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    <Summary of Events Thus Far>


    Sasaki was the kind of worn-out office worker you can find anywhere. But when he bought a cute silver-colored Java sparrow at a pet shop, the bird turned out to be a wise, illustrious sage who was reincarnated from another world.


    This tiny sage granted him powerful magic and the means to pass between worlds. Sasaki named the sparrow Peeps, and before long, they began crossing to the otherworld together.


    The two of them, a corporate drone in a dead-end job and an exiled former sage, both exhausted by their lives, immediately hit it off and began a business venture selling modern goods in the otherworld—all in order to secure a laid-back, relaxing life.


    Mistaking Sasaki’s otherworld magic for psychic powers, an organization recruited him—the Cabinet Office’s Paranormal Phenomena Countermeasure Bureau—and he began working there. Soon after, a child calling herself a magical girl, with a grudge against psychics, staged repeated one-sided attacks on the bureau as Sasaki struggled to mediate between the two sides. Ultimately, he revealed his otherworldly magic to her and wound up in the role of “magical middle-aged man.”


    Then a new force rose to block their path—they learned that a death game had begun in modern Japan, and Sasaki ended up embroiled in a proxy war between angels and demons. That was when he learned about a fourth faction—unaffiliated with psychics or magical girls. Abaddon, the demon contracted to Sasaki’s neighbor, requested his help, and along with Futarishizuka, it was decided that they would cooperate.


    Furthermore, thanks to a little too much alcohol, Peeps leaked evidence of Lady Elsa’s visit to modern Japan all over the internet. This provided a reason for Sasaki’s various acquaintances to gather. His neighbor, who was involved in the death game; Lady Elsa from the otherworld; Miss Hoshizaki representing the psychics; and the magical girl, Magical Pink—four young women with vastly different backgrounds—finally came face-to-face with one another.


    But almost immediately, Sasaki received word of a giant sea monster attack. The massive creature had appeared suddenly in the middle of the Pacific Ocean and was, according to Peeps, a species of dragon from the otherworld. Under Section Chief Akutsu’s instructions, Sasaki headed out with Miss Hoshizaki and Futarishizuka to take care of the threat.


    Meanwhile, the proxy war between angels and demons was heating up, as plots spilled out of the isolated spaces and into the streets. The angelic faction, which saw Sasaki’s neighbor and Abaddon as a major threat, sent a spy to blow up the apartment complex where she and Sasaki lived.


    After barely managing to survive, his neighbor encountered the suspected culprits: an angel and her Disciple. Sasaki, who witnessed the explosion, was able to secure his neighbor’s and Abaddon’s help with a decisive strike against the sea monster. Thanks to additional support from psychics and the magical girl, Peeps was able to slay the dragon in secret with his magic.


    As for Sasaki’s neighbor, she may have been racking up victories in the death game, but she had lost her guardian and home in the process. In response, Futarishizuka stepped up to the plate and assumed custody over her. She set the girl up in a new home—a mansion in luxurious Karuizawa—and transferred her to a new school. Now with fresh surroundings, Sasaki’s former neighbor began her life anew.


    Back in the otherworld, Herz’s succession dispute reached a boiling point when Prince Lewis, despite facing certain defeat, insisted on attacking the Ohgen Empire. Though unable to guess his motives at first, Adonis eventually came to understand his elder brother’s true plan, though by then, it was already too late for Lewis to be saved.


    In truth, Prince Lewis had been fighting for the sake of his homeland, all alone, ever since he was a child. Inheriting his will, Prince Adonis crushed the imperialist nobles lurking within Herz and was subsequently crowned the next king. Thus, the struggle for the crown came to an end well before the promised five-year deadline.


    Meanwhile, an unidentified flying object calling herself a mechanical life-form (model name: Type Twelve) arrived on Earth from the far reaches of space, and mankind suddenly found itself facing down an alien invasion. After much to-do, the alien girl, who had grown fond of Miss Hoshizaki, decided to stay with Sasaki and the others in order to research and fix the bug in her programming.


    But soon, Type Twelve made a certain proposal: She wanted their whole group to play house with her. After facing pressure from a Japanese government eager to improve relations with the mechanical life-form, Sasaki and the others ultimately gave in and began spending part of each day inside the alien’s ship living as a fake family.


    Finding immense value in being fawned over, Type Twelve then requested to attend the neighbor’s new school. Her wish was granted, but Sasaki and Futarishizuka were forced to become teachers so they could watch over her. Sasaki, a practitioner of otherworld magic, wound up in charge of a class including an alien, a magical girl, and a demon and his Disciple. Friendly psychics and armed groups were stationed throughout the school, but foreign governments and other organizations continued attempting to contact the mechanical life-form. While the rest of the family was preoccupied with taking care of one problem after another, Type Twelve destroyed the harmony of the neighbor’s class by attempting to have everyone simp for her.


    When the female students started to treat her coldly, Type Twelve announced that she was being bullied and no longer wished to go to school. But she wasn’t done looking for attention. Her thoughts soon turned toward the internet, and a certain video submission website…

  

  
    

    <YouTubers>


    A proxy war was raging between angels and demons.


    They chose certain humans as their Disciples, and these Disciples could earn rewards for defeating their counterparts from the opposing faction. Others who helped out could also negotiate for rewards, as Futarishizuka had done after taking out an angel’s Disciple.


    These rewards, bestowed by angels and demons upon humans, consisted of mysterious phenomena beyond mortal understanding and could accomplish feats otherwise unheard-of.


    Futarishizuka used her reward to revive Prince Lewis, the former first prince of the Kingdom of Herz. He had been enchanted with a curse that rotted his flesh and turned him into a horrible clump of meat—a state even the Starsage had declared impossible to reverse. But with Abaddon’s help, the erstwhile prince regained his original form.


    “May I stay here, under your care, along with the daughter of House Müller?”


    “Sir, I…”


    The prince had made his intentions clear: He wished to stay in Japan for a while. It seemed likely he’d wind up living with Elsa in Ms. Futarishizuka’s villa.


    “Elsa, what sort of job do you do in this land? I’d very much like to know.”


    “W-with all due respect, Your Highness, I am something called a YouTuber.”


    “A YouTuber?”


    Mere moments after we’d celebrated Prince Lewis’s resurrection, Type Twelve appeared in the villa living room.


    “I have heard everything,” said the mechanical life-form, jumping in to make her appeal. “I would like to spread my wings throughout the world as a YouTuber.”


    Her expression was, as usual, an emotionless mask. But she sounded faintly excited, as though she were full of anticipation for this upcoming online foray. I could almost see her puffing out her chest, but maybe that was just my imagination.


    “Forgive me for asking,” I ventured, “but what brought all this on?”


    “I decided that, from both an efficiency standpoint and a risk management standpoint, gaining small amounts of love from a large number of unspecified humans would cause the fewest problems. It would also prevent incidents like the one today. With this plan, I stand to gain much and lose little.”


    “Oh, great,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “She’s figured out the true meaning of love.”


    I sort of understood what Type Twelve was getting at. She was being terribly blunt, though. Of course, mechanical life-forms couldn’t tell lies, so everything she said naturally came out that way.


    “……”


    I hesitated, unsure of how to respond.


    Oh, this girl. What are we going to do with her?


    Before I could say anything, Type Twelve continued to flesh out her proposal.


    “Your youngest daughter has developed a distrust of humans due to bullying at school. I desire a means of soothing my wounded heart. And as I am already imposing on my family, I cannot allow myself to burden you further. Thus, it is reasonable to enlist an unspecified number of unrelated humans.”


    “I can only imagine this ending one way, child,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “A bunch of haters flooding your comments and causing you to suffer a mental breakdown.”


    “No human can hope to defeat a mechanical life-form on an electronic battlefield.”


    “With judicious use of the ban hammer on any account you don’t like, I’m sure!”


    “Type Twelve, I’m sorry, but can we circle back to this topic another time?” I asked.


    “Baron Sasaki, if it’s me you’re worried about, you may freely continue,” said Prince Lewis. “I don’t mind at all, and you needn’t be so formal with me now that I am in your care. Please treat me the same as you would the Müller girl.”


    My plan had been to use the prince’s presence as an excuse to put off this discussion. Unfortunately, the man of the hour had just blocked off my escape route.


    “Father, we have received favorable input from the subject in question. Please prioritize your dialogue with the youngest daughter.”


    “I think you could do with a little more humility, girl,” Ms. Futarishizuka chimed in.


    “You know, getting people to simp for you on video submission sites might have been easy in the past, but these days? Not so much,” said Miss Hoshizaki. “I’ve heard almost everyone who tries is destined to fade out before anyone takes notice of them.”


    She’d made a really good point. I remembered a coworker from my previous job announcing she was going to start a side gig as a content creator. After about six months of streaming games while making funny faces, she quickly closed her account. All that remained was a brand-new chapter of her life she wanted to leave behind as quickly as she could.


    Type Twelve wasn’t going to let that stop her, however.


    “I have long since finished my study of mankind’s videographic works. Given the computing power at my disposal, I believe it would be trivial to outdo them all. There is no doubt that in the near future, many humans will be fawning over me online.”


    That was more or less the same thing my coworker had said, right up until she’d failed. Then again, with the mechanical life-forms’ super-science at her disposal, Type Twelve probably stood a better chance.


    “Fawning over you, eh? I see you’ve dropped all pretense,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


    We’d moved aside the furniture and set up Prince Lewis’s bed in the center of the living room. We now stood in a ring around the bed, our words traveling back and forth across it. A cold wind was coming in from the sliding door Type Twelve had left open, and I began to feel chilled.


    Personally, I was primarily concerned about the prince, who was still wearing only a bedsheet. Shouldn’t we give him some clothes right away? His handsome face and pale, slender frame made the scene feel oddly lewd.


    “Do you mean you wish to create videos with Prince Lewis and I?”


    “Elsa, that is incorrect.”


    “Huh? It is?”


    “I want to become a YouTuber by myself.”


    Type Twelve spoke in a detached voice. Surprise, and a little bit of sadness, rose to Lady Elsa’s face. She must have wanted to work together.


    “Why’s that?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


    “The youngest daughter wishes to fully bask in the humans’ attention. Should I share the screen with another, that attention would be divided. I have learned from this nation’s past that if one truly wishes to shine, one must perform solo. Performing as a group is mostly just a way of mitigating risks.”


    “A bold statement from a child who, I’m sure, knows just how popular such groups are.”


    “I repeat. No human can hope to defeat a mechanical life-form on an electronic battlefield.”


    Type Twelve clearly had her mind set on this. She would make her name as a YouTuber by fair means or foul. She was becoming more and more of a handful, and I felt nothing but unease as the situation unfolded. Still, rejecting her proposal would be difficult. Despite her charming appearance, the mechanical life-form had a decidedly stubborn personality.


    “Very well, then,” I said. “I’ll respect your decision, Type Twelve.”


    “Huh?! Hey, wait, Sasaki, are you serious?!” exclaimed Miss Hoshizaki.


    “I could tell her no, but then she’d just do it in secret. This way, we can keep an eye on her and lay some ground rules. What do you think?”


    “I guess that makes sense, but…” Miss Hoshizaki faltered. She knew exactly how gung ho the alien girl could be.


    If she acted on her own volition without our knowledge, it would only lead to trouble for those around her, just like with the Fairy Drop. If that was the alternative, I would rather set guidelines and make her promise to follow them.


    “That said, we are still employees at the bureau,” I continued. “We can’t give you permission to do whatever you want. Here’s my suggestion: You may go ahead, but if it ever seems like your streams might reveal the existence of extraterrestrials, you must cease all activities immediately.”


    “Father, please state this condition in more quantitative terms.”


    “How about this,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “If you get ten comments doubting the realism of your videos, then the jig is up. Create videos with the quality of a Hollywood movie, and people will start to get suspicious about how you’re doing it.”


    “And that means no deleting comments, of course,” I added. “You’ll also have to promise not to do anything unlawful during any part of the video submission or streaming process. That includes breaking societal rules. If you can’t do that, you’ll have to stop.”


    “I can promise not to deviate from the average video quality on the submission website. I also promise not to step outside the bounds of Japanese law or traditional human customs. However, with regard to comment deletion, I have an objection.”


    “What is it?”


    “I cannot approve of a wholesale ban on deletions. Defamation, hate speech, and cyberbullying are truly detestable acts. If I leave such comments up, my loneliness will skyrocket. My opinion of mankind will be dramatically, irreversibly altered.”


    “Then we’ll only ban you from deleting comments like the ones Ms. Futarishizuka described.”


    “Understood. Father, Grandmother, I accept your conditions.”


    Type Twelve agreed surprisingly easily. She must have been really excited by the prospect of an unspecified number of people fawning over her on the internet. To tell the truth, the whole thing made me very anxious. If people started flaming her, we’d all be in for a terrible time. I just had to have faith that she’d be fine, since she had the power to put out the fire on her own, as it were. She’d once leaked Miss Hoshizaki’s photo on the internet, then fully cleaned up the resulting mess. It was as if it had never even happened.


    “However, if I must abide by the law, I will not be able to access humanity’s network or register for a new account on the submission site. I need at least one device through which I can gain access.”


    “I’ll ask my boss about that tomorrow,” I told her.


    “He faked a family register in a single night, so I’m sure he can get you a smartphone,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka. “In fact, this is his chance to bring the mechanical life-form’s digital transmissions under his watchful eye. I’m sure he’ll be positively overjoyed.”


    “I’ll contact him tonight. If all goes well, you’ll have one tomorrow.”


    “Father, thank you very much. The sooner my debut, the better.”


    Futarishizuka smirked. “Ah, that premature professional mindset—the hallmark of every amateur YouTuber.”


    As long as she was only getting people on the internet to fawn over her, she shouldn’t be causing any trouble. And if she succeeded and got hooked, it might make our lives a little less hectic. In that sense, this wasn’t all bad news.


    Any normal parent would be fretting up a storm if their child was bullied at school and decided to become a shut-in. But our family wasn’t real—it was just a game. I was more than happy to take advantage of the situation to try to get closer to the relaxed life Peeps and I dreamed of.


    But a few moments later, Futarishizuka said something strange.


    “Oh, but gracious me. Now the youngest daughter will have all the fun and leave none for the rest of us.”


    She always pulled something like this. All of us focused on her, wondering what it would be this time.


    With a smug look, she continued. “A great opportunity has been presented to us. Why not have ourselves a little showdown?”


    “What sort of showdown?” I asked.


    “Let’s compete for the most views!” she exclaimed, raising one finger and striking a pose.


    Ms. Futarishizuka always had a reason for everything she did. I quickly picked up on what she was after. “I see. With a pretext like that, Mr. Akutsu might let us upload videos as part of our pretend family work. At the very least, he probably won’t put us on some other project.”


    “Exactly! We might have a lot more free time with the youngest daughter at home, but we don’t want the boss sending us out on a bunch of jobs. We’ve had to wake up early every day for ages. I’d like to stay up late and play online games for a while—you know, really lean into that waking-after-noon lifestyle.”


    I was in extreme agreement with her. I wanted some spare time to watch all that anime I’d been recording and saving for later.


    Miss Hoshizaki immediately objected. “Futarishizuka—and I guess you, too, Sasaki—would you mind not involving me in your schemes? I get that you want to put your feet up, but this is totally different. If that’s your plan, I’ll ask the boss to give me a separate mission.”


    Her obsession with paychecks was rearing its head again. If she didn’t need to take care of Type Twelve, then—if Mr. Akutsu had his way—she’d just end up going back to school. Naturally, that meant no overtime pay and no hazard pay beefing up her salary, which would mean a significant decrease in funds.


    And so it fell to us corrupt adults to whisper irresponsible things in her ear.


    “But think about it,” I said to her. “If we can make this into an income stream, it would be a great side gig, financially speaking.”


    “You may be surprised to learn that most viral videos are made by total beginners, just like you,” added Ms. Futarishizuka. “A casual video gets millions of views, everyone starts talking about it, and you nab a few hundred thousand yen in pocket change every month!”


    “…Fine. I suppose I can give it a try, at least.”


    The prospect of a side gig had immediately lured her in. Seeing this worried me a bit. I could just see her falling for one of those “info-for-sale” scams. What if she got taken in by some site promising she’d start making money hand over fist if she just bought their step-by-step guide?


    “You mean to say you’re not already uploading your own videos, my esteemed senior?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka. “High school girls these days post videos of themselves dancing and acting up all the time. Don’t tell me you never had any friends to take videos with you…”


    “F-fine! Let’s do this! I am definitely a high school girl, after all!”


    Looking at her, I was pretty certain she’d never uploaded a video in her life.


    “Does that include us, too?” asked Abaddon.


    “I don’t care either way,” said my neighbor.


    “In accordance with Family Rule Three,” said Type Twelve, “matters like these must be decided by majority vote.”


    With Ms. Futarishizuka, Miss Hoshizaki, and myself in agreement, we’d pretty much clinched the deal. Type Twelve wanted to hold the vote right now, since she was sure her participation would give us a majority. She was probably hoping to rope the whole family into the fun.


    “All right, then,” called out Ms. Futarishizuka. “Everyone in favor of the view-count contest, raise your hands!”


    Everyone’s hand went up. Not a single person was opposed.


    Even Peeps, who was perched atop my shoulder, raised one of his wings in an incredibly adorable gesture. He already had a joint channel with Lady Elsa, though, so he probably wouldn’t be uploading a video of his own.


    Only Abaddon seemed hesitant. My neighbor raised her hand without a second thought, however, so he followed suit. He was probably worried about exposing his partner’s personal information, since she was part of the death game. But the fact he was concerned actually reassured me, since I knew he’d be looking out for her.


    “Then by majority vote, let the view-count contest begin!” Ms. Futarishizuka’s energetic voice echoed through the living room.


    At that point, Prince Lewis chimed in. “Whatever this is, it sounds awfully fun. It seems the Müller girl is enjoying her days here more than I expected. I felt bad imposing on you, but from what I’ve seen, it seems my concern was unfounded.”


    “I’m sorry about all the ruckus, sir,” I said.


    “Don’t be. I find myself full of excitement for my new life.” He shifted slightly, causing the sheet to fall with a rustle, exposing more of his lean frame—slender, but with visible muscle. It was terribly sexy.


    I couldn’t help staring, and the same went for everyone else, too. In a panic, I walked over and pulled the sheet back over him. “It’s late. Why don’t we start the video submissions tomorrow?”


    “Indeed,” agreed Ms. Futarishizuka. “No harm waiting until the youngest daughter has her smartphone.”


    “Grandmother, that is the only proper course if our battle is to be fair.”


    Everyone pretended not to notice the otherworld prince’s overflowing sex appeal as we once again started talking over him.


    “Hey, partner. You seemed enthusiastic when you put your hand up during the vote,” Abaddon said to my neighbor. “Is there anything you’d like to make a video of? I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you use the camera on your smartphone.”


    “Maybe I should record you, then.”


    “What? Me?”


    “I bet you’d drive all the ladies who like little boys crazy.”


    “Hmm. I’d rather avoid making anything about us public. It would be careless.”


    “Don’t worry. That was just a joke.”


    “Oh, Sasaki, I’ve got something to ask you,” said Miss Hoshizaki.


    “What is it?”


    “This bed is gorgeous. And the guy in it is hot enough to be an idol. Where the hell did you find them?”


    “…Ah, yes. I suppose I should introduce him.”


    Since I couldn’t tell the others anything about the otherworld, I explained that Prince Lewis was an exalted personage from another country and an acquaintance of Lady Elsa’s. I did tell them about Ms. Futarishizuka using her reward from the death game to heal him, but I purposely left the details vague.


    It looked like we’d be spending our time uploading videos to the internet for the foreseeable future.
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    Once our pretend family time was over and everyone had dispersed, Peeps and I immediately headed to the otherworld. When we arrived, we were in an underground cell, like one of those tatami-mat basement rooms in old houses where they used to lock up criminals and the insane. We were currently under the royal castle in Allestos.


    Until very recently, Prince Lewis’s bed had been in this space. I could see Count Müller still in the room. Apparently, he’d really waited for us, just as he’d said he would. Nobody else was present. He’d done an excellent job keeping everyone away.


    But the man of the hour, Prince Lewis, wasn’t with us. He’d refused to come along, on the grounds that it would cause big problems if someone saw him, even if the chances were slim. The elder prince was very strict with himself, including in his relations with his younger brother.


    When I explained all this to the count, he replied, “Yes, I’m not surprised he would make such a decision.”


    “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to bring him, sir.”


    “You’ve nothing to apologize for, Baron Sasaki. I knew this might happen. If he is ever to return, it should be once the king’s rule over Herz is solidified. A very sensible decision, I cannot deny.”


    When the count learned of the elder prince’s resurrection, a gentle smile crossed his face. He was sincerely glad to hear the prince was back to normal. Naturally, his reaction made me happy, too.


    “Julius, is there anything you would have us tell Lewis?” asked Peeps.


    “It’s enough for me to simply know he lives.”


    “I see. Then I will tell him as much.”


    “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant…”


    Even Peeps’s voice sounded bright and cheery. If this had done anything to repay the enormous debt I owed him, I couldn’t be happier. The Starsage was so perfect and superhuman, chances to be of use to him didn’t come around very often. He was always the one helping me, whether in the otherworld or in modern Japan.


    “It appears your daughter will be looking after Lewis while they are in that world. When she next returns, ask her how he’s doing. We’re usually around during the day, but we can’t spend every moment with them.”


    “I just hope she isn’t causing the prince any trouble.”


    “She did a good job today mediating between him and the others.”


    Once we’d wrapped up that subject, it was time for me to settle some personal affairs. There was a particular subject regarding the otherworld that had been bothering me for a month now.


    “About Lady Elsa’s engagement,” I said. “Why not take this opportunity to revisit the Prince Lewis option?”


    This surprise attack made Count Müller’s eyes go wide. The king’s trusted elder brother held a much higher position than some foreign merchant from who-knows-where. This was the perfect chance to get royal blood into the family line. If they did marry, Count Müller’s position as chancellor would be set in stone.


    “He is correct. Lewis is a perfect choice for the girl,” said Peeps.


    “But our family has already been advancing talks for her to marry Lord Sasaki…”


    “Then we can wait to see if Lewis makes a move on her while they are on the other side. You can make your decision then.”


    “Lord Starsage, if I may, I am simply not in a position to negotiate with him.”


    “In that case, I can talk to Lewis for you.”


    “L-Lord Starsage, please, if I could just have a little more time…”


    “More time? Well, I suppose Lewis does have a rather twisted personality.”


    Their conversation was getting really graphic, and I accidentally imagined Lewis and Elsa together. But if that would solve the problems currently plaguing me, I should probably just let things play out. Count Müller, caught in the middle, was having a difficult time of it, but I suspected that with Peeps being so blunt, he’d eventually come around.


    Prince Lewis was very attractive, and Lady Elsa was beautiful. I could picture the two of them suddenly getting together, and then Ms. Futarishizuka finding out about it and making all sorts of crude jokes and banter. Maybe it would be best if I started thinking up reasonable excuses right now.


    “What is it?” Peeps asked, looking at me. “You don’t usually space out in front of others.”


    “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it, Peeps.”


    “If you have begun to desire a marriage with the girl, then you may speak freely.”


    “……”


    I always forget that Peeps can be like this, I thought. He’s a real meat-eater—a go-getter, as it were. He probably got all the pretty girls when he was young. He looked so handsome in that portrait in the palace, too.


    “Forgive me for completely changing the topic,” I said, “but were you married to anyone before your reincarnation, Peeps?”


    “Several approached me, but none of our talks ever bore fruit.”


    “Oh. Um, sorry. I know that was a weird thing to ask.”


    “No apology necessary. We’re trying to pull you every which way without your consent. I do understand how you must feel.”


    “You do? Then could you maybe tone it down a bit?”


    “I haven’t had much chance to speak with you lately. I thought it best to try a little banter. Did it upset you? I feel that, without it, you have trouble speaking your own mind. As your pet, this concerns me greatly.”


    “When you put it like that, how can I disagree?”


    This sparrow really plays dirty, I thought. But even that seems cute, coming from him. What a handful. Ugh, I’d like to forget this marriage business and just spend the rest of my days like this. I wonder how he’d react if I said that.


    “In any case,” said the count, “I leave Prince Lewis in your capable hands.”


    “You may count on us.”


    “We’ll do our best to make sure he wants for nothing,” I added.


    After that, we went straight back to Japan that very same day. I’d left Prince Lewis with Lady Elsa and Ms. Futarishizuka, after all. I didn’t think the prince was a bad person, but he certainly had some eccentricities. It would probably be best for Peeps and me to stay close until he got a handle on life in Japan.


    Before we knew it, the day was over, and it was off to bed.
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    We headed to the office early the next morning. As always, we took a terminal provided by Type Twelve to get there. My days of getting rocked and jostled in packed morning trains now seemed like a distant memory.


    We reached our workplace in the center of the city within minutes of leaving Ms. Futarishizuka’s Karuizawa villa. I was beginning to get used to the scenery of my new commute, including its little glimpse of outer space.


    This new mode of transportation had weakened my resolve to learn that spell for getting to work. Still, I’d have to make sure I didn’t forget that long incantation I’d worked so hard to learn.


    As soon as we arrived at the bureau, we were ushered into a meeting in the conference room. We assumed the same positions as always: Mr. Akutsu sat across from us, with Ms. Futarishizuka, me, Miss Hoshizaki, and Type Twelve on the other side, in that order. A laptop rested on the table in front of the section chief, and a cable ran from it to a big external display mounted on the wall. Miss Hoshizaki, incidentally, was in her school uniform today.


    Once we’d all sat down, the chief addressed us. “Sasaki, I believe today is a school day. Shouldn’t she be at school?” he said, gesturing at Type Twelve.


    “To be blunt, sir, she now refuses to go.”


    “What happened?”


    “I’ll let her explain.”


    Since she was there with us, I decided to leave it all to her. It seemed like a pain to explain everything that had happened myself.


    Mr. Akutsu nodded without complaint, then turned to face the alien. “What happened to going to school? If I recall, you just enrolled the other day.”


    “I was bullied by my classmates, so I decided to become a shut-in.”


    “……”


    The chief was speechless. Every time we saw each other, the situation had changed two or three times over. At this point, he had to be more than a little suspicious about all sorts of things. I could just see his mind, trained at the top educational institution in Japan, zooming ahead at full throttle. So much was hidden between the lines, and he was desperate to pick up all the clues. I felt bad for him.


    “I will explain further: I have the family’s permission.”


    “……”


    Eventually, he seemed to give up entirely and turned back to us. His expression had grown increasingly stern. I suspected he’d pulled a lot of strings to enroll the mechanical life-form in middle school. Maybe Captain Mason or someone in a similar position had chewed him out over it. And now, after only a few days, it had already fallen apart.


    Yet he couldn’t say anything about it—not in front of the alien, at least. As his subordinate, I was starting to find the situation more and more hilarious.


    Unable to blame Type Twelve, he turned his anger on us. “You’re the one responsible for her, Sasaki. Is this not a failure on your part?”


    “In my defense, sir, her attempts to get everyone to simp for her were simply too much for me to handle.”


    “Get everyone to… What are you talking about?”


    “Are you unfamiliar with the word? It means to get multiple people, usually of the opposite sex, to—”


    “That wasn’t what I was asking, Sasaki.”


    Oh, so he does know what it means, I thought. I felt a little sad that all my reports to the chief wound up so awkward. “In that case, please look at this.”


    We’d figured we would need an excuse, so we’d brought proof of the mechanical life-form’s problematic behavior. Type Twelve had been recording herself while at school, and I’d had her copy some of the footage to my work phone.


    I held up the screen so the chief could see it. It showed the last day of our ski classes and the confession behind the school building we’d overheard. All of it played out in front of our boss.


    After a few minutes, he said, “…I understand the situation.”


    Dashcams sure are handy, I thought. Not to suggest that the danger of surveilling and supervising the alien life-form was in any way comparable to driving a car, of course.


    Our conversation paused for a moment. Then Type Twelve spoke up. “Akutsu, I had something to discuss regarding my new life as a shut-in.”


    “What would that be?”


    “The youngest daughter, after being bullied by her classmates, now suffers from depression from being cooped up at home. In order to improve my quality of life, I need something to sustain me. Various information on the internet says that humans soothe their hearts in this manner.”


    “Do you have an idea of what you want to do next?”


    “I have found value in this website. I would like to make it my new arena of activity.”


    As Type Twelve spoke, a midair display appeared above the table. It was the same one that let us view the outside world while in her transportation terminal. At the top was the header for a familiar video submission website.


    I was a little shocked to see the display appear without warning. I noticed the section chief’s shoulders jump, too.


    “Are you saying you want to submit videos to this website?” he asked.


    “Akutsu, your interpretation is correct.”


    “May I ask your reason?”


    “I wish to go viral on the internet, become an influencer, and be fawned over by people from around the world.”


    “……”


    There was no helping the youngest daughter.


    Mr. Akutsu wasn’t sure what to say to that, either. I couldn’t help feeling that some of the blame for her behavior lay with Ms. Futarishizuka and her machinations. But my junior coworker simply stayed quiet, a nasty grin on her face as she listened to the conversation.


    Because our boss acts so cool all the time, it’s extra fun to mess with him.


    “Is this why my subordinates contacted me last night to request a phone for you?”


    “Your conjecture is correct. Akutsu, I would like you to prepare a communication device and a connection as soon as possible.”


    “As it happens, I have one ready for you.” Mr. Akutsu fished a smartphone out of his jacket pocket. He set it on the table and smoothly pushed it toward her.


    “Excellent.”


    “I’ve set up all the accounts and software you’ll need to access the network. If you have any questions, please refer to the documents stored on the device—though perhaps a mechanical life-form won’t need them.”


    Type Twelve immediately reached out and took the phone. She began to stroke the screen and click all the buttons. Her expression was impassive, as always, but she was acting just like a child receiving her very first phone.


    “This and past events have given me a very high opinion of your work, Akutsu.”


    “I am very pleased to hear that,” he replied with a slight bow.


    It worried me that Type Twelve had just unwittingly put herself in his debt, but considering her position these days, I figured she’d get away without ever paying up. I mean, what was he going to do?


    “Grandmother, the youngest daughter would like to begin the view-count contest immediately,” said Type Twelve, speaking around Miss Hoshizaki and me to Ms. Futarishizuka, her tiny hand squeezing her new smartphone.


    “Once the eldest daughter and eldest son return from school, we can have a little opening ceremony, all together,” Ms. Futarishizuka replied.


    This exchange drew an immediate response from the boss. “View-count contest? What do you mean, Futarishizuka?”


    “Oh, it’s no big deal, really.”


    Ms. Futarishizuka explained what we’d discussed the night before. She made sure to include repeated assurances that we would be keeping the mechanical life-form’s existence a secret. Basically, everyone in the family would make an account and then submit videos anonymously.


    “Considering your positions as members of this bureau, I cannot recommend this course of action,” said the chief.


    “Perhaps not,” replied Ms. Futarishizuka, “but we simply must accept the mechanical life-form’s requests, no?”


    You’re the one who suggested it, I thought.


    Mr. Akutsu closed his eyes for a while, mulling over the situation. Eventually, he replied solemnly, “All right. I approve.”


    “It warms my old heart to have such an understanding boss.”


    “For the time being, I’d like you to undertake this task as part of your pretend family duties.”


    In the end, his approval came more easily than I’d expected. As I watched him, I began to think. Now that Type Twelve was moving her activities online, I figured those trying to recruit her would follow. I had a feeling she’d be getting a lot of lengthy DMs.


    Still, as she’d said herself, the alien would have quite a leg up in the digital world. I expected she’d be able to pinpoint everyone who sent her messages, hack into their phone cameras and take a peek at their private lives. She wouldn’t even break a sweat.


    As our planned discussion drew to a close, Miss Hoshizaki spoke up, sounding nervous. “Um, I have something to ask you, too, Chief.”


    “What is it, Hoshizaki?”


    “Do you, uh, mind if I join in on this?” she asked, her expression uneasy. She was probably worried about being sent back to school again.


    Mr. Akutsu gave her the expected answer. “You have a future as a member of this bureau. I’d rather you not neglect your schoolwork.”


    “But I—”


    “It’s only uploading a few videos. I’m sure you can manage that while still attending school. And won’t that give you much more to include? You could get help from your friends, for—”


    “A-all right! I get it. I’ll study hard!”


    He’d hit Miss Hoshizaki right where it hurt, and she went down immediately. It looked like she’d be stuck at school during the day for a while.


    Mr. Akutsu had been more insistent about Miss Hoshizaki going to school lately—probably because she’d leveled up to a B-rank psychic. She was now one of the strongest people the bureau had; he probably wanted to appoint her to a higher position and needed her to reach a certain level of academic achievement first. And that didn’t even touch on the mechanical life-form’s attachment to her.


    The very fate of the world might be riding on Miss Hoshizaki’s academic progress.
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    I spent that morning sitting at my desk in the bureau, dealing with the aftermath of my time as a teacher. I’d long since gotten used to the boring paperwork required by my government position.


    I ate lunch at a nearby restaurant, then our group headed out around the time my neighbor and Abaddon were due to return from school. We boarded one of Type Twelve’s terminals and headed for the retro-style house inside the unidentified flying object. Peeps, Lady Elsa, and Prince Lewis joined us, of course.


    It was the prince’s first time in space, and he spent the trip in awe of the starscape outside. Lady Elsa stood next to him, doing her best to explain what he was seeing—that those were other planets, and that the big, bright one was the sun, and so on.


    Incidentally, the prince had shed his otherworldly garb and changed into something more like what we wore: a collared shirt under a three-piece suit. It was a formal look, all in all. The soft richness of the jacket and trousers suggested a pretty expensive cashmere. His getup looked even more pricey than Lady Elsa’s clothes. I figured Ms. Futarishizuka had kept their relative social positions in mind when purchasing the outfits.


    Eventually, we all crowded into the living room of our Japanese-style house.


    “Family time has come. Grandmother, please announce the start of the view-count contest.”


    “You are being way too optimistic about this, child. I’m getting chills just looking at you.”


    “I can already see the path to virality in my mind. I hope you will view my state not through the imprecise metric of optimism but as the result of detailed simulations of the near future. In other words, my account is sure to win this contest.”


    “Did you already set up an account for yourself?” I asked my neighbor.


    “Yes,” she replied. “Thanks to everyone’s help last night, I managed just fine.”


    “You accidentally started live streaming while messing with the app during lunch break. You were so panicked. You should have seen your face!”


    “Abaddon, that’s enough.”


    We all sat down on our floor cushions around the low wooden table. Tea had already been set out for everyone, along with a basket full of mandarin oranges.


    “So, you can just film something with your camera and upload it directly to the internet, huh?” remarked Miss Hoshizaki. “That’s so convenient.”


    “You’d better watch out, my esteemed senior,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “You’re sounding more and more like an old man.”


    “Huh? W-wait, what about that sounded like an old man?!”


    “This does seem like something young people would know all about,” I said.


    “Urgh… Well, uh, yeah! Uploading a video to the internet? Totally normal!”


    Prince Lewis was sitting next to Lady Elsa, curiously looking around the unfamiliar house. He was acting just as the count’s daughter had when she first arrived in Japan.


    “Elsa,” he said, “your duties are similar to what they are discussing, yes?”


    “Y-yes, sir! That’s correct, Prince Lewis. I assist Sasaki with various matters. And that little bird helps me, too. My job is to talk in front of a camera and broadcast it to the world!”


    “I see. The bird, huh.”


    Peeps was perched on his little tree on the low table. Prince Lewis watched him, mystified. He knew who the “little bird” really was, after all.


    “I advise you to say no more, Lewis.”


    “Um, little bird, he’s… Well, he’s a very important person, you see. So, um…”


    “I don’t mind, Elsa. Here, I am just Lewis, and nothing else. In fact, you may drop the formalities as well. I believe that would help me grow accustomed to this place.”


    “Why, I… I could never, sir!”


    As we sat around the table and caught our breaths, conversations started to crop up here and there. The tea Ms. Futarishizuka had prepared was delicious. I tried one of the oranges, too, and they were very juicy and sweet. I began to wonder where they’d come from.


    “Grandmother, the family is too preoccupied to start the view-count contest.”


    “All right, all right. The youngest daughter is about to explode, so let’s get to the important bit, shall we?”


    At that, the living room fell silent, and everyone turned their attention to Ms. Futarishizuka.


    “First, the rules. Let’s set the time limit at two weeks. Whoever gets the most views on their new channel before time is up will be the winner. View count is the way to go, I think. If we started judging by subscriber count, it would only end in tragedy…”


    “Grandmother, I feel a time limit of two weeks is rather short.”


    “All right, then. How about we play it by ear? If the first season is a smash hit, we can do a second. Something like that. If a certain someone prone to emotional breakdowns starts getting targeted by haters and self-righteous jerks, her whole run could go up in flames that very day.”


    “I have concerns about the example you used,” said Type Twelve, “but I have no objections to the rule revision.”


    Everyone else nodded and voiced their assent, so Ms. Futarishizuka continued her explanation.


    “And since this is a competition, why don’t we decide on a grand prize—and a penalty for the loser? Whoever comes in last will have to do one thing the winner says. How does that sound?”


    “I see what you mean,” said Miss Hoshizaki. “Without a rule like that, some people—Sasaki, for example—would definitely not put in their best effort.”


    “That is altogether untrue,” I insisted.


    In fact, she was absolutely right. I had indeed planned to slack off. What else could I do? I couldn’t ask Peeps to help me, and I had no idea how to get views on a video. If I did, I wouldn’t have spent so much of my life as a corporate drone. When you thought about it, I was at the greatest disadvantage in this group. How in the world was some old guy about to turn forty supposed to get viewers’ attention?


    “I think that about does it,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Anything else we need to decide on?”


    “Grandmother, special restrictions have been placed on the youngest daughter. I would like you to consider the possibility that some may use those restrictions with ill intent. If anyone does anything to imply the existence of mechanical life-forms or extraterrestrials in relation to my account, I’d like that person to be penalized.”


    “I doubt anyone would try something like that. But yes, if it happens, that person will be forced to drop out of the contest and will be given an appropriate punishment. Does that sound all right?”


    “It does.”


    I had a feeling the one Type Twelve was most wary of was the “grandmother” herself. As Futarishizuka’s coworker, I was well aware of how passionate she could get when it came to contests like this.


    “Hey, Futarishizuka,” said Miss Hoshizaki, “we’re talking about view counts, right?”


    “Yes, why?”


    “Then wouldn’t uploading a lot of videos be better than just one?”


    “Hmm. Would it, now?”


    “I can see that,” I added. “If one happens to go viral, it could win the whole contest.”


    “We only have two weeks, though, Sasaki,” Miss Hoshizaki pointed out. “Is that even possible?”


    “That’s just another aspect of the contest,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “We may see a wide variety of different tactics, depending on each person’s approach.”


    Going viral wasn’t something you could specifically aim for, however. Especially not when we were starting from zero. Firing off bullets at random seemed like a reasonable option, but that would make for a busy two weeks.


    “Excuse me, Futarishizuka,” said Lady Elsa. “Should Prince Lewis, myself, and the little bird take part?”


    “You already have a channel with one of the highest subscriber accounts in the country. And considering your work, I think it would be a bad idea to make a side channel for something like this. Unfortunately, I think you should sit this one out and simply enjoy the show. Would that be all right?”


    “Yes, I understand. I apologize for troubling you with such a question.”


    “It appears I will be unable to offer you help this time,” Peeps said, turning to me.


    “Thanks, Peeps. I’ll do my best on my own.”


    Ever since Peeps’s self-recorded video leaked on the internet, a lot of people had started uploading videos of animals doing things with fake subtitles added to the bottom. Essentially, they were copying his formula. But if the exact same bird were to appear on another channel, someone was sure to point it out. Type Twelve would probably complain that it was against the rules, too.


    “Excuse me,” said my neighbor. “Am I correct in understanding that Abaddon and I will use a single account? He doesn’t have one of his own, so I just wanted to make sure.”


    “That was the idea,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Or should I split you two up?”


    “No, I’d prefer we share.”


    After everyone was sure of the rules, the living room quieted down. Noting the lull, Ms. Futarishizuka raised her voice.


    “All righty, then! The First Sasaki Family View-count contest begins now!”


    I clapped once to test the waters. Soon, everyone started clapping. Even Prince Lewis joined in. Peeps, too, cleverly flapped his wings in a clapping motion.


    But the liveliness only lasted a moment, and soon the living room fell silent again. Ms. Futarishizuka looked around at everyone at the table in turn.


    “So why are none of you leaving the room?” she asked.


    “The heater under the table is just so nice and warm,” I admitted.


    A low table with a heater, called a kotatsu, had been placed in the living room, and we’d all gone right to it and stuck our legs under the blanket without comment. But now that I thought about it, this had been a regular low table last time. In fact, the air in the room felt colder, too, and slightly less humid. Knowing the hallway would be chilly, it was tough to leave the kotatsu’s warmth.


    “Does the temperature in here feel like Karuizawa to anyone else?” asked Miss Hoshizaki. “What’s going on?”


    “This house’s surrounding environment, including temperature, humidity, and air pressure, has been synchronized with Grandmother’s dwelling. I decided that having distinct seasonal changes would add character, as you call it, to our happy family gatherings. Mother, would you prefer it to be warmer? If so, I will adjust it at once.”


    “Actually, I don’t mind it so much. Going back and forth between hot and cold locations can’t be very healthy. I appreciate your thoughtfulness. Let’s keep things like this for a while.”


    “Acknowledged. I will maintain the status quo. Mother’s warm consideration has melted the youngest daughter’s heart.”


    “Melted your heart? Ugh. I thought you were supposed to be her daughter, girl. Creepy.”


    “Grandmother, if you would like me to feel similarly toward you, then you must become a kinder person.”


    “What? How did you get that out of what I just said?”


    It seemed Type Twelve was updating this place’s environment on a daily basis. Though she didn’t comment on it, her feelings toward the family and our house were clear. Despite her move from student to shut-in, it seemed she was still eager to keep up our pretend family.


    “In any case,” said Ms. Futarishizuka, her eyes now on Miss Hoshizaki, “if you’ve already made an account, would you mind telling me your username?”


    “What? No. Of course not. Why would I do that?”


    “Why not? There’s no reason to be so cold.”


    “If I told you, you’d just leave weird comments everywhere!”


    “Cold and cruel. Even I would stop after two comments. Maybe three. Per day, of course.”


    “See what I mean?!”


    “When top-rankers face off in online games, they always take swipes at each other in the real world.”


    “Then we might want to record our videos in our own rooms—privately,” I suggested.


    “Father, your viewpoint is correct. We must refrain from working in a location where Grandmother can see.”


    “Eh? But you’ve already taken away my place in the house. What would you have me do, girl?”


    “As suggested previously, I have set up a prefabricated shed in the yard. You may use it for filming.”


    Type Twelve gestured with her eyes and, sure enough, there was a prefab shed out in the yard, beyond the veranda. I didn’t remember it being there before. It consisted of a single room, roughly ten square meters in size, and had a rather rustic design. Where in the world had she gotten it?


    “Yes, I see you’ve built one. But are you seriously going to put me in there? That’s actually cruel. And I don’t see any air-conditioning units in the windows. Do you have any idea how cold it gets in Karuizawa in the winter?”


    Soon after establishing our pretend family, we’d decided the “married couple” should have separate rooms, and the original master bedroom became Miss Hoshizaki’s. I was then assigned to the guest room. But once it was suggested we’d need a guest room for when Lady Elsa visited, the grandmother’s room was co-opted for that purpose. And now it seemed Ms. Futarishizuka really would be relegated to the shed.


    “Um, Futarishizuka. If you want, you can come with us…”


    “Elsa, you must not spoil Grandmother.”


    “Who needs you anyway! I’ll bring my own top-brand air conditioner next time! So there!”


    As she complained, Ms. Futarishizuka extracted herself from the heated table and left the living room. At the front entrance, she slipped on her usual pair of geta, then—dejected—shut herself away in the prefab shed in the yard.


    It was really cold out today. I couldn’t help but suspect this was the true reason Type Twelve had lowered the temperature and humidity. It seemed the grandmother and the youngest daughter were always clashing over something.


    Prince Lewis, however, was experiencing a family quarrel for the first time. He spoke considerately, as if to lighten the mood. “Elsa, would you allow me this opportunity to learn about your job?”


    “O-of course, sir! By your leave!”


    “I must say, your attitude is awfully formal. I suppose there’s nothing to be done about it, though.”


    “In that case, I shall teach you the basics of the internet,” said Peeps.


    He fluttered off his perching tree, and his two cute little legs landed on Prince Lewis’s shoulder. His amicable tone provided a vivid insight into his relationship with Herz’s royal family during his previous life. As his current owner, I was a little jealous.


    “Truly? I would be honored to receive your instruction.”


    “Truly. The internet is a wonderful thing, you know. So much of the world’s knowledge is stored within it.”


    I figured it would be fine to leave Prince Lewis to Peeps. In the meantime, I needed to think of an idea for my first video. After all, I probably wouldn’t like what happened if I came in last.
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    Up until now, the members of our pretend family had spent most of our time in this house gathered in the living room or in the kitchen, or on solo trips to the bathroom. This was the first time we were properly making use of our assigned rooms.


    Each of us headed to our own space to strategize, alone, for our videos.


    Once in my room, however, I found myself sitting at another low table, my head in my hands. Before me was my company smartphone. The screen showed my profile page on the video submission website. I had zero subscribers, of course.


    “……”


    At first, I’d figured I could just film my surroundings and call it a day. That wouldn’t have been a problem if I was just participating without any ambition to win. I could do something like reviews of items at a hundred-yen shop—a safe choice, no doubt.


    But then Ms. Futarishizuka had announced that the loser would be punished.


    I still didn’t need to win, but I needed to avoid last place at all costs. That had increased the difficulty dramatically.


    “I think I’m in trouble.”


    What kind of video would get views? I couldn’t come up with a single plan.


    There were definitely some older guys out there who, despite not being particularly attractive or skilled, had acquired plenty of fans. But most of them made funny faces or did crazy voices. They’d sacrificed pride for success.


    Considering I was a government employee, I didn’t want to reveal my face. I would probably have to disguise my voice, too. That limited my options.


    “……”


    I looked around my room, wondering if there was anything I could use. But since we hadn’t done much with this space so far, it was basically empty. My household belongings here amounted to a few floor cushions and a single low table in the middle of the room. In addition, there was a window with a traditional paper covering and a standing lamp in the corner. Oh, and two futons were stuffed into the closet. Ms. Futarishizuka had ordered all of this along with the household appliances.


    As I looked over the items in the room, I caught a whiff of fresh tatami mats.


    “I could lie down on these and go right to sleep.”


    It was that time of the afternoon, too. A desire to nap welled up inside me.


    And then it hit me: What about uploading all sorts of sounds to soothe people or lull them to sleep, or for putting on in the background while working? There were plenty of music assets available for free or at a low price. And if all I had to do for editing was play some music, then even a layman like me could handle it.


    None of the videos would get very many views on their own, and they certainly weren’t going to go viral. But there was a demand for stuff like this—that much was certain.


    Lots of other people had the same idea and were scrambling for views every day. I’d simply wedge myself into whatever gap I could find and suck up the leftovers.


    Depending on video quality, my account could end up getting banned in the future, but that didn’t matter to me in the slightest. My only goal was to escape last place in the current contest.


    “All right. I’ll give it a try.”


    Just then, there was a knock at my door.


    “Hey, Sasaki, you got a minute?”


    “Miss Hoshizaki? Please come in.”


    The sliding door to the hallway moved smoothly to the side, revealing exactly who I’d expected—my senior colleague.


    “Is something wrong?” I asked.


    “Can I talk to you for a bit? About the contest.”


    “Sure, I don’t mind.”


    Miss Hoshizaki entered the room and shut the door behind her. I took one of the cushions stacked in the corner and gave it to her, then the two of us sat down on opposite sides of the little table. She sat down properly on her knees, so I did the same, though it was a little painful.


    “Did you already decide what kind of video you’re going to make?” she asked.


    “Actually, an idea came to me just a moment ago.”


    “Oh. I see…”


    “By the looks of it, you’re having a hard time.”


    “Well, this whole contest happened so suddenly, it only makes sense that I’m blanking. Oh, um, but of course, as a currently enrolled high school girl, this stuff comes pretty naturally to me. It’s just, as bureau employees, we can’t reveal our faces or voices, so we can’t do any of the normal stuff.”


    Why was she bringing up her school status again? I got the feeling her internal sense of who she was steadily began to collapse.


    “You’re right about that,” I said.


    “That really limits the kind of videos we can make. So I thought I’d ask what you had in mind.”


    “Well, to your point, I want to make a video that doesn’t feature my face or voice. I thought about using a voice changer at first, but I eventually gave up on that idea.”


    “Even if we’re careful about stuff like that, won’t revealing our surroundings cause problems, too?”


    “I agree. That’s why I want to make a video starting from absolute zero.”


    “Wait, are you one of those people who’s good with computers, Sasaki?”


    “I wouldn’t go that far, but I can probably handle some simple video editing. Besides, there are so many how-to sites and lecture videos these days aimed at amateurs.”


    “O-oh…” Miss Hoshizaki frowned. Perhaps she wasn’t very good with such things.


    In fact, I’d heard that more and more young people didn’t know how to use desktop computers.


    Only a little while ago, the younger generation was taught how to work with technology in schools and used computers all the time. People used to say the older generation would be left behind. I’d even bought into that idea myself.


    But now that smartphones had risen to supremacy, computers had become the domain of the older generation. Apparently, you could even do video editing right on your smartphone these days. You could never predict how the world was going to change.


    “Um,” she continued, “could I ask what kind of video you’re going to make?”


    “My plan is to upload a bunch of soothing sounds to help people relax, or to put on in the background while they work. I’m hoping to get some views that way.”


    “Haven’t other people already exhausted that idea?”


    “I can just do the same thing. Even the second or third time around, you can still get views. I’m just trying to avoid last place, so I figured it would be good enough. My main concern is how to create enough videos while doing the minimal amount of work.”


    “……”


    Miss Hoshizaki looked at me in blank amazement.


    “What is it?” I asked.


    “I’m just surprised. You’re really using your noggin.”


    “Really? I don’t think it’s that creative.”


    “Sounds like the coward’s way out, though.”


    “Well, if I was just trying to monetize my channel, I agree it wouldn’t be a very praiseworthy method. It would have a bad influence on the market, too. But money isn’t what we’re after, is it? I’ll only be doing it for a very short time—just long enough to avoid last place in the contest.”


    What I was doing was more of an homage, a form of paying my respect to the genre.


    A lot of people considered sales figures the most important thing in business. But that approach only worked when the marketplace was entirely aboveboard. Once the market started to deteriorate, you could kiss your business good-bye. To avoid that, you had to get rid of bad products. “Bad money drives out good,” as the saying went—and in my opinion, that didn’t just apply to coinage.


    Those were my excuses, at least, for engaging in flagrant plagiarism. I’m sorry, I really am.


    “Ugh,” said Miss Hoshizaki. “At this rate, I might wind up in last place.”


    “Type Twelve and Ms. Futarishizuka are sure to do a good job, so I suppose the other three groups—you, me, and Abaddon and my neighbor—will be fighting to stay out of last place. I imagine it won’t be easy.”


    “If only I could find a way to use my status as a high school girl…”


    “……”


    Miss Hoshizaki seemed really frustrated. But in her case, I felt like trying to act like a high school girl was the worst thing she could do. I was about to say as much but managed to swallow my words at the last second.


    “Don’t you have a trademark gag or routine of some sort?” I asked.


    “I, um, I’m not sure I should show my hand to a rival…”


    “Hey, that’s a little unfair. You got to hear my idea.”


    “Urgh…”


    I guess it’s finally dawned on her, I thought.


    That’s right—the two of us were enemies.


    Type Twelve and Ms. Futarishizuka were shoe-ins to win, and in that case, I had to avoid last place no matter what it took. Whoever won, their request was sure to be merciless. I was pretty serious about outwitting Miss Hoshizaki and my neighbor. As long as one of them wound up in last place, the winners weren’t likely to ask anything too crazy.


    “Oh, crap! I just remembered I have something to do!” exclaimed Miss Hoshizaki. “Sorry for the sudden visit, Sasaki.”


    “All right. Just make sure you don’t give up your privacy for cheap views, okay?”


    “I know! I—I’d never do anything like that!”


    “I hope so.”


    “I’ll, um, repay you for this someday! In some other way!”


    “No need to break your back on my behalf.”


    For a moment a scene flashed before my eyes—a video of my senior dressed in some scanty outfit, hiding her face as she performed an erotic dance; then, forced to quell the resulting scandal, putting her flimsy English to the test as she struggled to fill out a DMCA form.


    Well, I suppose Type Twelve could just take care of it for her.


    By then, Miss Hoshizaki was already on her feet, hurrying out the door.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      Our pretend family has recently begun a contest to see who can get the most views on a certain video submission site. And of course, Abaddon and I won’t be observing this time—we’ll be joining in.


      Personally, I’m not really into the whole idea. I never participated in this sort of fun leisure activity growing up—it seems like something from someone else’s life. And because I never got used to it, I wound up disliking it. Sour grapes, essentially.


      What I am interested in is the rule that says the winner can make the loser do anything they want. I wonder what would happen if I got first place and my neighbor came in last. It’s a delusion built on the faintest of hopes, but nevertheless, I feel anticipation begin to build inside me.


      To be honest, the idea has my blood pumping. And I’m required to participate anyway. So I decide to approach this contest somewhat optimistically.


      “How many minutes has it been since you sat down at your desk?” asks Abaddon.


      “Give me a break. I can’t come up with any good ideas.”


      Currently, Abaddon and I are in one of this house’s two bedrooms meant for children. I’m sitting at my desk, with my partner floating in the air beside me.


      Robot Girl is using the other matching room, while Makeup has the master bedroom, and my neighbor is in the guest room. Blondie and the new character, Hot Prince, took the grandmother’s room. I think Futarishizuka wound up in the prefab shed outside.


      Our assigned room has tatami floors and is about fifteen square meters—more than enough space for two children. It’s large compared to my old apartment, before it blew up, anyway. But that makes it feel pretty empty. I’ve barely been in here since we started this whole family act.


      There’s nothing on the bookshelf or in the garbage can, and the wall doesn’t even have a calendar hanging on it. If anything draws the eye, it’s the two wooden school desks, placed back-to-back.


      Futarishizuka got them when she bought the other furniture and appliances. I remember her saying something about how a character-themed desk from some company called Kurogane is a must-have for a child’s room. Unusually, Robot Girl agreed with her.


      Of particular note are the bookshelf and lighting built into the upper part of the desks, and the little areas to store small items. They have a pretty functional design. They look a bit worn in places, though, so I assume they’re refurbished. It has a certain aesthetic to it, and I get the feeling such items were probably part of the ambiance of older houses like this one.


      I’m facing the desk now, pushing myself to think of something—some idea for a video to upload for the contest.


      “Why not just put up one video as a test? It can be about whatever,” suggests Abaddon.


      “I’m not sure. That doesn’t sound very promising.”


      “You can just delete it if it doesn’t go well, right?”


      “I guess.”


      Half an hour has passed since I left the living room, and I still have no ideas. Abaddon is right, though. Maybe it’s best to actually do something rather than simply worrying about it forever. I don’t have any experience uploading videos, and with some things, you have to get your feet wet first. I think that’s what the demon is trying to tell me.


      “All right. I’ll try just going through the process.”


      “Wow, I can’t believe you agreed so fast! I’m happy, though.”


      “You didn’t seem too pleased about this contest, though.”


      “Well, if we’re doing it anyway, we might as well shoot for first place!”


      “I see.”


      He’s probably being considerate, since Futarishizuka was the one to suggest this idea. She’s been helping us a lot lately. We won’t have the chance to give her another reward from the death game for the foreseeable future, so the demon must be worried about what we can do for her instead.


      “I agree we should try to find a way to repay our landlady outside of the death game.”


      “Yep. I’m glad the two of us are on the same page!”


      “But this room is basically empty. Let’s go out into the yard.”


      “Roger that, buddy!”


      We exit the bedroom and head outside. The weather is clear. I look up and see a perfectly cloudless blue sky. It’s cold, but there’s not much wind; if I stay in the sun, I should be warm enough with just my coat. The sunny winter day feels so good, it almost brings tears to my eyes. The scenery is so realistic, it’s hard to believe we’re currently inside a spaceship.


      “I’ve heard it’s important to have an attractive setting for videos. Don’t you agree?”


      “Do you see any place like that around here?”


      “Hmm…”


      Abaddon and I stand near the living room veranda and look around.


      The house is a retro Japanese-style building. There are at least two or three like this in just about every residential area in Japan. It’s not really something you would go out of your way to film, so my attention naturally turns to the rest of our surroundings.


      Several other houses stand in a line near ours. I feel like there are more of them every day; Robot Girl must be hard at work adding to the neighborhood. It’s clear she’s very passionate about this pretend family business. There’s even a paved asphalt road running along the row of houses.


      That said, I doubt any of it will make for a good video. It’s all so realistic, it simply looks like any other street.


      “I think I’ll just follow your advice,” I say, “and film whatever for now.”


      “Right. And if it doesn’t work, I’m sure you’ll put all the blame on me, huh?”


      “Words have consequences, Abaddon.”


      As we engage in pointless banter, I pull my phone out of my inside pocket. As a test, I take a video of a crow perched on the roof.


      According to Robot Girl, it’s the real thing, captured on Earth and brought here. We can hear its occasional caws from the living room. There are other birds, too—some sparrows fly around the house. I’m very curious what she’s feeding them.


      My video only lasts a few minutes. I use the zoom feature to get a close-up of the crow grooming itself. The camera leaves nothing to be desired—just as I’d expect from a phone Futarishizuka purchased. The video comes out really clear.


      I upload it as a public video to the submission site without editing it at all. The process is very simple.


      For a few minutes after that, Abaddon and I sit on the edge of the veranda and soak in the sun. After a little under an hour, we check the views on the video. There are three in total—the exact number of times I played it back myself.


      “The number doesn’t seem to be changing. Is it broken?” says Abaddon as we peer at the smartphone’s screen.


      “No, I think it’s working just fine.”


      You can tell from the thumbnail that it’s a low-quality video made by an amateur. It’s no wonder no one is clicking. The video itself is just a close-up of a crow. The title is simple: “Crow Grooming Itself.” Nobody’s going to watch something like that.


      I did some investigating yesterday, when Futarishizuka first announced this contest, and I found out that unless a video gets a certain number of views, the submission site’s recommendation system won’t pick it up. And this particular site’s search function is so poor, it’s essentially broken. So unless I can bring in people from other sites, I’ll never get any views no matter how long I wait.


      I explain all this to Abaddon.


      “So you’re saying we need to advertise on other websites first, to get things rolling?”


      “Yes. People won’t magically find their way to my channel. So we’ll need to make a video that’s easy to advertise in communities outside the submission site. We could aim for bulletin boards and the comment sections of blogs, where lots of people are already gathered.”


      “Do you not have any way of advertising it yourself?”


      “I have a social media account, but I don’t want to use it right now. It doesn’t have many followers anyway, so I don’t think it would help very much.”


      “Why don’t you want to use it?”


      “Because it’s for keeping an eye on my neighbor. I can’t exactly have him finding out about it, can I? Just think of the fallout.”


      “Even I’m a bit disturbed by this side of you, and I’m a demon.”


      I’ve left comments on my neighbor’s posts before and had brief conversations with him there. Anonymously, of course. I know he’d be creeped out if he discovered it was me. And I don’t need Abaddon pointing that out to me.


      “Maybe the video would be popular if the crow suddenly took a liking to me.”


      “I could hide myself and move it for you, if you want.”


      “Thanks for the suggestion, but I’ll pass. I’d feel bad for it.”


      If the crow started behaving unnaturally, someone would definitely point it out. It would be a real pain if I posted an animal video only to have people start crying abuse. Then again, maybe I can get views by riling people up—now there’s an idea.


      “Hey, that’s the face of a schemer.”


      “Was I that obvious?”


      That said, I don’t think I need to go that far just yet. Either Robot Girl or Futarishizuka are sure to win. It’s unlikely either of them will order us to do something impossible, so it won’t pose too much of a problem, even if we come in last.


      If I’m going to pull out all the stops, it will be after I determine that my neighbor is sure to place last, or if Makeup is poised to win. Then I’ll revisit the idea as a way to clinch the win or to escape last place. Of course, I don’t want anyone else to realize I’m doing it on purpose.


      “Being honest is a virtue, but maybe you shouldn’t overdo it.”


      “Only with you, Abaddon. That’s the only time I can be this genuine.”


      “I do hope that one day, you can say that with sincerity instead of sarcasm.”


      Abaddon and I sit on the veranda, trading snide remarks and not doing much of anything. The bright, warm sunshine feels really good when it’s this cool out. Maybe I’ll use the kitchen to make some tea. There are still mandarin oranges in the basket on the living room table.


      But just as I consider this, the door to the shed opens up and Futarishizuka pops her head out to look at us.


      “Taking a break already, are you?”


      Spotting us on the veranda, she walks over. Her shed looks like the ones you find at construction sites—neat and tidy on the one hand, but simple and austere on the other. Maybe she heard our conversation through the thin walls.


      “We’re fresh out of ideas,” I tell her.


      “Oh, then did you already upload a video?”


      “Yes. It got three views and then plateaued.”


      “Well, that’s what happens when you upload something without thinking about it.” Futarishizuka stops in front of us, then looks up at the house. “And if you were filming this house, I suggest you stop. The youngest daughter has been aggressively larcenous in the past, and people are talking about it. This sort of structure is made by hand by carpenters. If anyone recognizes it, they could start a witch hunt.”


      “You’re right. I’ll delete it right away.”


      Just as we’d planned from the start, I use my phone to delete the video.


      Uploading one for the first time taught me how hard it is to get views. Maybe it should have been obvious, but I begin to realize just how amazing Blondie and the sparrow are for getting tens of thousands right off the bat. They didn’t even do any advertising—they started from literally nothing.


      “If you don’t mind me saying so, you seem pretty laid-back,” I muse.


      “Who, me? Well, I’ve already decided my plan of action.”


      “Oh, color me curious. I’d love to know what kind of video you intend to make.”


      “Oh yeah? Curious, eh? You really wanna know?”


      Futarishizuka puts her index fingers to her cheeks, then waggles her hips from side to side. It’s obviously an act, but it suits her appearance perfectly. I have to admit I’m impressed. I get the feeling my neighbor would say “No thanks” and give her the cold shoulder if he saw it, though.


      “You mean you’ll just tell us?” I ask.


      “Well, let me see. There’s an old Japanese saying that goes: What one likes, one will do well.”


      “Something you like?”


      “Ah, I’m afraid that won’t be very helpful for my partner.”


      “You’re still young, dear. You should try out more things.”


      Futarishizuka’s gaze is gentle. She acts like this with the pink magical girl, too. Aside from my neighbor, his bird, and Makeup, she tends to be kind to her allies. I guess you’d call her attitude “affectionate.” But that’s exactly why I’m so terrified of what will happen if she abandons me. I feel a shiver run down my spine.


      So to change the topic, I ask her, “Did you already finish filming your first video?”


      “I’m done for today, but I’ve simply ordered the equipment I’ll need.”


      “I see.”


      “And now I must be off. I have a word or two for the youngest daughter about the state of my accommodations.”


      “Thank you for your advice.” I stand up from the veranda and bow.


      Futarishizuka waves a hand, as if to say, “Don’t mention it,” then heads for the front entrance of the house and quickly disappears inside.


      After seeing her off, Abaddon speaks up. “Even you must have at least one thing you like, right?”


      “……”


      Something I like. What do I like? I’ve never had the leisure to think about such things before.


      “Thinking of that special someone?”


      “…Hmm.”


      No, I’m not thinking of my neighbor. He isn’t so much something I like as someone who belongs to me. And I belong to him, too. Together, we are one. We fit each other perfectly.
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      At last, I’d gotten started on my first video. A few hours earlier, I’d asked Peeps to fetch my laptop from the business hotel in Tokyo I was using as my temporary home. He’d been in the guest room formerly assigned to Futarishizuka, explaining the internet to Prince Lewis, but he’d eagerly agreed to help.


      Now that I had my computer, it was time to get down to business. I prepared the materials, edited the video, and uploaded it. By the time I was finished, the sun had set.


      I think I’ll be able to do this faster next time, I thought. But the work was difficult; it took a lot of focus. No matter how much I hurried, I doubted I could manage more than one or two a day. The prospect of all that work had me downright depressed.


      It might have gone a little faster if I was happier about it, but the fact that I was cashing in on copying other people’s videos weighed on my mind. Work like this didn’t usually bother me so much.


      “……”


      I stared at the page for the video I’d just uploaded, thinking. A little under an hour had passed, and I had a grand total of three views. Unfortunately, that was the exact number of times I’d played the video for myself.


      As I wallowed in dejection, I heard the voice of my pet bird outside my door.


      “Are you there?”


      “Peeps? Come on in.”


      At my reply, the door slid to one side. He must have used some kind of magic. I could now see him hovering in the air.


      “How is your progress?” he asked.


      “Not great, unfortunately.”


      He flew into the room and landed on the tea table, taking up a spot next to my laptop and peering at the screen. He was close enough that I could reach out and touch him.


      “Is this your video?” he asked.


      “It is, yes.”


      And now he’s seen my pathetic view count. Ugh, I’m so embarrassed.


      I recalled a time when I was a student, and we were all assigned to come up with original dances and perform them for the class. I was as embarrassed now as I’d been back then.


      “A video focused on music, hmm? Yes, demand for this type of work is quite high.”


      “But if I can’t get that first bit of traction, my video will just fade into obscurity, buried under a pile of similar works. I tried to make the title and description stand out, but nobody’s clicking.”


      “I suppose this isn’t a genre likely to get views based on hype.”


      My distinguished sparrow was growing increasingly familiar with the world of internet videos. He already seemed pretty knowledgeable.


      “Maybe I should stop trying to be crafty and take this contest seriously.”


      “Without the ability to use your face or voice, your strategy must focus on two things: novelty and editing quality. But I believe it will be tricky for an amateur like you to compete with professionals.”


      “Yeah. Exactly.”


      “However, if you are only looking for temporary attention, why not simply reuse popular videos from throughout the world? I believe such compilations are known as ‘clip shows.’ I’ve personally seen many such videos. Certain works even officially permit reuse.”


      It was just like the Starsage to suggest such an underhanded plan so casually. I’d had similar thoughts myself, of course.


      “It’s not a bad idea, but the rest of the family will be watching.”


      I had to set a good example for my neighbor, Miss Hoshizaki, and Lady Elsa. I was the father in this setup, and it wouldn’t be right for me to stoop to something like that. Miss Hoshizaki in particular would probably be very cross. Besides, that kind of thing didn’t go over well these days. It was looked at the same way as scalping.


      “Indeed, I expected you would reject such an idea.”


      “I’ll keep it in mind as a last resort, though—only using videos I can get permission for, of course.”


      If Ms. Futarishizuka won the contest, who knew what crazy request she’d make? I hoped it would be fine, but if she were to demand I ask Peeps to dispel her curse, who knew what chaos would erupt?


      Well, if push comes to shove, I’ll just have to do it. It might be underhanded, but I needed views if I was going to stay out of last place.


      That said, if she didn’t clinch the win, I wouldn’t have to bother. In that light, I figured my first step should be to identify everyone else’s accounts so I could keep an eye on the situation.


      “If you are so inclined, I could use magic to change you into a dog or a cat. Then you could film yourself. Videos of charming animals accrue views relatively easily. You could perform a simple trick or two, and the views would come rolling in.”


      Having the Starsage around was a big help. He was offering me a ton of great advice. If I was being honest, I would have loved to accept his offer.


      “But doing that would probably infuriate Ms. Futarishizuka,” I pointed out.


      “I have been forbidden from participating in the contest. However, transforming you does not break any rules.”


      “I suppose that’s true, but still…”


      Maybe it would be best to save that idea as my last resort. But would turning into an animal even work? I loved animals, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be one. I’d feel guilty saying that out loud, though. After all, that was exactly what had happened to Peeps.


      “I guess the idea of becoming another creature scares me a little,” I explained.


      “Yes, there is quite a lot of discomfort involved as one gets used to a new form.”


      “There is? I guess I kind of figured.”


      “But using magic can eliminate many of the inconveniences.”


      “I see.”


      Not much seemed to bother the Starsage, so if he said it was uncomfortable, that was probably a massive understatement. I’d casually accepted his suggestion, but now that I thought about it, it was quite a frightening proposal. I decided to shelve the idea for now.


      Just then, we heard shouting from somewhere in the house. “Heeey! Food is ready!”


      It was Ms. Futarishizuka. She must have decided it would be too much trouble to go to each person’s room and started yelling instead. This was a fixture of old houses like this. Back when everyone lived in them, you always knew when your neighbors were sitting down to dinner.


      I wondered if modern families simply messaged one another on their smartphones. I’d been single a long time, so I didn’t have a good idea of what family dinnertime was like these days. That said, I felt pretty sure people didn’t yell through the walls like this anymore, or at least not very often.


      “Why don’t we take a break for dinner?” suggested Peeps.


      “Agreed.”


      The distinguished sparrow fluttered up from the low table and perched on my shoulder. Once he was settled, we left the bedroom behind.
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      The entire family gathered in the living room for our shared meal.


      Lady Elsa was cooking tonight. She’d volunteered for the job, insisting that those participating in the contest would be too busy. We’d taken a majority vote per family rules, and all of us had agreed to let her handle it.


      I suspected she also wanted to make up for what had happened last time. No doubt she felt pretty bad about sending me and Futarishizuka on a wild trip with those herbs she’d brought from the otherworld. Today, she had used only ingredients from Earth—with nothing funny mixed in, of course.


      A variety of dishes were piled atop the low table, fresh from the kitchen. The main course was beef stew; sides included marinated tomato and cucumber, as well as a spinach quiche. As for grains, we had a choice of rice or bread.


      “Everything is delicious, Lady Elsa,” I said. “Thank you for cooking.”


      “I didn’t do it alone, Sasaki. Prince Lewis kindly assisted me.”


      “Nonsense, Elsa,” said the prince. “Why, you did most of the work! I only chopped a few vegetables and whatnot—and kept an eye on the pot.”


      “Your words are more gracious than I deserve, Your Highness.”


      Lady Elsa’s attitude toward the prince hadn’t changed. She seemed to view him almost like a god. It would take a lot more time for her to relax around him.


      “I am in awe of your abilities,” said Peeps. “This meat is splendid—it practically melts on my tongue.”


      “Go ahead and use all that flowery language,” chided Ms. Futarishizuka. “I know all you care about is whether there’s meat in something or not.”


      “I will not deny my carnivorous desires, but I still admire the work that goes into preparing my food.”


      The beef stew was chock full of tender meat, and Peeps was utterly delighted. He continued to peck away at it, blatantly ignoring the vegetables.


      “The meat is so tender because the prince kept a constant watch over the pot, little bird.”


      “I see. Then you have done fine work as well, Lewis.”


      “While I am here, I must at least learn to prepare my own food.”


      As everyone ate, the conversation consisted mostly of lavish praise for Lady Elsa’s and Prince Lewis’s efforts. To be frank, I was a bit distressed by how high the bar had been raised for the next person on dinner duty. I glanced at Miss Hoshizaki. She, too, looked humbled as she ate.


      Once the compliments had died down, Ms. Futarishizuka spoke up, changing the topic. “I’m curious. How has the introduction of a new character gone?”


      Her gaze was set on Peeps. As planned, the sparrow had made a video formally introducing Prince Lewis. Until today, Lady Elsa and Peeps had run their channel with just the two of them. But now, an attractive prince had appeared as if from nowhere and joined the fray. The video was simply meant to introduce him as a new regular member of the cast, and the Starsage had written the script and done all the filming and editing.


      I’d gotten a look at the completed video myself. The content seemed relatively innocuous. It was just Lady Elsa and Peeps on either side of the prince, introducing him for a few minutes.


      “We submitted it a little under an hour ago. I haven’t checked it since.”


      “Really? Well, why don’t we have a little look-see at the response?”


      At this, everyone started fiddling with their phones, and I opened the page as well. Peeps moved to my shoulder and peered at my screen.


      The video was in the language of the otherworld, as always. Recently, however, they’d been adding translated Japanese captions on many of their videos—it wouldn’t have been possible to retain viewers in the long term if they were just talking in a language no one understood.


      That said, the words they spoke and the translated text said entirely different things. It was all part of a cover-up to conceal the otherworld’s existence. For example, Peeps and Lady Elsa might discuss the weather that day, while the captions explained the channel’s future direction. Anyone trying to decipher the otherworld’s language would find themselves with an impossible task.


      This time, the captions introduced Prince Lewis, but what they were actually discussing was the day’s dinner menu—the meal sitting in front of us right now. And the only ones who could possibly know that were the other members of our pretend family.


      “Sasaki, are you seeing all the cringey comments on this video?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


      “It does seem there are some negative remarks causing a stir, yes.”


      The view count was impeccable—even higher than that of their other recent videos. But Miss Hoshizaki was right; the comment section was a mess. Given the scale, I felt pretty comfortable calling it a firestorm.


      Lady Elsa couldn’t read Japanese, so she wasn’t yet aware of what was going on. The same went for Prince Lewis. Only Peeps was capable of grasping the situation, and he hadn’t checked the site since uploading the video, so he probably hadn’t noticed, either.


      “The appearance of the hot prince has transformed a bunch of gachikoi types into hard-core haters, eh?” said Ms. Futarishizuka.


      “It seems that way,” I agreed.


      The main topic in the comments was Prince Lewis. Specifically, people cursing him for being so attractive, demanding he stop standing next to Lady Elsa, claiming this was NTR, cursing him for being so attractive, demanding refunds for the red super chats they now regretted, asking why the uploader had felt the need to add a man to the cast, cursing him for being so attractive, cursing him for being muscular but lean, and so on and so forth. There were dozens of comments along those lines.


      “Such loathing and disparagement,” said Type Twelve. “Were such words directed at me, I am not confident I could remain calm. Despite understanding the evolutionary process that brought humans to this point, it is still difficult to understand how these people can be of the same species as Mother.”


      “I think you might want to consider developing a thicker skin,” suggested Ms. Futarishizuka.


      I put the name of Peeps’s channel into a search engine and saw that news sites had already picked up the topic. Some articles were just pouring fuel on the flames, while others were trying to extinguish them. I assumed the latter probably had the bureau breathing down their necks.


      “Wow, the internet sure is a scary place. You gonna be all right, partner?” Abaddon asked, turning to my neighbor.


      “There’s fresh drama on the internet every week,” she replied. “Won’t everyone forget all about this in six months? You make it sound so important. But for most people, I think it’s just momentary entertainment.”


      “But they turned loyal fans into enemies. Will that be all right?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


      “I don’t think any respectable fan would burn the palanquin they’re carrying.”


      “I… I suppose not…”


      My neighbor seemed to have nerves of steel. Miss Hoshizaki, on the other hand, was looking pretty worried. She was probably thinking back to when her profile picture was broadcast over the airwaves. Recently, she’d stopped wearing her suit and tie—the outfit in the photo—as often.


      Lady Elsa seemed to guess the situation from our exchange and began to look nervous. “Have I committed a breach of etiquette, Sasaki?”


      “No, nothing like that, Lady Elsa. You don’t need to worry.”


      “Huh? But then why…?”


      “The ones breaching etiquette are the ones on the other side of the internet, not you,” explained Ms. Futarishizuka.


      Prince Lewis got up from his cushion and switched places so he could peer at Ms. Futarishizuka’s phone. “What is written here, Lady Futarishizuka?” he asked. “Would you be so kind as to explain it to me?”


      “Some viewers suspect you of being in a romantic relationship with my other houseguest. Many fans of these kinds of videos develop unrequited feelings for the person on the screen—and now those people are getting a bit rowdy.”


      “Ah. I suppose love affairs between men and women are the same wherever you go.” Prince Lewis gave a slight nod, seeming to understand.


      Peeps had only introduced him to the internet and online streaming that very day, and yet he showed an immediate comprehension of Earth’s culture. He was clearly very intelligent—an average man like me could hardly compare.


      Lady Elsa, on the other hand, was powerful. “Futarishizuka, in that case, we must only record proof that I am yet unpenetrated!” she cried.


      “That would ruin all our efforts,” Ms. Futarishizuka replied. “You are never to do that, understand? Never.”


      “B-but think of the problems I’m creating for Prince Lewis!”


      “He’ll be fine, child. This is no big deal, so why don’t we settle down a bit, hmm?”


      Even Ms. Futarishizuka was starting to panic. If Lady Elsa actually went through with a plan like that, it would be a worldwide scandal. The account she and Peeps had worked so hard to build up would be banned that very same day. I assumed Peeps, supremely tech savvy as he was, understood that and would stop her, however.


      My attention naturally shifted to my beloved pet, still perched atop my shoulder. Soon, he began to give his own impressions of the situation.


      “There are indeed many negative comments, but I see quite a few positive ones as well.”


      “You probably hooked some female fans,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka.


      They were right—in direct opposition to the haters, many comments actively supported the prince. From the wording, I got the impression most of them were written by women. Something of a ringside battle had broken out in the comment section.
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  Discussions raged both on and off the video submission site, thanks to news outlets picking up the story; it was all over social media now. News-starved influencers had begun to sink their teeth into the debate as well, and I suspected it would go on for a while.


  “You’re quite the looker, after all,” Ms. Futarishizuka continued, gazing at the prince. “A run-of-the-mill idol couldn’t hold a candle.”


  “Appearance-based discrimination, then,” mused Peeps. “I suspect such trends appear naturally in a civilization once it reaches a certain stage of development. I have never seen aesthetic sense so standardized, however, and on such a large scale. It seems practically ubiquitous.”


  I suspected that Earth, too, had a lot more competing beauty standards up until two or three hundred years ago. Back then, what constituted good looks in a man or a woman varied widely from nation to nation and region to region. Clothing, too, wasn’t always considered primarily in conjunction with the wearer’s body, but was seen as a separate aesthetic article. It was the development of information networks that led society to its current state.


  “Humans cannot defy their own genetics. As the generations pass, learned traits become group instinct, then the very nature of a species. By entrusting themselves to an uncontrolled system, mankind is on the path to an evolutionary dead end.”


  “Ugh, the youngest daughter is trying to assert dominance with her intelligence again,” grumbled Ms. Futarishizuka. “I can never manage a snappy comeback; it’s so annoying.”


  “There’s not much we can do,” I said. “Mechanical life-forms’ intelligence is far beyond what we humans can understand.”


  “Father, that is an excellent viewpoint. I would like it if you praised mechanical life-forms even more.”


  “This particular one is bugged, though,” Ms. Futarishizuka added.


  “Grandmother, I have heard that sort of viewpoint from you enough times already.”


  As we spoke, the page with Peeps and Elsa’s new video continued to receive comments. After a while, Prince Lewis seemed to make up his mind about something and spoke up.


  “I think I understand the situation, and I have an idea,” he said.


  “I’m sure we’d all love to hear it, sir,” I replied.


  “I’d rather not say for now. If possible, I’d like to discuss it with the bird sometime later. If he approves, we can create another video as a follow-up.”


  “What do you think, Peeps?”


  “Indeed. We can discuss it tomorrow, if you wish.”


  “Prince Lewis!” exclaimed Lady Elsa. “I, um, I may not be of much help, but please let me try!”


  “Of course,” he replied. “I’d appreciate your assistance as well.”


  “Thank you so much for your kind understanding, sir!”


  I figured I could leave this business with the prince and Lady Elsa to Peeps. The bird knew both of them better than I did, and to be frank, I didn’t have the time to spare. Not when my video progress was looking so bleak.


  “In any case,” said Ms. Futarishizuka, “you’ve grabbed plenty of attention. I think your position is secure.”


  “Yes, they should be able to capitalize on it for a while,” I agreed.


  “Uh, Sasaki, you’re not gonna just ignore this, are you?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


  “That was the plan. Why? Is there a problem?”


  Personally, I was quite pleased; the result was beyond what I’d imagined. Ms. Futarishizuka nodded along with me, evidently thinking the same thing.


  Not Miss Hoshizaki, though. She looked unhappy. “It’s just… If they mess up any more, it’ll make the news…” Her expression was a little sulky.


  It was already news in certain circles. “I don’t see a problem with that,” I replied.


  “Any press is good press,” Ms. Futarishizuka pointed out. “The bureau controls the media, which means they can manipulate how people see things. And this press is so minor that I, for one, think it’s only benefiting us. Having influence over society is what truly matters.”


  “Still…”


  Our senior colleague was a woman of strict morals, and she probably didn’t like the idea of making waves like this. But it wasn’t like anyone was committing a crime. It was just zealous fans being obnoxious, that was all. I wished she’d overlook it. Besides, I kind of understood where they were coming from.


  “I see you’re on your moral high horse again,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “But do you even have a plan for the contest?”


  “Well, what about you? Do you really have time to worry about the rest of us?”


  “What was that? You’re not usually so confident. I think my heart’s beating a little faster.”


  Ms. Futarishizuka was right—Miss Hoshizaki did seem oddly self-assured. She sniffed, looking smug.


  Earlier, when she’d visited my room, she’d still been uncertain about how to proceed. Apparently, in less than half a day, she’d figured something out. Maybe she’d already uploaded a video and gotten a good number of views.


  Still wearing an intrepid grin, she said, “Oh, currently enrolled high school girls have their ways.”


  “Hmm? So you’ve moved on to insulting yourself?”


  “Try to rile me up all you want. I’m not telling.”


  “Fine, then. We’ll just have to see how the contest unfolds!”


  I was glad they were having fun. Maybe I should take a page out of Miss Hoshizaki’s book.


  At some point, every corporate drone dreamed of quitting their office gig and making a living as a YouTuber. I was no exception. This wasn’t exactly the situation I’d imagined, but it was still an opportunity.


  As I watched the others’ lively banter, I thought, Maybe I should try to have as much fun as I can.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    That day, after we wrap up our pretend family business, Abaddon and I go back home to the villa in Karuizawa we’re borrowing from Ms. Futarishizuka.


    With dinner out of the way, I take a bath and change into my pajamas. At this point, all that’s left is to go to bed. I don’t have school tomorrow, so I can stay up later than usual, but I’m pretty worn out both mentally and physically, so I decide to turn in early.


    One of the reasons for my exhaustion is the recent atmosphere at school; it’s been very awkward ever since the ski class, when Robot Girl destroyed everyone’s interpersonal relationships.


    After being forced to come out about his sexual proclivities and relationships with women, Hayashida stopped coming to school. The girls all eye each other warily and act very unfriendly. Perhaps that’s why my classmates—both girls and boys—have increasingly been hanging around me. Just responding to them exhausts me.


    My only solace is having regular conversations with my neighbor while we’re playing pretend family. But after lying down in bed, I start having trouble going to sleep.


    A bunch of little things I don’t need to be thinking about now race through my mind, pulling me back from my fatigue-induced doze. When I’m in class, the clock seems to tick so slowly—but now it appears to be moving faster every time I look at it, bringing me ever closer to morning.


    After I toss and turn countless times, Abaddon finally asks, “Can’t relax?”


    I’ll ignore him, I think, I’ll pretend I’m asleep. I turn in bed, putting my back to where he floats at my bedside. Then I start breathing a little louder to make it sound like I’m asleep. I want him to stop talking to me.


    But Abaddon just drifts over to the other side of my bed so I’m facing him again.


    “You’ve been rolling around for almost two hours now, you know.”


    “……”


    He reminds me of a dog clinging to his master. He’s usually sarcastic, but he turns serious at the oddest times. He probably considers maintaining his Disciple’s health to be part of his job. All for the sake of our success in the proxy war, I’m sure.


    “Anything bothering you?”


    “Yes, so please be quiet.”


    “Hey, you can talk to me about it, if you want.”


    I open my eyes and look at Abaddon, who is floating right in front of me. He has a hand to his chest and a smile on his face. It’s enough to make him look like a cute little prince, but I know what he truly is.


    “No, thank you.”


    “Worried about the view-count contest?”


    “……”


    It feels like losing to simply nod and agree, but he’s right.


    Everyone else is approaching the contest seriously, even Makeup. I can already picture it—a future where I wind up dead last. And if things don’t change, that’s just what will happen.


    While I don’t stand to lose much for getting last place, I worry about what will happen if Makeup wins and my neighbor has to do whatever she says. When I consider that, I feel sleep slip even further away. And when I fantasize about winning, I’m wide awake again.


    “I’m actually surprised. I didn’t realize you cared so much about the pretend family’s little events.”


    “I’m not sure I’d say I care. But it’s hard to ignore when I’m constantly being reminded. Besides, haven’t you ever started thinking about something dumb right before falling asleep?”


    “I’m not sure, actually. Humans and demons are pretty different.”


    There was a period of time in early elementary school when a vague fear of death would always settle over me a few minutes after getting into bed. It used to really upset me. I’ve outgrown that feeling, but I can’t help wondering if my current problem is rooted in the very same thing. Then, like now, problems that seem trivial during the day suddenly feel oddly dire.


    “If you really can’t sleep, you could try getting up and reading a book.


    “…I guess.”


    I hate agreeing to Abaddon’s suggestion so readily, but tossing and turning isn’t going to make me fall asleep, so I just nod and get out of bed. Just then, I hear buzzing from my bedside. The timing almost feels intentional.


    My phone, set on my nightstand, is vibrating. I check the screen and see a message from the youngest daughter: Elder sister, may I intrude?


    “A message? It’s pretty late. Who is it from?” asks Abaddon, peering at the screen from behind me.


    “The youngest daughter wants to schedule an appointment with me, apparently.”


    According to family rule number seven, we must respect one another’s private time when we’re not playing pretend family. Breaking that rule is grounds for punishment, as stated in rule number eight. Two strikes and you’re out. Robot Girl already has one strike on her record—which is probably why she wanted to check with me before barging in.


    “What are you going to do?” asks Abaddon.


    “If there’s some sort of problem, I’d like to know. She’s not as close with my neighbor and Futarishizuka. If I can get a handle on the situation, chances are good I can help them all out.”


    “Yep! I agree!”


    As I reply to Abaddon, I shoot back a message saying I don’t mind.


    Seconds after I press SEND, I hear knocking at my window. The timing of her response is so perfect, I feel myself tense. I’m in my bed with all the lights out as the sound of knocking echoes through the silent room—it’s just like a scene out of a horror movie. A shiver runs down my spine.


    “Is that her?”


    “……”


    I get out of bed and open the curtains. Robot Girl is outside. She’s standing stiffly upright, like always.


    I slide open the window and ask, “What’s the matter? Why are you here so late at night?”


    “Did you pick up something on your mechanical life-form sensors?”


    “Elder Brother, such apprehensions are unnecessary. I have visited you and Elder Sister with regard to another matter.”


    Robot Girl looks the same as always, wearing the same outfit she’d had on back at the house in the UFO. Behind her, it’s pitch-black, save for the entrance of her terminal, a single light floating dimly in the middle of the villa’s expansive yard. The rest of the vehicle is hidden with advanced camouflage technology. The whole scene is like something out of a fantasy movie, especially considering Robot Girl’s inhuman beauty.


    “Is there something I can do for you, then?” I ask.


    “I would like to assist you.”


    “Um, with what?”


    “Elder Sister, you kept the promise we made and helped me transfer into your school. While my time there ended in failure, I would like to thank you for what you did for me.”


    Back when we visited that amusement park as part of our pretend family activities, Futarishizuka explained to Robot Girl that everyone needs to contribute to maintain a happy family. I suspected that lesson was affecting her attitude now. Just as you might expect from a mechanical life-form, she always faithfully put what she learned into action.


    “But what do you want to help me with?” I ask.


    “I thought you might be struggling with the view-count contest.”


    “Well, I guess I can’t deny that.”


    “Then I have a proposition for you,” she says from outside the window.


    Her face is blank, as usual, and it makes her look somewhat unfriendly in the dim light. That said, I feel some positive emotion in the way she pauses before continuing—perhaps kindness or consideration.


    “I think you should become a VTuber.”


    “Oh. That’s unexpected.” What a ludicrous suggestion. Where did she come up with such an idea? “Could I ask the reason, maybe?”


    “I concluded that you would be resistant to exposing your appearance and living environment because of your association with the proxy war. VTubers are able to stream without revealing such information, and such activities also tend to get lots of views.”


    “I see what you’re saying, but…”


    I was familiar with the term VTuber. One such video had made its way onto my timeline while I was using a school computer to track my neighbor’s social media account. They seemed to be people who took on the guise of two-dimensional characters and used their videos as a kind of role-playing activity.


    To be honest, I don’t get what’s so interesting about them. Regardless, they appear to be taking root in Japan’s culture and proving to be more than just a transient fad. Robot Girl is right, it’s not a bad choice for getting views. As long as I can play the part, that is.


    “But don’t you need a hefty initial investment to become a VTuber?” Abaddon points out. “We’re already freeloading, and we don’t want to inconvenience the family any further.”


    “You seem to know a lot about this, Abaddon,” I remark.


    “Yep. If you didn’t notice, I’m a hardworking, studious demon.”


    He’s always reminding me of how much work he puts into studying. Is he fishing for a compliment? Surely not, right?


    “That is how I would like to repay my debt to you, Elder Sister.”


    “You mean you’ll help me with becoming a VTuber?


    “Your conjecture is correct. I will prepare all the necessities.”


    If her proposal had involved asking for Futarishizuka’s help, I would have refused outright. I can’t keep depending on her for everything. But if the mechanical life-form is the one offering to help, it shouldn’t cause the family any trouble, and I can’t think of any real disadvantages.


    “May I assist you, Elder Sister?” Robot Girl asks, staring straight at me.


    “Hmm…”


    She’s always blunt, but that makes it clear she doesn’t have any ulterior motives. That and her gestures, which remind me of a small animal, make me want to protect her. I suspect that’s how she won over all the boys in our class.


    In this situation, she really doesn’t stand to gain anything from deceiving us. She isn’t capable of lying, either, so I’m certain she’s offering this assistance with no strings attached. And in that case, how can I turn her down?


    More importantly, if I don’t do something fast, I’ll definitely lose this contest.


    “If you don’t mind, I’d love to have your help,” I say.


    “That is the response I have been waiting for.”


    “But are you sure this is allowed?”


    “There is no rule prohibiting contestants from helping other family members.”


    She’s right—co-op play isn’t forbidden. The only thing we’re not allowed to do is use Blondie and the talking sparrow’s popularity to get more views. There shouldn’t be any issue accepting Robot Girl’s help as long as I make the videos myself.


    “Okay, but are you sure you don’t want to help out your mom first?”


    “Mother has come up with an idea on her own, so I have decided to wait and see how it goes.”


    “Oh.”


    I remember Makeup saying something along those lines to Futarishizuka during dinner—about how “currently enrolled high school girls have their ways.” She looked really proud of herself. The whole thing gives me a bad feeling. Is it just my imagination? But as long as she doesn’t bother my neighbor, I don’t care what she does.


    “To be truthful, the youngest daughter wishes for Grandmother to suffer the indignity of last place.”


    “Right. So that’s your motive.”


    “It is one of my motives. But please believe me when I say I truly wish to help you.”


    “It’s okay. I understand.”


    “As I thought, you are just as kind as Mother. This has shown me once again how wonderful a family can be.”


    The only problem with this plan is that I know pretty much nothing about what a VTuber is or what they do.

  

  
    

    <VTubers, Part One>


    
      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      The next day, Abaddon and I find ourselves surrounded by a variety of machines and devices.


      Robot Girl carried them in, explaining that they were all necessary items for starting out as a VTuber. She showed up first thing in the morning and worked swiftly and efficiently, just like a professional mover.


      Some of the items I recognize, like the laptop, camera, microphone, monitor, and speaker. Others I’ve never seen before, like the motion-capture device and audio interface. They all look very high-tech. By the time Robot Girl is done, the house’s spare room has been transformed into a dedicated recording studio.


      Not only does she move in all the materials, she sets them up, too. When I ask her where she stole it from, she tells me she manufactured it all herself. Apparently, she did it at her factory on the moon’s surface, just like with the translators we use to talk to Blondie. The moon feels so much closer these days.


      Apparently, all of the devices are compatible with those in use on Earth but are far more advanced than anything currently on the market. The laptop, for instance, looks at first glance like an ordinary computer you’d find at an electronics store. Its processing power, however, is greater than the sum total of every other computer on the planet. Robot Girl has set it atop a desk in the corner, and when I try to use it, I find it works exactly the same as the ones in the computer room at school, right down to the OS. Mechanical life-forms really are something else.


      “Not even a day has passed, and everything is accounted for,” says Abaddon as we look over the equipment.


      “I’m just as shocked as you are, Abaddon.”


      “Is what you did at school really worth all this?”


      “If I get another opportunity, I might try to get a little closer to the younger sister.”


      I had no idea she would provide me with such a complete setup. In no time at all, we had a space that looked like something a big company might spend ten million, or even a hundred million yen putting together.


      “I wonder what would happen to your self-esteem if you wound up in last place with all this.”


      “If that happens, you won’t get out unscathed, either.”


      “Huh? Wait, I’m included?”


      “That’s what we agreed on when we started, remember?”


      “Then I guess I gotta roll up my sleeves and get to work!”


      Robot Girl is even providing top-class follow-up service. She says she will be constantly monitoring the system, and that if any problems arise, she’ll access the network of devices remotely and get things working again in short order.


      What’s more, the setup is extremely beginner friendly. If I say what I want to do out loud, a display will appear in midair and show me how to do it. And if I still don’t understand, Robot Girl will come in person to teach me.


      Abaddon is right. Everything really is accounted for. The downside is that Robot Girl will know about all our videos. Then again, there’s no harm in that this time, so I decide to leave everything in her hands.


      “What was the thought behind this 3D model design?” Abaddon asks.


      “I was going for a generic main heroine-type girl—the kind you’d find in anime and manga made for guys. I figured it would be bad if I tried to do something overly original. Do you see anything wrong with it, as a demon?”


      The front-facing character—said to be the very core of a VTuber—has already been prepared for me. Robot Girl and I sat in front of the laptop and worked together to model it a little while ago. The word “model” makes the process sound awfully technical, but all I did was answer her questions. She asked me about facial features, hairstyles, and clothing, and the model changed by itself to reflect my answers. After several rounds of questions, we settled on the current design.


      “Not exactly. I was just wondering if maybe it was a little…aspirational.”


      “I don’t really know what I’m ‘aspiring’ to, to be honest.”


      “I guess that’s why you’re still keeping your distance from him, huh?”


      “Yes, and if you understand, I wish you’d help me a little more with gathering intel.”


      As Abaddon pointed out so sarcastically, the finished 3D model looks nothing like me. The virtual character’s most striking attribute is her long, straight, glossy hair. She wears bright colors, and she has fair skin and big round eyes. She’s beautiful, with well-balanced features.


      With her affable, natural smile, she reminds me of an honors student who is kind to everyone in class, both boys and girls. Her tie is properly fastened at her neckline, and she wears a blazer that suits her well. Her appearance absolutely oozes sunshine and rainbows.


      “People seem to like girls who look like this. From what I’ve seen, they’re often main characters in popular anime and manga, from past classics to big new shows.”


      “I see. A standard beauty, then!”


      “Exactly.”


      Once Robot Girl finished her work, she immediately took off. I asked if she wanted to stay for a cup of tea, but she exercised a surprising amount of self-control and said she had other things to do. Now the two of us feel even more indebted to her. Of course, it’s always possible that was her aim.


      “Did you give the model a name?”


      “I intend to choose between Misaki, Moe, Ayano, and Yuuka.”


      “Those are very specific. And you had them loaded and ready to go. I’m curious why.”


      “Apparently, seventy percent of VTuber viewers are between the ages of ten and forty.”


      “Ah, so this part of human culture is geared toward younger people! But what does that have to do with her name?”


      “Out of that seventy percent, most monetary contributions come from financially stable men in their midtwenties to thirties. If I’m going to target them specifically, I think using a common female name from their age group will go a long way in gaining their affection.”


      “Wow. That’s even sneakier than I imagined. Count me impressed!”


      “It’s not being sneaky. It’s marketing, got it? I found out which baby names were most popular during the relevant years, then chose ones that aren’t too average, but also aren’t used by any currently famous VTubers.”


      “From the design to the name—seems like everything is consistent.”


      “Which name do you like best?”


      “Huh? You want me to choose?”


      “If you don’t have an opinion, I’ll go with Misaki. That was the most popular baby name at the time.”


      “I mean, why not? This ‘marketing’ of yours suggests it’s the best choice, right? But that’s just the first name. You still need a last name. How are you going to pick that? Will you go for something familiar again?”


      “If I did that, she’d be named Misaki Satou.”


      “Oh, I just had a thought. If you pick something too common, won’t your page get buried in search results? If you’re aiming for views based on name recognition, that might prove fatal.”


      “You’re pretty sharp.”


      “So you really don’t have anything in mind?”


      “To be honest, I figured it didn’t really matter. But I just changed my mind. The younger sister did a surprisingly good job of getting me all this equipment, so I’m thinking I should put in some real effort.”


      “Then why not go with something especially unusual this time?”


      “Understood. I’ll do a search for the rarest last names in Japan.”


      I open a browser window on my phone and type in a few search terms—“last name,” “rarest,” and “Japan.” The info I’m looking for comes up right away. Rare names are apparently famous for being rare, and a lot of sites have info on them. But…


      No, this isn’t going to work.


      “I figured it out, Abaddon.”


      “Really? That took you almost no time at all…”


      “Her name will be Misaki Saemonsaburou.”


      “Oh that’s quite…idiosyncratic. Excessively so, if you ask me.”


      “Yeah, that one’s definitely out. It doesn’t roll off the tongue at all.”


      Apologies to anyone from the Saemonsaburou family, but I simply can’t use that name for our product. I want something a little easier to say—a name that’s catchy, with a ring to it. Especially if it will add to the 3D model’s character.


      “Well, why don’t we look at the model and think of something that fits?”


      “You mean base it on what she looks like?”


      Going by appearance, she seems sweet and cute. I’m not sure she’s the sort I’d feel comfortable speaking frankly to, but she’s definitely the type to have a lot of friends. She can probably move nimbly about the classroom, always staying one of the popular kids.


      “She seems like a bright, friendly extrovert, so how about Misaki Hanano?” In Japanese, Hanano means “field of flowers.”


      “That fits her personality to a tee! I guess her big keyword would be ‘flower’ then, right?”


      “I think we can move things in that direction, yes.”


      Even her name feels like a scheme. The whole thing is awfully calculating. But I suppose I’m the one who suggested it.


      “Now that we have a name, let’s move on to her age, likes, and hobbies.”


      “For someone who doesn’t know the first thing about VTubers, you sure have a solid game plan.”


      “I did some online research about how to become one, and I’m just following the steps. Normally, you’re supposed to decide on a personality—and a name, obviously—before you even commission the 3D model.”


      “Does that mean you have an idea about what kind of videos you want to make?”


      “The how-to site I found suggested I start out with a character introduction.”


      “Oh, so that’s why you need to figure out her age and hobbies in advance!”


      “That’s right.”


      Abaddon and I go down the list, deciding on a personality for the 3D model. But even coming up with a name was difficult, and it takes quite a bit of effort to pick her hobbies, likes, and quirks. A little under an hour passes before we finish filling everything in.


      Misaki Hanano is sixteen years old and attending high school. Her interests include watching movies, reading books, and gardening. She likes pretty flowers, sweets, dogs, and cats. She dislikes crowds, violent people, and dirty jokes. Her dream for the future is to get married to a wonderful man and open a flower shop.


      In short, she’s filth. Utterly magnificent filth.


      All of this is the result of pushing the “flower” keyword to the forefront.


      “Well, now we have a character whose likes and interests are all sweet, but I’m beginning to find her appearance a little drab. Simplicity isn’t bad, but I think we could go for a little extra appeal.”


      “Yes, I agree,” I say, turning to look at one of the devices in the room.


      According to the manufacturer, I can use vocal commands to communicate with the equipment. I lock my eyes on one of the many microphones and cameras scattered about the room and focus on projecting my voice toward whatever is on the other side.


      “Excuse me. Would you be able to add decorations to the 3D model’s head? Like a flower clip? And if possible, could you add flower accessories to any extra space on her hands and legs?”


      In response to my request, the 3D model on the screen begins to change. A hair clip shaped like a bunch of flowers appears in her hair. Then a schoolbag with another flower-themed accessory shows up out of nowhere to hang by her legs. Finally, a smaller flower badge is added to her chest.


      While this kind of flower mania would be cringeworthy in real life, it’s tolerable on a 3D model. In fact, it seems perfectly natural. Mechanical life-forms have a sharper aesthetic sense than I’d imagined.


      “Wow! Now that’s something.”


      “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”


      The 3D model on the screen gives a little bow in response. I figure the gesture is meant to tell me that the equipment is still listening. Once again, I’m shocked by how quickly it’s made the adjustments.


      The model is perfect now, visually speaking. I think she’ll work well as a sort of flower fairy.


      “But are you sure you can fully become this character?” asks Abaddon. “She’s very charming.”


      “……”


      His casual remark leaves me speechless. He’s right, I think.


      “What’s wrong? You look completely flabbergasted. Like a pigeon hit with a pea shooter.”


      “No, I don’t. It’s nothing.”


      “Or wait, people use automatic rifles these days, right?”


      “Stop. I feel bad for the pigeon.”


      I’d decided on a persona based solely on prospective viewer popularity, but she’s no more than a puppet. Someone has to slip into her shoes and give her a voice. I bet Robot Girl could handle even that using her super-science, but then I wouldn’t be doing anything. But can I really bring such a bright, sunny character to life?


      “Don’t tell me you forgot you’d have to speak through her.”


      “I was so focused on the marketing side that I overlooked a rather important detail.”


      “Is that right? I thought for sure she was a manifestation of your desire to change yourself.”


      “……”


      I was completely preoccupied with getting views and totally forgot about my utter lack of social skills. But maybe it’ll work out once I get started. VTubers are a dime a dozen. I just have to find another bright, cheerful character and do what they do. I mean, I can hardly back down now and ask to start over from scratch. That said, everyone seems to think I’m gloomy—even I agree.


      Just as my heart rate is starting to pick up, Robot Girl’s voice echoes through the room.


      “Elder Sister, Elder Brother, today is a day off, but the family is gathering at home.”


      The voice comes from the laptop’s speaker. She must be using the microphones and cameras to monitor our location and chose to contact us this way instead of using the usual messaging app.


      “I would like to invite both of you to join. If you wish, I can pick you up.”


      “Is my neighbor there, too?”


      “Your intuition is correct, Elder Sister. Father is indeed present.”


      “Okay. Then I’d like to come with you, if that’s all right.”


      “Acknowledged. I will be there momentarily.”


      We’ve created the model, so I suppose that’s that. I’ll just have to do my best so as not to waste the younger sister’s show of kindness.
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      The following day was a holiday. That usually meant a hiatus for our pretend family, since it was technically part of our work. Barring any unreasonable requests from our boss, we could use that as an excuse to secure some private time for ourselves. Ms. Futarishizuka and me aside, Miss Hoshizaki lived with her little sister, so Type Twelve couldn’t ask her to give up any additional time.


      Despite this, Ms. Futarishizuka’s contest was still on my mind. I sent her a casual message on our usual chat app asking what her plan was for the day, and she said she was going up to the UFO to set up some streaming equipment in the yard’s prefab shed—essentially working on the weekend. I was thunderstruck.


      Knowing what she was up to, I couldn’t bring myself to spend the day relaxing, either; my legs moved of their own accord. Using Peeps’s teleportation magic, we left our Tokyo hotel and warped to the Karuizawa villa. There, we asked Type Twelve to bring us to the UFO.


      The Starsage’s magic could probably have warped us straight there, but I didn’t want to accidentally set off some kind of defense system by heading in without the owner’s express permission. Once we arrived at the Japanese-style house, we found Ms. Futarishizuka in the yard, going back and forth between the shed and the main building.


      “You’re here, too, eh?” she asked.


      “I had nothing else to do, so yes.”


      “But what strange wind brought you here? Today ought to be a day of rest.”


      She was carrying a reel of electric cable in her arms. It wasn’t just a retractable extension cord for home use—it was clearly professional grade, intended for cutting up and modifying. A stepladder was leaning against the side of the shed, leading to a switchboard with the cover removed.


      She had a tool belt over her kimono, too—a very eccentric look. Apparently, she’d been running electricity to the shed on her own. I supposed there were several electric poles in the neighborhood.


      “Well, I’m the one who suggested this little contest, after all. I need to set a good example for the family, don’t I? And so I admirably gave up my holiday to attend to some pressing matters.”


      “So there’s actually electricity running through the poles around here?”


      “I’d assumed they were just for decoration, too. But I asked the robot girl, and she told me they’re packing six thousand six hundred volts and use standard three-phase power. The transformer’s the real deal, too. It delivers one hundred, two hundred volts right to the house.”


      “That’s, um, very elaborate…”


      Type Twelve had truly thought of everything when updating our home environment. Once again, I could feel her passion for our pretend family. A mechanical life-form would never need equipment like this. I felt a bit strange imagining her silently manufacturing all of it up on the moon and in other places beyond humanity’s reach.


      “Won’t she be cross if you fiddle with things without permission?”


      “Oh, I have permission.”


      “Very well, then…”


      “Back when I was fooling around with radios, I made my own base station. To do that, I put in a bit of effort and got certified as a class-three electrician. There’s no reason to this time, but I can even tap into a Tokyo Electric power pole with a transformer if I need to.”


      “Doing electrical work is one thing, but isn’t a class-three cert going a little far for a hobby?”


      “You think? You’d be surprised how many old folks get certifications like that just for pursuing their interests. When you learn about new things—even just things on your street—it makes you see the world a little differently. There are plenty of old folks who like that sort of thing.”


      “I guess I didn’t realize.”


      Ms. Futarishizuka had been ramping up the sexual harassment lately, so this sudden bout of seriousness was really throwing me. It was kind of frustrating. What next? Would she tell me she’d passed the bar exam or had a medical license? It didn’t seem that far-fetched.


      “I am incredibly reluctant to agree with anything you say, but on this point, we are of one mind. Learning new things changes one’s viewpoint. And that isn’t limited to the elderly—any who value learning will surely continue until they die.”


      “Well, well, little sparrow. Finally softening up to me?”


      “However, whether someone has the intellect to take in what they learn is another matter.”


      Sparks exploded between the sparrow and my coworker. I ignored them and took a look around.


      That was when I noticed the shed’s sliding door was completely open. Inside, I could see new equipment littering the floor, as though Ms. Futarishizuka had simply shoved it all in and left it. There was a heavy-looking desktop computer tower, a large curved monitor, and a powered sitting-standing desk. All of it looked pretty expensive. It was a stark contrast to my single laptop.


      “Is that your recording equipment? There sure is a lot of it,” I said, disrupting the threatening mood and changing the topic.


      Ms. Futarishizuka replied immediately. “Curious, are we? I thought you might be. Boys will be boys.”


      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”


      “It’s a mighty gaming machine of my own creation, made with parts handpicked from shops in Akiba!” she declared with enthusiasm, puffing out her chest.


      The tower was pretty big, and it had a glass cover on the side, allowing you to see its innards. The well-organized rigid tubes for liquid cooling that looped past the central processor and graphics card spoke to her wealth of experience building computers.


      “Is your plan to stream video games?” I asked.


      “It is indeed. It’s a genre you can excel in based on gaming skill alone, you see. Too good an opportunity to pass up.”


      Just like with music, there was always a demand for gaming streams. And depending on your skill, it was very possible to go viral. I’d considered the idea myself at first, but I’d given up on it; not only was I a poor conversationalist, I didn’t have any gaming skills to speak of.


      “I see. Considering the two-week deadline, that does seem like the perfect plan.”


      “Exactly. Plus, my charming, girlish voice will be like giving a metal club to an oni, or wings to a tiger—it’ll really clinch the deal. I can already see the red super chats flying in as I pull off a bunch of godlike plays in quick succession.”


      “You’re a real materialist, you know that?”


      I knew how often she’d searched her own name after her debut as the Masked Sailor. Maybe she was actually quite hungry for external approval.


      “Besides, I’ve always wanted to try streaming video games! Some people are only good at chatting away and are total crap at gaming, and yet they still have tons of fans. When I see that, it really gets me hot under the collar.”


      “I mean, I guess I understand the sentiment.”


      Considering how much she loved video games, it made sense she’d have a lot of opinions about them. Maybe this was less approval-seeking and more a rebellion against society.


      “Moving along, the world of DIY computers has grown quite desolate recently. You used to be able to get parts right in Shinjuku. But now you can barely find them outside of Akiba. For someone who wants to get out-of-the-box failures and compatibility issues resolved in a matter of seconds, there’s really nothing like a good, old-fashioned brick-and-mortar store.”


      “Yeah, it does seem like there’s a lot fewer people these days who are serious about computers.”


      As the two of us stood in the yard trading small talk, Miss Hoshizaki arrived. Type Twelve was with her.


      They’d just turned off the lane and entered through the rough break in the yard’s block wall that served as an entrance.


      “Huh?” Our senior coworker gazed at us, perplexed. “I didn’t know you two were here, too.”


      “Hello, Miss Hoshizaki,” I replied.


      “I see you have no problem leaving your sister behind,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka. “She must be off from school today.”


      “She said she was going out with friends, so I decided to spend my day here. There are too many distractions at home. This way, I can focus on recording my videos. All I need is my smartphone, after all.”


      “Oh? Then what is that huge travel bag for?”


      Miss Hoshizaki had a large Boston bag hanging from her arm. And for some reason, she was in her school uniform, despite it not being a school day. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, either, opting instead for her usual glasses. Of course, students often walked around in their uniforms even on the weekend these days. Maybe I was just overthinking it.


      “That’s a secret. Speaking of, you’re dressed rather strangely. Are you doing electric work?”


      “Sure am. And if any of you would like more outlets in your room, I suppose I could swing by on my way through.”


      “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll pass. I brought an extension cord from home.”


      “My, aren’t you well-prepared.”


      “Well, I want to get at least one video uploaded by the end of the day.”


      Just as she’d said last time we met, Miss Hoshizaki seemed to have struck upon some juicy idea. I listened to her triumphant tone and began to grow anxious. I was now in quite a fix. It seemed I’d already been left in the dust.


      Before long, my neighbor and Abaddon joined us, their faces popping out from behind the block wall. Abaddon was floating at my neighbor’s side, as usual.


      “Hello, mister.”


      “Oh, you’re right. Everyone really is here.”


      They don’t seem surprised to see us. From Abaddon’s comment, it appears they already knew we were gathering. I hoped they hadn’t felt compelled because of my decision.


      “You have the day off from school, right?” I said. “Are you sure you want to spend it here?”


      “I didn’t have anything else to do, so I figured I would come work on my video. I don’t have to be anywhere in particular to think up a script. It looks like everyone else had the same idea, huh?” She glanced at the under-construction shed and at Miss Hoshizaki’s travel bag—exactly what we’d just been talking about.


      “Hey, now. Don’t leak any intel on our video, even if it’s just small talk.”


      “If that’s enough to lose us the contest, we probably didn’t have any chance to begin with.”


      “A script?” said Miss Hoshizaki. “Are you making a video with a story to it?”


      “Well, what’s your video going to be about?”


      “Oh, that’s still a secret.”


      “Then so is ours.”


      My neighbor and Miss Hoshizaki were acting a little prickly. They’d never gotten along very well, and they soon broke off their conversation and turned their attention elsewhere.


      My neighbor was now looking at the shed in the yard. She and Abaddon began to speculate about what Ms. Futarishizuka was up to; it went pretty much exactly how my earlier conversation with Peeps had gone. And Ms. Futarishizuka was only too happy to start talking about her hobby again.


      “That’s a big computer,” my neighbor said. “Why is the side of it glass?”


      “When it turns on, the parts inside light up in a rainbow of colors.”


      “Oh, I see. You can monitor the inside by looking at the color of the lights!”


      “Not exactly. They just light up.”


      “There’s no other meaning to it?”


      “What do you mean by that? It’s super cool! Doesn’t it get you excited just to look at it?”


      “She says it’s super cool, Abaddon.”


      “Mankind sometimes evolves in directions I can’t understand…”


      Maybe I could give video game streaming a shot, too. I thought of a few titles I remembered playing in the past. If it was just a gameplay video, I could probably edit it myself. But depending on the game, it might take me a while just to play through it. I was glad I’d already made a video and had a grasp on how long editing would take.


      Just then, I heard someone scampering around in the living room. A second later, Lady Elsa ran outside onto the veranda, dressed in an apron. “Um, Futarishizuka! Do you have a moment? I was wondering how much rice I should make for lunch… Huh?”


      She spotted us and looked surprised for a moment. But her expression quickly changed into a smile.


      “I didn’t know all of you were here, too!” she said. “I was in the kitchen the whole time.”


      “Lady Elsa? And Prince Lewis. I didn’t realize you two were here, either,” I said.


      “Well, of course they’re here,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “I couldn’t exactly leave them by themselves at the mansion.”


      Prince Lewis was standing behind Lady Elsa. Just like before, he had on clothes from this world—and over that, he wore an apron just like Lady Elsa’s. The frilly design had quite an effect—it seemed like an odd choice but strangely suited him.


      “By the looks of things, we’ll need about as much as dinner yesterday,” he remarked.


      “Y-yes, sir!” agreed Lady Elsa. “I think so as well.”
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  “Rice aside, we don’t have enough of anything else. We will need to make a few more dishes. I think we ought to serve everything on big plates instead of portioning them out for each person. What do you think?”


  It seemed the two of them had been preparing lunch. I was curious whether the prince had any skill at cooking, but judging by his comments just now, it seemed that wouldn’t be an issue. Not only was he awfully wise, he was quick on his feet, too.


  As the yard grew livelier, Type Twelve made an announcement.


  “The youngest daughter feels deeply moved by how the family has all chosen to come to the house of their own volition.”


  Her expression was, as always, blank. But her hands were balled into fists at her sides, providing a glimpse of the feelings that filled her heart.


  “It seems I’ve played right into the youngest daughter’s hands,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka. “How vexing.”


  “Grandmother, please do not disturb me when I am being deeply moved.”


  “Did you even notice the shed?”


  “I can simply turn off the electricity running to it, if you’d like.”


  “Oh, so sorry! I thought you might threaten me with that, so I’m distributing the electricity from the service wire to the house. If you cut off the power to my shed, you’ll send the whole place into an instant blackout! I wonder how long the warmth of the kotatsu will hold out then.”


  “Urgh. How irritatingly bold…”


  And so we all spent the day together at the house. Considering how accustomed I was to living alone, being around so many other people for so long was rather exhausting. But at the same time, it brought me comfort, and before I knew it, it was time for dinner.


  Unfortunately, I’d made zero progress in the view-count contest. My first video hadn’t garnered any more attention, either. The day had passed me by, and I remained without any ideas for new videos.
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  After eating dinner, we sat around the TV in the living room and watched a rerun of a foreign movie. Once that was over, Peeps, Lady Elsa, and I departed the UFO and headed to Allestos. It had a been a few days since we’d paid the otherworld a visit.


  Peeps’s magic took us to my room in the royal castle, assigned to me in my role as court minister. From there, we headed straight to the chancellor’s office and greeted Count Müller. After delivering Lady Elsa, we gave him a report on Prince Lewis’s condition.


  “I see. Then His Highness is still perfectly hale?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir,” I replied. “There are no lingering signs of the curse whatsoever.”


  “I believe it is safe to assume he has escaped the crisis.”


  “Minister Sasaki, thank you from the bottom of my heart. How can I ever repay you?”


  As usual, we were seated on a pair of sofas set across a low table. The count and his daughter sat side by side across from me, while Peeps perched on the tree atop the table. There was no one else present to overhear us.


  “There’s no need for repayment, sir. I only acted as an intermediary. Lady Elsa is to thank—she’s been taking care of him for us, allowing him to settle into a foreign land with minimal stress.”


  “Sasaki is exaggerating, Father. I haven’t done much at all.”


  “Without you, Lady Elsa, I believe my bird here would have been forced to attend to the prince. In that light, your help has been invaluable.”


  I saw the count’s expression shift when I mentioned the Starsage; perhaps he’d found worth in his daughter’s work.


  “That’s incredible, Elsa. As your father, I’m very proud of you.”


  “Why, Father!”


  This earnest praise put a broad smile on Lady Elsa’s face. Still a daddy’s girl, I see.


  In my role as court minister, I intended to use this opportunity to demonstrate how close Lady Elsa was to Prince Lewis. I hoped the count would yield his daughter’s hand in marriage to him. Peeps kept glancing at me from his perching tree. He must have seen right through me.


  After father and daughter shared a brief conversation, Count Müller turned back to me.


  “Thank you for your detailed report on the prince’s condition,” he said. “On that subject, I have a special favor to ask of you. Regarding the individuals in your world who carried out this feat, I would like to, in my capacity as chancellor, offer them a reward commensurate to their service to the kingdom.”


  “Thank you for your consideration, sir.”


  “His Majesty Adonis is ignorant of the prince’s recovery, but I cannot let such a debt go unpaid. Though I must not risk anything that might raise the king’s suspicions, I would like to do whatever I can.”


  “To be perfectly honest, sir, Prince Lewis said much the same.”


  “That is reassuring indeed. So, Minister Sasaki, here is my question: What would make those people happy? I apologize for troubling you further, but would you mind offering your advice?”


  “I daresay they’d be happy no matter what you sent them.”


  Ms. Futarishizuka had scored points with Peeps and me and had discovered a way to reverse the curse. Abaddon and my neighbor had repaid Ms. Futarishizuka for her help. Everyone had already achieved their goals. I doubted anyone was all that concerned about receiving thanks from the otherworld.


  “I will say this, however—if you’ll excuse me for prioritizing my own convenience. The ones who helped out with this matter can be broadly split into two groups, and both contributed to the prince’s revival. I humbly ask that you keep that in mind.”


  “I see…”


  Count Müller looked troubled. Cultural exchange between worlds was a difficult matter; I knew that from personal experience. Actually, most adults in society had to deal with this kind of thing at least once in their lives—a boss telling you to plan a meeting with some big shot clients you know nothing about, really putting on the pressure.


  Not wanting to play the part of the slapdash boss, I decided to help out. “If it’s all right with you, sir, I can ask them directly.”


  “Really? That wouldn’t be a faux pas?”


  “Not at all, sir.”


  “Um, Sasaki, I can help, too!”


  “Thank you, Lady Elsa.”


  Since we were having this whole conversation in front of the count’s daughter, it was impossible to keep anything secret. I’d have to relay Count Müller’s words exactly as he’d said them. Though I wasn’t worried about my neighbor and Abaddon, I was a bit concerned about what Ms. Futarishizuka would ask for.
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  Our chat with the count finished, we left the Kingdom of Herz and headed straight to the Kepler Trading Company in the Republic of Lunge.


  Ever since I took up a post there, the staff always recognized me and let me into the building without any questions. As I headed inside, the employees paid their respects with formal bows, which I returned with a slight nod. I then made my way to the appropriate department and requested an appointment with Mr. Joseph. A meeting was set up straightaway.


  We were shown to the usual reception room, where we found Mr. Joseph already present. I handed over my supply of diesel fuel and received a detailed statement of my employee remuneration. Looking it over, I was overwhelmed by the quantities of gold changing hands. They were so large, it had become impossible to check all the details. When I reached the final total, my only thought was, Wow, that’s pretty amazing.


  Once our routine exchange was over, Mr. Joseph looked up at me and said, “Turning to your proposed excavation project, the digging has begun in earnest on the Republic’s side. Based on the reports from the site, they’ve only just started, but the project has attracted a large number of workers.”


  “You have my thanks, Mr. Joseph.”


  “Though there is something of a bias in the backgrounds of the magic users that have gathered there. I find myself curious about it.”


  Mr. French’s father had told me before that Herz-born magicians were helping with the tunnel project—and that many of them had come straight to the kingdom from their current homes in the Republic of Lunge. In response, I’d asked Mr. Marc to pay them a higher wage than what they would make in Lunge to work on the Herzian end of the project. This effort seemed to have succeeded in eliminating the imbalance of labor that would naturally have favored Lunge.


  “I must ask you to overlook it,” I said. “It won’t lead to any losses for the Republic. While it may not mean much to a merchant, sir, ordinary people such as myself tend to be surprisingly attached to the land of their birth.”


  “I have plenty of love for my own homeland, Mr. Sasaki.”


  “My apologies, sir.”


  “The transmission equipment you supplied us has greatly affected the position of this company in Lunge. There is plenty of local dissent regarding this project. I hope you will remember that.”


  “I intend to keep it well in mind, sir.”


  All the funds for the tunnel project were coming out of the personal coffers of Margrave Sasaki-Alterian. I was paying the Kepler Trading Company a tidy sum to assist the Marc Trading Company, which was heading the construction. There probably wouldn’t be any issues on the business end of things.


  “Please excuse my rudeness,” said Mr. Joseph, “but do you truly think this proposal will succeed?”


  “It may, and it may not.”


  “Doesn’t it scare you to think about what might happen if it fails? I don’t know how much I’ll be able to protect you. The Republic’s power structures are more complex than the Herzian aristocracy.”


  His complaints told me he was concerned about more than just finances—he must have political obligations as well. He was still holding back for now, but I could tell he was warning me not to cause him any more problems.


  I remembered King Adonis explaining that Lunge’s government was based on a central assembly. Mr. Joseph headed the Kepler Trading Company, and his position was equivalent to royalty in Herz.


  In other words, the central assembly was composed of many people in similar positions, jointly steering the Republic. There were doubtless trading companies on the assembly who viewed Kepler in an unfavorable light. I could easily imagine them all vying for power.


  “I really am sorry to trouble you with all this, Mr. Joseph. I’m confident I know when to quit. But if your assistance ever becomes infeasible, I would appreciate your pointing that out.”


  “To be perfectly blunt, right now, nobody thinks this venture will succeed. And I know it may be rude for me to say this, but I’ve heard whispers both in and out of the company that you are nothing more than a foolish outsider with more money than you know what to do with.”


  That was exactly the reputation I was hoping for. Indeed, those whispers were right on the money, as it were.


  “Thank you for your candidness, sir.”


  “Personally, I would rather not do anything to harm your reputation, but I’m afraid I can’t make any promises.”


  After being wrung out by Mr. Joseph, we left the Kepler Trading Company behind. And with our work in Lunge finished, we returned to Baytrium in the Kingdom of Herz. Making use of the time difference between worlds, I took the opportunity to consider possible ideas for the view-count contest. However, even after a few days of thinking, I still had nothing. And soon it was time for us to head back to Japan.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    After watching a movie with our pretend family, Abaddon and I leave the UFO and head back to our house in Karuizawa. That night, I record my first-ever video as a VTuber and my first official submission for Futarishizuka’s view-count contest. As we planned, it introduces the fictional character known as Misaki Hanano.


    Because we combed over the script so many times in advance, the actual recording goes by in a flash. We finish the video in a little under an hour.


    The mechanical life-form’s super-science does all the editing for me; I imagine it would have been difficult for me to do by myself. I face my laptop and say out loud where I want captions or sound effects, and the program implements it all instantly.


    I wonder if this counts as cheating. But it probably would have taken hours if I’d tried to do it myself, so I simply let the program take over.


    When we’re done, I play the finished video.


    “Hello. My name is Misaki Hanano. I’m a new VTuber starting today. I’d like to upload a video every day for a while. I hope you check them out.”


    The 3D model of Misaki Hanano is putting on a one-woman show on my laptop, backgrounded by an endless field of flowers. The visuals are perfect. It looks great, even compared to the work of a professional. In fact, if you ask me, I think it’s even better. She has the appearance of an anime character, but the collision detection on everything from her hair to her clothing is precisely controlled, moving as though it were real.


    The same goes for all the flowers blooming around her. Every so often, a gust of wind will blow through and ruffle the petals, so it looks like the real deal. Their stalks shift in tandem with the 3D model’s movements, and a few even get stepped on and ruined during the video.


    “I’m sixteen years old and in high school. I like watching movies, reading, and gardening. I also like pretty flowers, sweets, and animals like dogs and cats. I don’t like crowds, violent people, or dirty jokes.”


    The problem is her voice. Hearing it makes me feel sick.


    “Abaddon, I know I asked this already, but do I really sound like that when I talk?”


    “You sure do! That’s your voice! I know what I’m talking about. I listen to you every day.”


    “Are you sure you’re not lying? It sounds like a complete stranger to me. Maybe there’s some kind of mistake. I’m certain my voice is a little more high-pitched than that.”


    “How many times are you going to ask me the same question? I think this is number five.”


    “It’s just…”


    Abaddon sighs as he speaks, clearly annoyed. I guess I have forgotten how many times I’ve asked. But I can’t help it. It just doesn’t make any sense.


    Even worse, the voice I’m hearing is supremely creepy. It makes me want to tell the speaker to enunciate, and yet at the same time warn them to stop getting so carried away.


    All right, I’ll be honest: Misaki Hanano sounds like a true introvert. Like the gloomiest loner you can imagine.


    Everything about this is embarrassing, and the voice only makes it all several times worse. Up until now, I’d felt the tiniest sense of accomplishment. But as soon as I heard my own voice, it all came crashing down. An urge to erase all the data and flee the room wells up inside me.


    “I’m more worried about your lack of expression,” says Abaddon.


    “You are?”


    “Don’t you think she comes across as kind of unfriendly?”


    “You really aren’t worried about the voice?”


    “Ugh, drop it already.”


    “I thought I remembered to smile here and there.”


    “Smile? She looks like she’s sneering.”


    “Don’t demons have any manners? Look, I’m doing the best I can.”


    “You’ve gotta be kidding…”


    Like her voice, I control Misaki’s movements. Motion-capture devices trace my every little gesture, from the movement of my fingers to the expression on my face—even down to when I blink—and reflect it on the 3D model. Because of the mechanical life-form’s super-science, it’s all absurdly precise.


    But Abaddon has a point. Compared to how much my body is moving below the neck, my facial expressions do seem relatively subdued. I am still smiling, though, and using body language to convey my emotions. I think.


    The sound of my voice through the microphone is still my primary concern.


    “Hey, why don’t you record your voice, too, Abaddon?”


    “Why would I do that?”


    “We’re practically joined at the hip. Disciple and demon. I want you to feel what this is like.”


    “I mean, sure. I guess I can.”


    I set the 3D model to be linked to Abaddon, then have him read a few lines from the script. He stands in front of the microphone and puts on a show of indifference as he delivers Misaki Hanano’s introduction. It’s as if he’s saying, This is no problem for a demon. His pretentious act kind of irritates me.


    But when he plays back his recorded voice…


    “Wait, do I really sound like this? You didn’t do something to it, did you?”


    “Understand now?”


    “I heard there can be filters on devices like—”


    “There aren’t any.”


    “I’m pretty sure my voice is a little deeper than that!”


    “Don’t worry. You’ve always sounded like a prepubescent boy.”


    “Whaaat? Are you for real?”


    “I can play it back again,” I suggest, resting my finger on the mouse pad. The cursor is hovering over the play button.


    He sighs and shakes his head. “All right. I think I get where you’re coming from now. A little, anyway.”


    “I’m happy to hear it. Mutual understanding is very important if we want to survive the death game.”


    Seeing Abaddon flustered is a rare treat, and I begin to feel like all this was worth it. I’d like to play his voice recording for the whole pretend family while he’s forced to look on. I know it’ll feel great. I save the sound file to my phone.


    My partner speaks up, probably guessing my thoughts. “Anyway, what now?” he asks, trying to change the subject. I can tell he’s talking about Misaki Hanano’s introduction.


    “There’s nothing else I can do. Let’s upload this and go to sleep.”


    “Yeah. Maybe you’ll like your voice a little more tomorrow!”


    “I still don’t understand how a demon can be so optimistic.”


    It’s already after midnight. For now, we’ll be doing our work late at night. I chose this time on purpose, hoping it would benefit us. Famous streamers are already vying for views during most other time slots. I don’t think there’s any space for a newbie to grab a slice of that pie.


    I sit back down at my desk and upload the video. The process only takes a few minutes, and once I’m sure it’s up, I immediately close the laptop. I won’t be able to sleep if I’m staring at the submission page and someone leaves a mean comment about my gloomy voice.


    I’ll check again tomorrow, when I wake up. There’s still plenty of time.


    Telling myself that, I take a bath and get into bed.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    This is awful. I didn’t sleep a wink.


    I tossed and turned, and the next thing I knew, the sky was starting to brighten. I feel like I’ve been having more sleepless nights lately, compared to when I lived with my mother.


    My current environment is everything I could have wished for and more. So why can’t I sleep? I don’t understand myself. I thought I was made of sterner stuff than this.


    “Maybe you should have just checked before going to bed.”


    “Maybe. I’ll make that my policy from now on.”


    “I wonder how your debut video is doing.”


    “I doubt it has any comments. It probably doesn’t even have any views.”


    It’s still early when Abaddon and I leave the bedroom and head into the studio. I haven’t even changed out of my pajamas. I can check the website on my smartphone, but the laptop has a bigger screen—that way Abaddon and I can both see it, and I won’t have to deal with him pestering me.


    I decide to go back to bed after checking the video. It’s still the weekend, so I don’t have school; it won’t cause any problems if I go back to sleep, though I’ll regret having less time to talk to my neighbor.


    With those thoughts in mind, I bring up the video. What have we here?


    “Look, there are some comments.”


    “The view count has gone up a whole digit!”


    When I open up the page, the first thing I see are the numbers beneath the video. I start talking to Abaddon before I’ve even registered what I’m seeing. I wonder if this is how you feel when Santa Claus brings you presents for Christmas. One glance has me awfully excited.


    The view count has gone from one to two digits. But once I read the comments, my mood begins to drop.


    “The voice is just so unfortunate.” “You call yourself ‘Misaki Hanano’ with a voice like that? Talk about not living up to your name lmao.” “She’s indie, right? But she went 3D for her introduction?” “The model is super high-quality. Too bad the voice totally ruins it.” “Don’t need the one behind the curtain, just gimme the model.”


    “Yikes. They’re really ganging up on you, huh?”


    “……”


    My tiny ray of hope dissipates instantly. It’s not that I wasn’t prepared for this—it’s just worse than I imagined. There isn’t even one positive comment; it’s all negative.


    I couldn’t care less about criticism from complete strangers. But I do have another concern: What am I supposed to do now? The thing they don’t like is something I can’t change.


    Maybe my neighbor hates my voice, too. Thinking about that makes my chest constrict.


    “I think I’m going to have a hard time sleeping for a while.”


    “Maybe you’re getting these comments because your 3D model is so good that the only thing they can pick on is your voice. At least, that’s what it seems like to me, looking at the criticism as a whole.”


    Abaddon is being uncharacteristically nice. Maybe it’s because I made him listen to his little boy voice last night.


    As we talk, a new comment comes in: “Everyone has really been laying into her, so I gave it a watch out of curiosity. But they’re right. She’s one of the gloomiest characters I’ve ever seen. The streamer must have genuine communication problems. She’ll probably regret this video forever.”


    “……”


    How could they bring themselves to spew such malice at a complete stranger? Can’t they imagine what it would feel like to read these comments? They’re being shockingly harsh. It’s this kind of frivolous cruelty that begins to erode the very rules of society and…


    No, I’d better stop this tedious train of thought right here. They should all just jump off a cliff and die.


    Propelled by a newfound sense of duty, I turn back to face the laptop.


    “What are you doing now?”


    “Just browsing.”


    When I look at the commenters’ accounts, I find links to other social media sites. I don’t know what gender any of them are, but one of them seems to have found this video and spread the news to their friend group.


    Checking the timestamps, I see that most of the comments were posted in the span of about an hour. I haven’t found every account, but my investigation so far points to this being the work of a specific group.


    “Wow, you’re like a computer expert.”


    “What? Anyone can do this stuff.”


    “I don’t remember seeing a computer in your old apartment, though.”


    “I used to use the computers at school for self-study.”


    It was all to keep an eye on my neighbor’s social media and get a grasp on his everyday life. Finding his account based only on our conversations at my front door was backbreaking work. And then, after all that effort, he basically quit posting altogether. Checking his social media used to be one of my very few pleasures. Why did it have to fade away? As his fan, I was inconsolable.


    “It looks like they shared my video on another social media site with a small group of friends,” I explain. “Without this sort of external action, I don’t think I’d have been able to get any views at all. In a way, just realizing that makes these comments worthwhile.”


    “That’s what I like so much about you, partner. You know how to take a hit!”


    “But I will remember the name of the account that gave me my very first comment.”


    “And that dark nature makes you a perfect Disciple for a demon!”


    “You will never be forgiven, @stickybrat.”


    The deeper I dive, the more those on the other side of the screen begin to take shape. The outline is still vague, but even a complete stranger becomes someone real once I understand a bit of their background. I start to sense the edges of their personality.


    “……”


    Even the comments they directed at me begin to take on mass, and my emotional reaction sharpens. The more I think about them, the more I feel driven to defy these still-unknown haters.


    “…Let’s record our next video, Abaddon.”


    “Your sudden enthusiasm is making me anxious…”


    “We don’t have a choice. We’re in this contest, for better or worse. Don’t you think it’s more productive to be enthusiastic? I think that will make Futarishizuka happier, too, since she organized this whole thing.”


    It doesn’t matter if it’s based in anger or spite—I’ve found my motivation, and I’m going to use everything at my disposal to succeed.


    “Starting now, I want to aim for three submissions per day—morning, noon, and evening.”


    “Wasn’t the plan one video a day?”


    “Haters still count for page views—and if they post comments, there’s a chance they’ll come back. It may not be totally aboveboard, but it would be a waste to let this chance slip by.”


    “You’ve got a lot of willpower, you know that? I like it.”


    “You don’t need to console me, Abaddon.”


    “That really wasn’t my intention…”


    And just like that, I decide to record several follow-up videos.


    Since the mechanical life-form’s high-tech program handles all the editing, I just have to record myself talking and doing the motions, and the videos will be ready in the blink of an eye. I prepared several scripts yesterday, so I shouldn’t have to worry about tripping up in the middle.


    With Abaddon as my adviser, the recording goes quickly. The next thing I know, I’m completely absorbed in the process, and I spend the entire day working on more videos.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    The next day is Monday. Despite my lack of sleep tormenting me, I go to school like always.


    I maintain a facade of calm, but in the car on my way to school, the older gentleman who drives me asks if I’m feeling all right, which comes as a shock. What a professional, I think, impressed.


    It’s a normal school day, or rather, what passes for normal these days. The awkward atmosphere Robot Girl left behind seems set to continue. The most popular students are paranoid, suspecting everyone, and there aren’t as many conversations as before.


    Personally, I consider a quiet classroom a cause for celebration.


    After eating lunch, I slip out of the room and behind the school building. No one else is around, so I seize the opportunity to pull out my smartphone and check the video submission site with Abaddon. Calling up the admin screen, I check the list of all our submitted videos. I can see the three from yesterday, my original introduction video, and the new one from this morning—a total of five. The number of views and comments for each are recorded to the side, allowing me to see everything together.


    In chronological order, starting with my first video, the view and comment counts are as follows:


    95 views, 7 comments.


    60 views, 5 comments.


    56 views, 4 comments.


    40 views, 5 comments.


    12 views, 3 comments.


    Incidentally, my subscriber count is still zero.


    “The same haters are still coming to comment. They even hit the one I had scheduled to go live this morning.”


    “Maybe they’ve become fans,” suggests Abaddon.


    “I think they’re just persistent. They didn’t subscribe, but they’ve been looking at the videos and posting comments for multiple days in a row. I get the feeling they’re not in a safe mental state.


    “Yeah, we can’t discard that possibility,” says the demon as he peeks over my shoulder at the screen. He doesn’t sound worried at all.


    Through our work the previous weekend, Abaddon has gained a broader understanding of modern video culture. He can now quickly grasp terms like “channel” and “subscribers.” He doesn’t act high-and-mighty all the time for nothing—he’s a pretty smart demon.


    The haters’ recent comments read, “Still an amazing model and mo-cap, but the person inside is so gloomy it’s pathetic” and “Why not just restart as a downer introvert?”


    “So what now?” asks Abaddon.


    “Nothing. We upload our afternoon video. We recorded everything for today yesterday, so we’ll just stay quiet and keep uploading. Everyone in the contest is starting from square one, so maybe double-digit views will mean something down the line.”


    “We should try to cleverly extract information during today’s pretend family time!”


    “My thoughts exactly.”


    From there, Abaddon and I discuss our strategy for our planned recording that night. The lunch break passes by in a flash. Then, once classes are over, it’s time to join our pretend family.


    Back home, we meet up with my neighbor and everyone else, then Robot Girl ferries us to the UFO. In a little under an hour, dinner is prepared, and we all sit around the kotatsu in the living room to enjoy our evening meal.


    The Japanese-style table is feeling a little cramped with the addition of the prince, who is supposedly an acquaintance of Blondie’s. Nevertheless, we all huddle together and enjoy our meal. If the magical girl shows up now, we’ll probably need to add a table. My neighbor is already trying to make himself smaller, out of consideration for everyone else, and I feel sorry for him.


    A few minutes after we pick up our chopsticks, my neighbor turns to Futarishizuka and asks, “So, how is your let’s-play project going?” He must be curious about the contest’s outcome, too. The others shift their focus to the two of them, all seeming to share the sentiment.


    “Oh, you want to know? Curious about how I’ve been getting along, are you?”


    “Well, I’m not that curious.”


    “I suppose we need a little progress report to keep the excitement going, eh? Since I’m the one who suggested it, I’ll reveal my account. I only uploaded my first video last night, though, so it won’t have many views,” she says, taking out her phone. She fiddles with it, and the TV in the living room switches from a variety show to the video submission website we’re using for the contest. When did she install the app on there?


    Soon, we see the home page for a channel called Shizu’s Gaming Dojo. The top banner is an illustration of a cute young girl— one who looks nothing like Futarishizuka. The two-dimensional beauty wears an awfully provocative, alluring smile; she must be “Shizu.”


    Just as we were told, the list of videos contains only a single submission. As far as I can tell, the thumbnail looks typical for a game stream. More striking is the number of views—it’s already over ten thousand.


    “Spiffy header image, right?” she says. “I had an artist friend of mine make it for me.”


    “Wait, that’s amazing,” says my neighbor, surprised. “It already has so many views!”


    “Well, yes. I did sort of beat the national speedrun record.”


    At that, Abaddon and I take a closer look at the screen. “Will you play it for us?” I ask.


    “Oh, well, I suppose it’s time to unveil my godlike gaming abilities to the rest of the family.”


    Despite her pompous attitude, Futarishizuka quickly plays the video. The big TV screen shows her playing a game. From the speakers, I hear both the game audio and her voice.


    “I’m Shizu, a true gamer girl, and this is my channel! I’m going to do some speedruns of this rogue-like game, okay? I’ve never recorded myself before, including my voice, so I hope you enjoy this as if you’re actually with me. Now, let’s play!”


    The voice, brimming with childlike enthusiasm, fills the room. My neighbor gives a start. “Wait. What’s going on?” he asks her nervously. “Whose voice is this? It sounds very strange.”


    “What do you mean? It’s my playtime voice.”


    It’s a lot higher-pitched than usual; this must be what people mean when they refer to “anime voices.” To be honest, it feels really out of place. This little child sounds nothing like Futarishizuka. It’s as if she’s a completely different person.


    But when I consider that this is a game stream, it suddenly seems rather orthodox. A lot of streamers make a living off this sort of anime voice. Even female VTubers tend to use a similar tone and rhythm. I start to feel jealous, recalling how people dogpiled me for my gloomy voice.


    “You’re not complaining about my voice, I hope?” says Futarishizuka.


    “No, not at all,” my neighbor assures her. “It’s just so different from how you usually sound.”


    “What? Don’t like my mesugaki persona?”


    As we look at her in bewilderment, the video transitions to her starting the game. As she explained already, it’s a type called a rogue-like. Dungeons are created randomly, and you proceed through them one after another. I’ve seen VTubers playing similar games, so I just barely understand what they are.


    “Oh, wowie! That’s a really strong weapon to get right at the start! Now I can one-shot all the mobs on the lower floors. Small fries, all of you. Come at me all at once if you dare! None of you stand a chance before Shizu. You’re about to be rust on my blade! W-wait—a rust trap?!”


    The whole TV screen is taken up by the video game; you can’t see Futarishizuka’s face. It seems she isn’t using a face cam. Considering her background, I guess that makes sense. Instead, there’s a bust shot of the little girl from the header image in one corner. She makes little movements to show a range of emotions.


    I’m not surprised, but I sense that she’s taken a lot of care editing her video. The fact that her anime voice makes her sound like a total stranger serves to perfectly mask her identity. If I saw this video out of context, I would have never realized it was her. In that sense, she’s killing two birds with one stone.


    “I see you went for a cult classic,” my neighbor remarks.


    “Games like these have a steady, eager fan base. Even if it’s a video made by some nobody, a punchy title will bring in viewers who want to go into the comment section and blast me with negativity.”
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  Hearing this exchange, I look down to the video’s title. I’ve never heard of the game before, but it’s the other words that draw my attention. Speedrun, national record, pro play. Those things must draw the interest of viewers, or at least make them angry, encouraging them to watch the video.


  Even so, getting ten thousand views on her very first video is amazing.


  I can’t help myself. “May I ask how you drummed up attention for the video?”


  “Oh, I pretended to be someone else and carpet-bombed relevant threads on anonymous forms and comment sections on big blogs that talk about video games. Once that gets shared to social media, well, everything falls into place.”


  Just like I thought, it seems you need to call in people from other places. But that introduces a big problem.


  “And they just let you do that?” I ask.


  “Well, you can’t be too persistent, or they block you. But as a computer whiz, that’s my time to shine! Knowing how to command arguments is a core skill on the internet. People will try to attack you, but boy, it feels good to surround them with multiple accounts and shut them down with a show of brute force.”


  “I wish you wouldn’t teach her strange things like that,” says my neighbor.


  “What are you saying? That’s a standard strategy in online battlefields.”


  As we chat, the video continues to play. Futarishizuka progresses through the game, all the while commentating in that excitable, youthful voice.


  “Waaah! Where are all the synthesis monsters? Come on, get out here, you big dumb oafs! I need to synthesize at least one piece of gear on this floor, or I’m gonna lose so much time in the midgame! Shizu’s gonna end up a small fry herself!”


  I’ve never played this title, or really any video games. But even I can understand the player’s situation. Her commentary makes it easy to follow what’s going on. Her banter sounds casual, but I can tell she’s really using her head.


  “Don’t tell me you’re going to stream in this style for the entire contest,” my neighbor says.


  “Oh, what’s this? Has my mesugaki persona made your heart skip a beat?”


  “No, I’m just genuinely curious. Isn’t acting like that embarrassing?”


  “Hee-hee! Sounds like something a small fry would say!” Futarishizuka says in her high-pitched anime voice. “You’ve gotta abandon all your shame, or you won’t get any views!”


  “I’m sorry. You’re frying my brain with that voice. Could you stop?”


  “You know, I’ve always wondered if this kind of persona catches on because of how easy they are to spot and understand. I thought the same thing when everyone was into tsundere girls a while back. The key is being able to convey it without using illustrations—like with canned phrases and tropey voices.”


  “Tsundere girls? Wasn’t that two decades ago? That’s more than a while back. I was still in high school, or college, I think.”


  “Oh, Shizu just hates it when people say mean things like that! You need to learn to respect your elders…”


  “Okay, now you’re just mixing it all up.”


  What is a mesugaki? I wonder. Considering my neighbor’s reaction, maybe the concept is something worth learning about. I may not be able to fully assume that sort of character, but perhaps I can grasp the essence of the idea. I decide to look up tsundere, too, for good measure.


  “Oh, I’ve heard of tsundere,” chimes in Makeup. “Those characters act all prickly in public, but as soon as they’re alone with the person they like, they go into heat right away. I saw a video once about how girls like that were popular in anime a long time ago.”


  “I think you’ve misunderstood the finer points, but you’re mostly right,” says my neighbor.


  “Hey, now. That was way off the mark,” insists Ms. Futarishizuka. “They’re prickly when they first meet their love interest, but then they start to open up as they interact and fall more and more in love. Your explanation makes it sound like they’re just shy.”


  I guess I won’t have to look that one up after all.


  Just then, I notice Blondie react.


  “I didn’t know that was part of this country’s culture! Sasaki, do you like these ‘tsundere’ people?” she asks.


  “My own opinion is beside the point,” he responds. “At the time, it was a social phenomenon.”


  “When you say prickly, does that mean the ‘tsundere’ pushes away the other person?”


  “Yes, essentially.”


  “Oh, how fascinating.”


  “Er, might I ask what you mean, Lady Elsa?”


  “For a while now, when I see you looking troubled or worried, I feel my spine start to tingle. I thought perhaps the concept of ‘tsundere’ might explain it. If so, I’d very much like you to instruct me further in the matter.”


  “……”


  Is this girl for real? It sounds like she’s just a sadist!


  My neighbor puts on a strange expression.


  The way she feigns meekness, then suddenly throws out shockingly off-color jokes, upsetting my neighbor…is it all a manifestation of her unconscious sadistic tendencies? Is her spine tinging at this very moment?


  “With all due respect, I believe that’s something else entirely,” says my neighbor.


  “Is that so? How disappointing.”


  I knew I couldn’t let my guard down around this blond girl. I can’t let her interact with my neighbor any further. What if he turns out to be a masochist? That would be terrible. I have to change the topic. But to what?


  Before I can do anything, Makeup starts talking. “Putting aside all that indecent stuff, I’m impressed, Futarishizuka. You act all high-and-mighty, but you’re working pretty hard, aren’t you? Though I guess you were the one who suggested this whole thing.”


  “Eh? Are you looking down on me, girlie?”


  “That’s not what I meant. But if I offended you, then I apologize.”


  “By the sound of things, you must have a plan you think can beat Shizu’s Gaming Dojo.”


  “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. Just remember that the bigger they are, the harder they fall.”


  Makeup’s odd confidence makes me curious. She wears her heart on her sleeve, so if she’s acting like this, then she probably already has a lot of views. If she was in a bad situation, she would be a ball of nerves right now.


  Ten thousand views is a major accomplishment. But those are baby numbers compared to when a video blows up in a big community. Miss Hoshizaki must be in a good enough position to see that.


  Maybe it’s time for a little prodding. “I don’t mean to pry, but have you already uploaded a video?” I ask her.


  “Oh, well, here and there.”


  “…I see.”


  That only makes me even more certain that she’s earned quite a lot of views already. In which case, it’s very likely that my neighbor and I are fighting for last place. As for Robot Girl, well, a diamond on a dunghill is still a diamond—and a bugged mechanical life-form is still a mechanical life-form. She’s probably already got a grasp on the human heart and is raking in the views.


  I begin to worry about how to proceed. The contest’s winner gets to ask the loser for any request. In the best-case scenario, I win, and my neighbor gets last place. But I get the feeling there’s not much chance of that happening. That leaves me another choice—lose on purpose to keep my neighbor out of last place and prevent him from falling under the power of another woman. But if Makeup won and got to order me around, it would really piss me off.


  Either I can support my neighbor and lose, or focus on myself and let him take the fall. What an irritating conundrum.


  I still have some time before I have to make my decision, so I decide to wait and see how things go. If worse comes to worst, I can always delete my channel and bring my view count back down to zero. I might as well do my best as a VTuber in the meantime.


  “What about your video, Elsa?” asks Makeup. She’s trying to change the subject, so we stop pestering her. Everyone’s attention shifts to Blondie and Hot Prince. “Weren’t you going to post another to try and calm down the uproar?”


  “Well, we just released Prince Lewis’s new video, but…” Blondie looks conflicted. Is there some sort of problem? She’s always so bright and cheerful, her expression seems out of place. “Um, little bird? Was it really okay to upload such a disrespectful video?”


  “He gave his explicit permission. You’ve nothing to be concerned about.”


  “Indeed. I made this decision myself,” insists the prince. “You may rest at ease, Elsa.”


  “Still…”


  The rest of us watch this exchange in silence.


  “Ahhhn! A shop, thank heavens! And look—this ring! It boosts your critical rate based on how many cursed items you have! Such a find! This one ring will set me up for the whole rest of the game! Shizu is such a little burglar!”


  Meanwhile Futarishizuka’s youthful, energetic voice is still blaring from the TV. We know what she’s up to now, so can’t we just turn it off? Her rambling is so packed with info that it’s really distracting me.


  “I hear that in Japan, such acts are accepted as perfectly normal,” continues Hot Prince. “Diversity, I believe you call it? Such a wonderful part of your culture. Thus, I do not believe there is anything to be worried about.”


  “You heard the man. It won’t be an issue.”


  “But, still…,” mumbles Blondie.


  Though Blondie looks troubled, the sparrow and Hot Prince don’t seem too concerned.


  “Peeps, could you maybe fill me in?” says my neighbor.


  “Wait, you mean you haven’t seen it yet?” asks Futarishizuka.


  “No, I’ve been too preoccupied with my own videos.”


  “Then you should just watch it. You’ll understand right away.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Futarishizuka uses her phone to change the image on the TV. Instead of her let’s-play, it now shows Blondie’s and the sparrow’s channel. I’ve looked at their account several times myself. The main page shows their latest video. The title is Prince Lewis - New Outfit Reveal!


  The video starts playing right away. It was uploaded less than an hour ago, but it already has over a hundred thousand views.


  “Ah. I see now,” my neighbor says.


  The content of the video is nothing extraordinary. Hot Prince is dressed up like a woman, and he’s really pulling it off.


  His dress reminds me of something a foreign princess might wear. Bold slits expose his thighs, and his shoulders are bare. There’s something bewitching about all that exposed skin. His long hair means he doesn’t need a wig. A little bit of adjustment is all it took to make the style look feminine. You’d never guess he was a man.


  The comment section agrees, and the video has drawn high praise. It seems like their attempt to drown out the haters is going very well.


  “What do you think, Baron Sasaki?” asks the prince. “Is it to your liking?”


  “You look gorgeous, sir.”


  But Blondie’s expression is still dark as she watches the video. Maybe this sort of thing isn’t as common where she comes from. I hear that in some countries, falsifying your gender is a criminal offense.


  My neighbor turns to her with consideration. “But I can understand your concerns, Lady Elsa.”


  “Y-yes? I knew you would.”


  “Am I correct in assuming that Prince Lewis was the one to suggest this?”


  “Indeed, it was my suggestion,” replies Hot Prince. “Now, how has the world responded?”


  “As far as I can tell from the comments here and elsewhere on the internet, it has gone over largely well, sir. There is criticism, of course, but far less than before.”


  “Ah, excellent. I was hoping to help, so it wouldn’t do if I were to further inconvenience Elsa and the bird.”


  “There you have it, Lady Elsa. I don’t believe this video will be a problem.”


  “Wait, Sasaki, are you serious?” Makeup interrupts.


  “With all due respect, this isn’t all that uncommon here in Japan.”


  I read in a library book that Japanese society has been accepting of male homosexuality for over a millennium, so this seems like a reasonable statement to me. Homosexuality was suppressed for a time after the Meiji Restoration because of the infiltration of Christian values, but lately it’s been regaining its former position. The amount of time it was viewed as heresy doesn’t even add up to a tenth of the time it was accepted. Long before people began talking about LGBT rights, such things were considered normal here in Japan.


  “And there’s drastically fewer haters in the comments,” notes Futarishizuka. “Hysterical, really.”


  “Men do like this stuff. Can’t imagine why,” says Makeup.


  “Oh, but we women have Takarazuka, don’t we? Are you saying you don’t enjoy it?”


  “Well, I guess I do, now that you mention it…”


  Makeup watches the video with a dubious gaze. Hot Prince is very pretty, even compared to me and Makeup, so maybe she’s envious. Everyone has their own tastes in this department, so I don’t want to pass any judgment.


  “Elsa, there is actually much to learn from this,” says Hot Prince. “If you ask me, entertainment and government are two sides of the same coin. You must understand the minds of the people in order to control them. I think there is much benefit to be had from studying the mechanisms of this country.”


  “I had no idea you’d thought this through so deeply… I’m, um, I’m impressed!” Blondie stammers.


  The video’s view count continues to rise, even as we watch it. I search the title on my own phone and see that several news sites have already picked up the story. The channel name and the word “Hot Prince” are trending on social media, too.


  “Compared to this, ten thousand views is peanuts,” says Futarishizuka.


  “Their channel does have the bureau’s backing,” my neighbor points out.


  After we watch the video and chat for a bit, the youngest daughter speaks up. She’s been eating in silence until now, and her tone is stiff and formal.


  “Elsa, Grandmother, it is unfair that the family is so focused on your accomplishments. I think it is only right for us to discuss the youngest daughter’s status as well. It is important for a family to spend time soothing their truant child’s traumatized heart. Humans have written about this in many places.”


  “Oh, um, I’m sorry. What have you been up to, Type Twelve?” asks Lady Elsa.


  “Come, now, girlie,” says Futarishizuka. “How are we supposed to talk about your videos if you’re hiding your account? Don’t you think that’s a bit unreasonable?”


  “Urgh-gh-gh.”


  All-in-all, I believe our dinner conversation served as a good wake-up call for everyone participating in the contest.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    Once pretend family time is over, Abaddon and I go back to our home in Karuizawa. We head straight for the recording studio in the guest room and start our strategy meeting in front of the laptop. We’re trying to figure out how we can win this view-count contest.


    “Our views have really dropped off. Curious.”


    “It’s probably because we’re not drawing in anyone new. Without a constant influx, subsequent videos naturally get fewer and fewer views. That’s why everyone is so desperate to advertise.”


    “But it looks like we’re still getting comments.”


    “I think that’s probably inevitable.”


    The view and comment numbers on our videos are as follows:


    120 views, 7 comments.


    101 views, 6 comments.


    86 views, 5 comments.


    80 views, 6 comments.


    77 views, 4 comments.


    59 views, 4 comments.


    41 views, 12 comments.


    The newest video has an awful lot of comments. I check the posters’ accounts; they all belong to the same group that first found my channel and spread the word to their friends. The comments read: “Three updates in one day? How much free time does she have, lmao.” “She’s gotta be a NEET.” “Poor Misaki Hanano, she’ll never live up to her name.” “Her flower is never going to bloom, it already rotted at the root.” “Literally can’t stop laughing at how gloomy she sounds. She just can’t hide it.” “The visuals are still ridiculously high-quality, though.” “Isn’t the video editing on these super intricate?” “Could a single person really put out this much stuff?” “Maybe she just stole it all.” “But those motions are practically unreal.”


    Once again, our video has become a topic among the members of their group, and they’re dominating the comment section. At this point, the video barely matters; they’re treating the comments as their own private forum.


    Here and there, I see other users, seemingly unrelated to the group, making negative comments, too. Maybe seeing the others’ remarks diluted their sense of ethics. At any rate, I still can’t find a single positive opinion.


    Such poor behavior. If this keeps up, I won’t be able to continue my activities as planned. My channel is completely at their mercy, and they’re treating it like a toy for their amusement.


    I can’t let this go on, I think, firming my resolve.


    If I continue as I have been, my channel will never be popular. And seeing how well Futarishizuka and Blondie are doing, and how confident Makeup is, I feel impatient and frustrated with my own failure. What’s more, I resent all this one-sided bullying.


    It’s time.


    “Abaddon, I’ve made a decision.”


    “What is it?”


    “Misaki Hanano will be retiring, effective today.”


    “Are you going to stop uploading videos?”


    “No, not at all.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I think it’s time to listen to the bullies.”


    If I’m going to change tactics, I’d better do it quickly. The more time passes, the more effort it will take to make a major course correction. At this stage, I can still start over. In fact, you could call this a prime opportunity. Maybe I can even take advantage of the haters’ comments.


    “Has all the negativity left you disheartened?”


    “I’m not that delicate, Abaddon. It will take more than bullying from complete strangers to discourage me. I used to eat weeds to stave off starvation. This level of malice is nothing.”


    “Your argument is extremely persuasive, but doesn’t it make you sad to admit that?”


    “Aren’t you the one always calling me a depressing introvert?”


    “Huh? Oh. Well, yeah… Um. If I hurt your feelings, I’ll apologize.”


    “I wish you wouldn’t try to act nice. It creeps me out.”


    “Then hurry up and tell me what the deal is.”


    One moment he’s dejected, the next he’s in a huff. He’s probably just trying to hide his embarrassment, though—an unusual reaction for him.


    I turn toward the laptop. This time, we’ll seize the initiative. If I don’t take risks, I’ll never get the views I need.


    “The haters’ criticisms have all been very specific. So why not humor them? Effective marketing includes riding the waves of public opinion. Or at least, I think I read that somewhere.” I won’t let this end with my channel being a toy for haters. It’s time I showed them a thing or two. “The name ‘Misaki Hanano’ was too much for me to handle.”


    “Oh, so you’re gonna reinvent your character with a different personality?”


    “Exactly.”


    First, I need to figure out a new name. I think for a bit, and one comes to me fairly easily.


    “From now on, I will be called ‘Ochiba Kareki.’”


    There’s a certain ring to it. I think it’s pretty good for something I came up with on the spot. The haters said I was a flower that withered before it could bloom, so I chose a first name meaning “fallen leaves” and a last name meaning “dead tree.”


    “You came up with that a lot more quickly than the last one!”


    “What are you trying to say, Abaddon?”


    “Nothing at all!”


    I’m well aware of what he’s implying. I’m a gloomy introvert, through and through.


    Before, I wanted to hide my true nature and act like a sunnier character, but that was my first mistake. I’ll leave the role-play to professional actors; a newbie like me can’t pull it off. If I’m going to put on an act, I need to choose a role that will allow me to incorporate my authentic self.


    “I won’t be able to stick with this model, either.”


    “You want to change the design?”


    “I’d like to adjust it, if we can get the younger sister to help.”


    I bring up Misaki Hanano’s image on the screen and speak into thin air.


    “Excuse me. I’d like to make some changes to my model. Would you be able to assist me?”


    When I do, the model moves in response to my voice, holding up her arms in a big O shape to signal she’ll help. That settles the matter. I’m sure Robot Girl heard everything Abaddon and I were talking about through the room’s microphones, so she probably already knows what direction I want to go with.


    “Thank you very much. To start…”


    I don’t alter the base design at all, but I make adjustments in many areas. It feels a little like my character went all out to change her image when she entered high school, only to mess it up and get ostracized by her classmates. She failed to become the sunny extrovert she dreamed of, and now she’s a gloomy introvert. And so her polished pretense peels away, leaving behind only a painful, embarrassing memory.


    Oh, that’s pretty good. I think I’ll make that her new background story.


    “…Yes, that’s right. Can you make the bangs a little longer? Just enough to cover her eyes. And I’d like the expression to be more melancholy, to really show the contrast. Oh, I had a question about the moving parts in the model’s back. When she hunches over…”


    “Ah, a miserable fate has befallen our lovely Miss Hanano.”


    “Don’t be rude, Abaddon. This is what the market demands.”


    My requests begin to steadily change the model’s appearance. Incredibly, the mechanical life-form’s high-tech program manages to accurately interpret my vague explanations as it makes various adjustments. This must be the result of her continuing efforts to learn about human culture. She’s working hard to understand us, gathering more information from the internet every day.


    “Her hair is too bright. How about we say she was dyeing it before, and now it’s gone back to its natural black color? She can’t be bothered to get it cut, either, so it’s grown unnaturally long in certain places. I think that should work.”


    I don’t know why, but as I look at her, I feel a certain affection. This feels right—as though the adjustments are clearing away all the things that were wrong about Misaki Hanano.


    After a while, I say, “Okay, I think this is good. All that’s left is to do something about her flower accessories. I hate to ask, since I was the one who suggested them, but could you possibly get rid of—?”


    “Elder Sister,” Robot Girl suddenly interrupts, her voice coming through the speaker; she sounds the same as always. “The younger sister finds this work a little upsetting.”


    “Oh. I’m sorry. I’ve been making a lot of requests without considering how much work it must be.”


    “It’s not that, Elder Sister.”


    “Then what is it?”


    “As a shut-in, I find that your negative emotions hit very close to home. I would like to encourage you to be more optimistic. In addition, this 3D model is blameless. I hope you will continue to cherish her for a long time to come.”


    Mechanical life-forms can’t lie. This must have truly upset her.


    But was I really being that negative? All I was doing was making adjustments to the model. I guess I got too excited about ripping away her sunny facade. Either way, I’d better apologize to Robot Girl.


    “I’m very sorry. The work you do is so brilliant that I got a little carried away. I’ll try to be more optimistic like you said, so would you please keep helping me out until this is finished? I promise to cherish this new, improved version of the model.”


    “Your high praise brings me joy. Understood. I will resume improving this 3D model. And I will remove the flower accessories as you requested.”


    “Really sorry my partner’s asking so much of you. I’ll be sure to admonish her later.”


    “Elder Brother, thank you for being so considerate of my sorrow.”


    Seeing Abaddon so sincerely apologetic makes me feel a little guilty. Am I really that gloomy?


    In any case, Misaki Hanano is soon reborn as Ochiba Kareki. Once we’re finished, Robot Girl leaves, pleading with me not to give up on life. Then the speakers go silent. I never dreamed she’d worry about me like that, so I’m not sure how to respond.


    “Abaddon, I’d like to put the younger sister’s work to good use and record a new video before I go to bed. First, we’ll need another self-introduction. Since I’m switching out my model, I need to lock in the specifics.”


    “If that’s what you want, then I have nothing to say. I’m just here to help you out.”


    Still riding the excitement from redesigning my model, we start recording. Compared to when I was trying to be Misaki Hanano, this is far, far easier.


    “Hello. I’m Ochiba Kareki. I apologize to anyone who came here looking for Misaki Hanano. She tried to change her image for her high school debut, but it didn’t work out, and now she’s a gloomy introvert. But she still wants to find her place in the world, so she decided to stay optimistic and keep working hard.”


    Since the model’s appearance is so somber-looking, I don’t need to consciously try to make my voice cheerful. Everything goes much more pleasantly than I expected. It’s a walk in the park compared to recording for Misaki Hanano.


    “I still dream of being truly bright and cheerful one day. And so I would like to continue my activities—not as Misaki Hanano, but as Ochiba Kareki. First off, I would like to clear up all the lies Hanano told you, as well as retract her bland, uninteresting view of the world. I’ll start off with my hobbies…”


    We make it through recording almost in one shot. I then remember to change my profile picture to the new 3D model.


    Ochiba Kareki is sixteen years old and currently attending high school. She likes reading, browsing the internet, and gardening. She’s fond of quiet places, vegetables and mushrooms she’s raised herself, and edible wild plants. She hates crowds, loud classrooms, and gym class. In the future, she wants to be self-sufficient and move to a prefecture bordering the ocean.


    It all comes very naturally to me. I’ve begun to take a genuine liking her. I get the impression I really will cherish her as I become the person in the costume, as it were.


    “Kareki has the same basic appearance as Hanano and shares some of her likes, too. Are they supposed to be the same person?”


    “Yes. I wanted to use her as part of this character’s history. Ochiba Kareki wants to bloom into Misaki Hanano one day. I figured if she had an easy-to-understand goal, viewers might feel a sense of purpose in watching her.


    “Seems like her interests and preferences have done a complete flip-flop, though!”


    “That’s why I put an explanation up front.”


    “I wonder if you could phrase it in a slightly catchier way. One that has more consideration for the youngest daughter’s emotional well-being.”


    “Maybe I should just say she’s the type to read books at her desk in class, even during breaks times.”


    “Sounds like you’re introducing yourself, not her.”


    “……”


    I think it’s time to ignore this demon.


    I upload the finished video, then close the laptop. I’ve done what I needed to, and now it’s time for bed. I get up and leave the room, paying my sarcastic partner no mind.


    “Where are you going?” he asks.


    “To take a bath.”


    “You don’t want to watch the video you uploaded?”


    Abaddon immediately floats into the air and follows me. He always waits in the changing room when I take a bath. One time, I suggested he join me. “I don’t mind, but you’d have to give me a reward,” was his smug reply. I never asked again, though I imagine he was just being considerate, in his own way. He’s never smelled bad, so it’s not really an issue.


    “I’ll check it in the morning.”


    “But what if you toss and turn all night again?”


    “I have school tomorrow. If I don’t at least lie down and rest, class will be rough.”


    I take a quick bath, then go into my room and climb into bed. For some reason—maybe because I finally just did what I wanted—I start to drift off almost as soon as my head hits the pillow. Maybe I was simply exhausted. Either way, I’m sound asleep before I know it.


    I’ll have to thank Robot Girl again for indulging her elder sister.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    First thing in the morning, I head straight to the guest room, still wearing my pajamas. I open up the laptop and see the page for the video I uploaded the night before: Ochiba Kareki’s gloomy self-introduction.


    Below the video is the number of times it’s been watched.


    And that number, amazingly, is 53,012.


    I take one look and exclaim, “We did it, Abaddon! I was right!”


    “Wow, I guess things really can blow up overnight.”


    I’m very pleased. I’m not quite as ecstatic as I was when I finally found my neighbor’s social media account after months of trying. But I’m about as happy as when I won rock-paper-scissors at lunch and scored an extra flan for dessert. Okay, maybe I’m not that happy. School lunches seem less pressing now that I have a steady supply of food and a roof over my head, but things were different back then.


    At any rate, I’m feeling good.


    “Hey, look at you. I almost never see you without some kind of sarcastic expression,” says Abaddon, as if he can read my mind.


    “…Is that so?”


    Ignoring him, I start checking the comments.


    A significant percentage of people are making references to Misaki Hanano. They understand how we got here, and now they’re praising the Ochiba Kareki character. I figure that’s probably how the video got to 53,012 views.


    “There was a girl in my class like Hanano who had a head full of flowers. A real idiot.” “Tbh, I prefer Kareki.” “What a difference from Hanano.” “Her depression is so real, it almost hurts.” “Hanano’s try-hard attitude was all foreshadowing.” “I hope this was intentional. Otherwise the people behind this channel must be really embarrassed.”


    Suddenly curious, I type Ochiba Kareki’s name into a search engine. It seems we’re being talked about on an anonymous forum. I find a thread someone put up in the VTuber section making fun of our channel, and it has a ton of responses.


    People on social media are talking about us, too. Not enough to trend, but the video’s URL is being posted all over, thanks to some accounts that like to follow new VTubers.


    From there, blogs that compile news on this kind of topic put out articles summarizing the entire string of events. A gloomy VTuber, unable to fully sell her upbeat character model, has now switched her appearance. I assume a lot of the viewers came from those sites.


    “They sure aren’t holding back in the comments.”


    “Views are views. Let’s be content with them.”


    “Omg, they changed the model instead of the person using it.” “I can’t believe they already redid the model. That was so fast. They’ve gotta have some crazy tech, right?” “The new model matches her depressing voice perfectly lmao.” “This model fits her way better.” “Can’t believe how natural she sounds.”


    Given the context, I decide to take these comments as congratulatory.


    They aren’t going to listen to me, no matter what I say, and it would probably take a lawsuit to shut them up for good. I can’t do that as a minor, and if it went to court, I’d have to reveal my identity—a lethal mistake for someone in the death game.


    Getting bashed is irritating, but my only choice is to simply endure it.


    “Hey, look at this number here. It was zero yesterday, but now it’s really high.” Abaddon points at the screen.


    “Oh, that’s the number of people subscribed to our channel.” I didn’t have any yesterday, yet now I have almost a thousand. “A pretty high percentage of the people who watched must have subscribed. If what I read on the internet is right, it usually takes around one to two hundred thousand views to get a thousand subscribers.”


    “I guess that means society thinks highly of what you’re saying.”


    “Judging by the comments, their praise is mostly for the quality of the younger sister’s 3D model. If someone else had been playing Misaki Hanano, I think that alone would have made her popular.”


    “You’re always so modest about these things. Are you embarrassed? How unusual.” As always, the demon focuses his efforts on lighthearted banter.


    What’s wrong with being embarrassed? I’ve never experienced anything like this before in my life. I feel like I’m floating. The information displayed on the screen might as well be something from another world.


    “This also means we meet the requirements for monetization,” I say, trying to change the topic.


    “Oh, yeah. We can get money for uploading videos, right?”


    “Yes. I never thought we’d make it this far.”


    If we can earn some real money, we won’t need to rely on Futarishizuka as much. There are a lot of obstacles to overcome—like getting permission from a guardian and opening a bank account—but it seems worth looking into, at least.


    If this goes well, my dream of leaving the villa and moving in next to my neighbor, wherever he ends up, could actually be feasible. Come to think of it, I wonder where he’s living right now. Last time I asked, he said he’d evacuated to a hotel close to our old apartment building.


    “Talk about attractive prospects! We won’t have to bother the landlady nearly as much.”


    “Yes. My thoughts exactly.”


    It seems I have a new motivation to upload videos, aside from Futarishizuka’s contest. Maybe I can be more optimistic, just like I promised Robot Girl.


    There’s no rule saying I can’t keep up my channel after the contest is over. If all goes well, and I start to see the potential for steady income, I can ask the landlady about monetization.


    “I’m always surprised by the weird things human beings want,” Abaddon remarks as he watches Ochiba Kareki’s self-introduction.


    I agree with him there. Personally, I thought Misaki Hanano had a much better chance of success. Of course, going against the grain is also a tried-and-true method, but unfortunately, those sorts of characters naturally wind up incredibly negative. Is the market really that saturated, and the viewers that bored with the status quo?


    Well, I’ll probably start to see the bigger picture if I just keep uploading. I once read that the people producing a product often fail to appreciate its true value.


    “I think we should keep trying to cater to niche demands,” I say. “We want to keep up the views, so let’s do our best on the next video. For now, I’ll work mainly on writing scripts during school.”


    “I’d rather you pay more attention to your studies!”


    There are more than ten days left in the contest. Maybe I should aim for first place. After all, there’s a reward on the line.


    If my neighbor’s going to fall, I want to fall with him, as far as we can. And I can only do that by winning.

  

  
    

    <VTubers, Part Two>


    The fifth day after Ms. Futarishizuka officially declared the start of the view-count contest was a weekday.


    During the week, I spent my mornings at the house in the UFO, taking part in pretend family time. My early-to-bed, early-to-rise lifestyle from my life as a teacher was already a distant memory, and my sleep cycle was back to normal. For now, even on the clock I was able to pass my time as I wished.


    Despite all my free time, however, my videos weren’t going the way I’d hoped.


    I’d given up on music-related content. I’d uploaded several more, but they never got more than two-digit view counts. Most of them stayed in the single digits. Almost nobody was watching them. It was clear this wasn’t going anywhere, and I needed to come up with a new idea.


    That Monday, I’d tried streaming video games. Unfortunately, that had failed as well. There was no demand for a middle-aged man muttering to himself alongside a mediocre gameplay performance. That got even less response than my music videos. In fact, it got no views at all, and I’d deleted it that morning.


    I decided to leave the villa in search of a better idea. Smartphone in hand, I walked through Futarishizuka’s Karuizawa neighborhood, past one vacation home after another. The air was brisk and refreshing.


    Despite its altitude, this area didn’t get much snowfall. Even at this time of year, it wasn’t too cold to walk around outside. If it did snow, it would cap out at around ten centimeters and melt after only a few days. There were plenty of weeks with no snow at all, and sometimes the temperature got up to almost ten degrees Celsius.


    I walked along a woodland path in the early afternoon sun. There wasn’t much wind, and I basked in the rays streaming down through the trees. It was cold if I stood still, but the patches of sun felt nice and warm on my skin.


    This was a true luxury. I would never have experienced this at my old job.


    “I feel as though we spend less time together these days,” said Peeps from atop my shoulder. He’d warped us back from the UFO earlier.


    “That’s because we haven’t been going to the otherworld as much.”


    “It has been quite busy here, too, as of late. Do you think we will finally have some time to relax?”


    “I don’t know if I’ll be able to kick back until Ms. Futarishizuka’s event is out of the way. Still, the boss gave his approval. I doubt he’ll assign me any other tasks, as long as no sudden problems arise.”


    “I see. That sets me at ease.”


    “Were you worried about something?”


    “In this world, I am the only one relaxing. I have, unfortunately, saddled you with all the responsibilities, and I feel guilty about that. Then again, I am limited in how much I can help while we are here.”


    “Aw, Peeps…” What a considerate pet! Why, it made my heart skip a beat to hear him talk like that. “Don’t worry about it. You’ve actually been helping an awful lot, even here.”


    “I savor the slow life while you toil away.”


    “Why don’t you think of it as a reward for all your hard work so far?”


    “But that does not excuse leaving all the labor on your shoulders.”


    “I’m relaxing right now, aren’t I?”


    Strolling along and sharing easygoing conversation with Peeps was supremely therapeutic, to put it lightly. I could almost forget my progress in the contest, or rather my complete lack of progress. I felt so relaxed, I was starting to think it wouldn’t be that bad to get last place.


    I walked for almost an hour but didn’t come up with any good ideas. Nevertheless, getting to chat with Peeps cheered me up.


    Once again, I prevailed upon him to warp us back to the UFO. Back in my room at the house, I took a seat at the low table and stared at my closed laptop, trying to pump myself up. I had a feeling I wouldn’t manage to crawl out of last place, but I had to put in the bare minimum of effort, at least. Participating in this contest was essentially my job right now.


    But not long after I sat down, I heard someone at the door. They knocked lightly, then a moment later, said, “Are you there, mister?”


    “Oh, yes. Come on in.”


    My neighbor slid open the door, and I could see Abaddon bobbing in the air behind her.


    “I’m sorry for disturbing you,” she said. “I know you must be busy.”


    “It’s fine; I wasn’t doing much. Did you need something?” I stood up and went over to the doorway. The two of them were still standing just outside.


    “I don’t have anything to offer in return, but I wanted to ask you for a favor,” said my neighbor, her tone a bit formal.


    “What kind of favor? I’ll do whatever I can.”


    “Really? All right. In that case…”


    What came out of her mouth next was a request I never would have expected in a million years.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      Encouraged by our initial success with Ochiba Kareki, Abaddon and I quickly set about creating our next video.


      That said, because it’s a weekday, I have to attend school. I briefly consider taking the day off, but since Futarishizuka is kindly providing a driver for me, I can’t bring myself to play hooky. I’m also pretty sure my neighbor wouldn’t approve.


      I rein myself in, deciding to use my spare time between classes to think of a script. Eventually classes end, and I head home, holding in my impatience.


      The older gentleman who always drives me asks if something good happened. I didn’t think I was acting any differently from usual, but maybe my excitement showed on my face.


      Once we’re home, I decide that changing out of my uniform will take too long and head straight to the guest room instead. I sit down at the desk and turn on the laptop. Once it boots up, I see that I’ve received a message.


      “What’s this? You’ve got mail! Wonder who it’s from.” It seems the sharp-eyed demon has noticed, too.


      “Probably just spam or something.”


      The pop-up disappears quickly, but urged on by Abaddon, I click the notification icon. It looks like the email is for the address I used to open up my account on the video submission website. I’ve made it public on my channel so third parties can contact me.


      At the very top of the notification list is a notice that I received an email. And the sender is…


      “Otherworld Productions Inc.?”


      “Someone you know?”


      “No, of course not.”


      The topic reads, We’re sending you this email after seeing a video of Ochiba Kareki. Could this be a prank orchestrated by my haters? Or maybe it’s just spam.


      I click on it, and my in-box comes up and displays the contents of the message.


      Dear Ochiba Kareki,


      My name is Kuga, and I’m from Otherworld Productions Inc. Please forgive the unprompted email.


      I’m writing to you after watching videos for Hanano and Kareki. We do business in the domain of virtual reality entertainment, and we are currently planning to further expand our operations. We were extremely impressed by your video from yesterday.


      While I know this may seem like a sudden proposal, would you perhaps be able to meet with us in person? We can be flexible with the time and place of the meeting, as needed.


      I hope you will consider this request. Thank you for your time.


      “I think I’ve heard of this,” says Abaddon. “It’s called being scouted, right?”


      “That’s not exactly what it said, though.”


      “Isn’t your country all about being indirect? I think that’s just the way people do things here.”


      I bring up a search engine and look up Otherworld Productions Inc. They’re not hard to find. They’re an organization that runs a major VTuber group. I even referenced their videos when I was making ours, though I only knew them by the nickname OtherPro.


      “Well, it looks like they really are a big company.”


      “If they’re not trying to scout you, why would they reach out?”


      “When you put it like that, I really don’t know what to say.”


      For a moment, I suspect it’s a scam email. But the sender’s address matches the company’s real domain. Then I look up the business plus the name “Kuga,” and that checks out as well.


      “All right,” I say. “Let’s assume for now that they are trying to scout me.”


      The next question is whether I should meet with this Kuga person.


      It’s not likely to help me much with the contest. After all, that will be over in only two weeks, and it might take even longer to come to an agreement with the company.


      Still, it seems like a solid choice, considering the possibility for mid- to long-term income. Whether I end up accepting or declining, this is an excellent chance to hear from people who have succeeded in the field. I figure it’s worth it to respond.


      “I think we should accept the request for a meeting,” I tell Abaddon.


      “I can’t believe my shy partner is being so brave!”


      “If we stand to benefit, then I don’t mind taking a step out of my comfort zone.”


      There’s a problem, though—I’m a minor. A first-year in middle school isn’t all that different from an elementary school kid. I doubt they’ll take me seriously.


      In addition, I won’t know what to do if they ask where the 3D models for Misaki Hanano and Ochiba Kareki came from. I wonder if they’d believe me if I said I made them myself. My motion-capture equipment is even better than the stuff professionals use.


      Naturally, I can’t say anything that would imply the existence of mechanical life-forms. Maintaining that secret is an important part of my neighbor’s job, too. I need to do whatever it takes to keep it under wraps.


      “Then you’ll have to study hard, eat plenty of food, and grow into a fit, healthy adult!” Abaddon quickly launches into banter; maybe he intuited my thoughts. But his words don’t seem very fitting for a demon.


      “I’m your Disciple. If I were to take it easy and wait to grow up, Futarishizuka would abandon us.”


      “Then are you going to turn them down?”


      “I don’t think I have any other choice.”


      “Maybe you can ask someone for help. What else is family for?”


      He must be talking about the rest of our pretend family. Unfortunately, of its seven members, at least five look like children, and one is a bird. Regardless of their actual ages, the only one who could really pass for an adult is my neighbor. Essentially, Abaddon is telling me to talk to him.


      “No, I can’t. I’d be bothering him.”


      “But if you’re trying to do this monetization thing, don’t you need help from a guardian anyway?”


      “……”


      Abaddon really knows how to hit me where it hurts.


      If I ever want to make money from uploading videos, then sooner or later, I’ll have to discuss it with my neighbor and Futarishizuka. And in that case, it makes sense to explain things now.


      But my neighbor is pretty busy with his own videos. When I asked him yesterday how they were going, he looked at me with a pained expression. I’m hesitant to increase his burden on our account.


      But then I reconsider. I can use this as an excuse to monopolize my neighbor’s time. It’ll drop him to last place in the contest, and with the company’s help, Abaddon and I will win. Then I’ll officially gain the right to make any request of him I want. Whether that all works out will depend on the company, but it’s certainly possible.


      “Oh. You’re making that scheming face again.”


      “Not at all. I was giving my partner’s opinion some serious thought.” It pains me to cause my neighbor trouble. But my desire for him is just as strong. And I’m still not sure if the company is really scouting me. “And I’ve decided you’re right. Let’s go talk to him.”


      “Right now?”


      “Yes. After school is pretend family time.”


      I suspect Abaddon would rather not become any more indebted to Futarishizuka, either.


      With our opinions in line, we leave the house. To get from Karuizawa to the UFO, I take Robot Girl’s saucer-shaped terminal as usual.


      Once there, we head into the house through the front door, and a pleasant scent wafts past my nostrils. It’s coming from the kitchen, and I can hear Blondie and Hot Prince in there chatting. They’re probably preparing dinner.


      When the view-count contest started, the two of them volunteered to handle all the cooking so the rest of us could focus on our videos. Even the newcomer prince seems opposed to freeloading. Thanks to them, we can concentrate on our work.


      “I wonder what’s for dinner tonight. It must be like heaven for you lately, always having proper meals.”


      “Why don’t you ever touch the food, Abaddon? I couldn’t afford to share back when I lived in the apartment, but now there’s enough for you to have some, too.”


      “Angels and demons don’t need to eat, remember?”


      “But that doesn’t mean you can’t eat, does it? I’ve seen you eat all sorts of bizarre things when you revert to your original form.”


      “If I don’t need to eat, then why make them cook more?”


      “I guess you’re right.”


      We usually head to the living room first, but today we go straight to my neighbor’s room. The floor creaks with each step I take. When I reach my destination, I knock lightly on the closed door.


      “Are you there, mister?”


      An immediate response comes from inside.


      “Oh, yes. Come on in.”


      With permission, I grip the door handle. Futarishizuka coated the sliding door’s track with wax, and it moves so smoothly, I can hardly believe it. We stay in the hallway, and my neighbor gets up and comes over to us.


      “I’m sorry for disturbing you,” I say. “I know you must be busy.”


      “It’s fine; I wasn’t doing much. Did you need something?”


      “I don’t have anything to offer in return, but I wanted to ask you for a favor.”


      “What kind of favor? I’ll do whatever I can.”


      “Really? All right. In that case, do you have a moment?”


      “Sure thing. Want to go to the living room?”


      “If possible, I don’t want the others to overhear.”


      “Shall I leave, then?” asks the sparrow.


      “Oh, um, no. You can stay.”


      “Then can I ask you to come inside?” says my neighbor.


      “S-sure…”


      I take a step into the room, then realize something. This may be happening at our pretend family’s house, but it’s still a momentous occasion.


      This is the first time in my life he’s invited me into his room.


      
        [image: ]
      

      I let my neighbor and Abaddon in and heard them out.


      That was how I learned about my neighbor’s VTuber activities, and that she’d already been scouted by a company. It all came as a shock.


      The view-count contest was all anyone in the pretend family had been talking about for the last few days. I knew my neighbor had already uploaded several videos, but I hadn’t realized she was a VTuber. I’d had no idea she had such talent.


      “I think I understand,” I said. “So you need an adult’s help talking with them.”


      “I’m really sorry for bringing this to you all of a sudden.”


      “Not at all. It’s no big deal. I really don’t mind.”


      It seemed Type Twelve had provided her with the necessary equipment. The alien had probably manufactured it on the moon, or on some other planet, just like the translators we used to talk to Lady Elsa. I could only imagine what kind of amazing videos she was producing with such incredible, high-powered technology.


      “Are you sure it’s all right?” she asked.


      “Well, can I see the email you mentioned?”


      “Sure. Here it is.”


      My neighbor nodded and reached into the skirt pocket of her uniform. She pulled out her phone and fiddled with it for a moment, then set it in the middle of the table. We sat down across from each other, and she pushed the phone toward me. Her email app was already open, and I began to read the text on the screen.


      Though I felt a little bad about it, I’d suspected this was some kind of scam. However, the email looked genuine as far as I could tell. I even recognized the company and their web domain.


      “We looked up Kuga and the business’s name and found them online. I think this is probably the real thing. But please feel free to correct me if I’ve gotten anything wrong.”


      “No, you’re right. I think this is a real invitation.”


      “I did wonder about how indirect the contents are, however.”


      “Sorry to keep requesting things from you, but would you mind showing me the video you uploaded?”


      “Oh, um… Well, uh, sure. Here you go…”


      She reached out to the phone and closed the email app, then opened up the video submission site. I was impressed by how quickly she’d taken to using her first smartphone.


      The screen showed the home page for what I assumed was her channel. She’d probably already had it open. She was so professional, I was starting to wonder if she was really just a middle school first-year.


      Eventually, she pushed the play button, and the video started.


      “Hello. Ochiba Kareki here. In this video, I’d like to introduce a book to you all. If you want to survive—er, improve—your breaks at school and other time spent alone in the classroom, this is the perfect book for you. Making this choice is crucial, so…”


      I gave the whole video a once-over. My neighbor watched from across the table, seeming unusually nervous.


      “Hmm? Oh, are you embarrassed?”


      “Please be quiet, Abaddon.”


      Abaddon floated right behind her like always. He was sitting on his knees, just like my neighbor, but his legs bobbed about twenty centimeters above the tatami. The way his whole body was tilted to one side was very cute. Usually, he didn’t assume such a formal, polite posture. They’d come here to make a request, so he must have been on his best behavior.


      “…Thank you for watching to the end. Next time, I’ll tell you how to get through gym class when the teacher forces you to pair off with someone, including a breakdown for each specific situation. I hope you tune in again. I’ll see you then.”


      After several minutes, I’d finished all the videos.


      “A stark difference from the ones you submitted,” commented the distinguished sparrow atop my shoulder.


      “Yeah,” I replied. “Really brings home my own lack of ability.”


      “Um, I’m sorry, mister. It’s all because the youngest daughter helped me.”


      “You’re doing all the voices and motions, right?”


      “Yes, I am…”


      “To be honest, I’m not surprised someone would want to scout you.”
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  “…Y-you really think so?”


  Now that I’d seen the videos, I felt I had a good understanding of the situation. She was right—the high-quality 3D model and impressive mo-cap technology were the first things to draw my eye. But the scripts and overall storyline, including changing her model and starting over partway through, was really powerful.


  I wasn’t sure how much of it was consciously thought out, but it made sense to me why someone would approach her. The equipment certainly didn’t seem wasted on her—at least, not after her restart.


  Maybe it wasn’t nice to say so, but my neighbor’s subdued voice fit Ochiba Kareki’s visuals perfectly. That, plus the stark contrast between the two characters, must have really drawn in the viewers. It was also true that material found to be crude or lacking in subtlety by intellectuals was exactly the kind of thing the masses really liked.


  “Even I have heard of this thing,” declared Peeps. “It is called a ‘vee-tuber,’ yes?”


  “That’s right,” said my neighbor. “I’m always surprised by the family pet’s wisdom.”


  “I read an article on the internet that explained it as a new method of expression for the digital age.”


  I suspected the scout wasn’t quite sure what to make of my neighbor and Abaddon’s channel. Was she working alone, or as part of a company? Was a famous content creator assisting her? What was the scale of her operation, and how much money had been invested? They’d sent this email to test the waters and intended to figure out how she’d respond to an offer based on her reply. That was probably why the text had come out so indirect. They probably figured that if she was already supported by another company, she would simply turn them down.


  “There’s something I’d like to ask you before we meet with the scout,” I said. “Is that all right?”


  “Sure. I’ll answer any questions you have.”


  “On a personal level, do you want to say yes to this offer?”


  “If possible, I do—just as long as it won’t affect my activities in the proxy war. I know that one can receive incentives for online work, and since I’m still in middle school, I figured this was one of the few ways for me to make money.”


  She must have apprehensions about her one-sided dependence on Ms. Futarishizuka, too. I definitely understood the feeling.


  “Then why not try writing a reply? You can use my laptop,” I said, gesturing at the computer sitting on the low table. I hadn’t thought of any ideas for new videos, so maybe my time was better spent helping out my neighbor and Abaddon. I might have some kind of epiphany during the process.


  “Are you sure? I know you’re probably busy…”


  “No, I won’t go back on my word. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to keep helping you until you get your activities on track.”


  “Um, yes! Thank you very much!” My neighbor offered me a formal bow.


  “I’d like to offer my thanks, too. Since I’m also on the team and all.”


  “Please don’t worry about it, Abaddon. We’re all family right now.”


  After that, we sat at the low table and worked on a reply. Middle school kids rarely got the chance to exchange business emails, but my neighbor quickly drafted a safe, neutral response. Personally, this surprised me even more than the VTuber stuff. According to her, she’d read up on such things in the school library. Never underestimate the knowledge of an indiscriminate reader, I thought.


  After a quick check-over, she sent the message off. She’d requested a meeting sometime in the next two weeks and asked if it could take place at their company headquarters.


  Shocking all of us, a reply came back within minutes.


  Dear Ochiba Kareki,


  Thank you for your prompt reply. This is Kuga from Otherworld Productions.


  I am overjoyed to hear you’re interested. Thank you so much for offering to come to our headquarters as well.


  We have openings every day this week, both morning and afternoon. If you’d like, we could meet as early as tomorrow morning. If you’d prefer next week, I am booked up Monday, Tuesday, and Friday, but can meet with you any other day, either morning or afternoon.


  Please let me know what time would be best for you. Thank you again for considering us.


  They must really see value in Abaddon and my neighbor’s work, I thought. Or maybe they just have a lot of free time. Either way, it was an ardent reply.


  “This Kuga seems quite enthusiastic,” I said.


  “Should I call off the meeting?” asked my neighbor.


  “No, no need. A quick reply isn’t a bad thing, and you can always change your mind after talking with him. And he accepted your offer to meet within the next two weeks. It’s just that the message makes it seem like he’s rather passionate about talking to you.”


  Still, I wasn’t sure what to make of this person having almost half a week of availability. I didn’t know what department Kuga worked in, but it seemed unlikely he would have whole days without a single meeting. One possibility crossed my mind: Maybe Kuga contacted my neighbor because he had a leisurely post with a lot of time to kill.


  At my last place of employment, I had a coworker who got his job via personal connections, then got shunted off to a window seat to twiddle his thumbs until retirement. This wasn’t unheard-of in Japanese work culture. The guy would constantly go to exhibitions and study groups on company time. I’d been a little envious of how the boss would tacitly allow him to go straight to these events and then head home without even coming into the office. But I got the feeling that if you lived like that for too long, it would crush your spirit.


  On the other hand, if Kuga had opened up his schedule just for my neighbor, then it was a sign the company really, really wanted her.


  A lot of the time, if you were a smaller company with a weak product, the other side would let you choose “any time in the next ten days,” but when you asked, it would turn out they only had about three to four hours available, and you’d be forced to adjust your schedule around the open slots.


  Getting all the necessary related parties in the same room in such a small window of time was hell. Not only would you have to explain the situation to everyone involved, you’d have to contact all the departments with conflicting schedules and try to arrange some kind of compromise, asking for favors and such. It was really tough, and then if it fell through, and you had to start over, that was even worse.


  And yet it seemed like Kuga was bending over backward for my neighbor.


  “Can we do it tomorrow morning, then?” she asked.


  “Sure, that works for me. Sometimes our boss calls me up out of nowhere and sends me on a job, so I’d prefer to take care of it as soon as possible. Getting there should be easy, so just pick a time you like.”


  Kuga seemed to want to meet relatively soon as well, based on his suggestion. If my neighbor had taken even that into consideration, then I really had to take my hat off to her sagacity.


  “Okay, I’ll write a reply,” she said. “Could you check over it again when I’m done?”


  “To be frank, I’m not sure that’s really necessary.”


  “No, I’m still a child with a lot to learn, so I’d really appreciate your advice…”


  “Not backing down, eh?”


  “Be quiet, Abaddon.”


  After another exchange of emails, we confirmed our appointment with Kuga for tomorrow morning. We would be meeting at the offices of Otherworld Productions Inc. in the Tokyo metropolitan area. We’d already explained that there were two of us—my neighbor, the one using the 3D model, and me, her manager.


  By the time we’d finished up with Kuga, dinner was ready, so we headed to the living room and ate with everyone else. The main topic of conversation was our progress in the view-count contest. Ms. Futarishizuka had submitted two videos that day, and they had each garnered almost ten thousand views. Adding these to her initial submission yesterday, she was at almost thirty thousand.


  Miss Hoshizaki hadn’t shared her channel name, so we didn’t have a concrete read on her current status. But judging by how boldly she spoke to Ms. Futarishizuka, I suspected she had a similar number of views. The same went for Type Twelve. I’d also learned of my neighbor’s success today.


  All of this meant that I was most definitely in last place. I had to get tens of thousands of views to stand a chance. There was no way I could catch up.


  As far as I could see, there was only one option: to help my neighbor and Abaddon win the contest. That way, I would avoid any strange requests from my workplace colleagues. It might seem like a cowardly choice, but it was what I had to do.
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  The following day, we went to one of the most well-known office districts in Tokyo. There were lots of other IT companies in the neighborhood, all with a lively, optimistic vibe.


  Peeps and I had spent the previous night at Ms. Futarishizuka’s villa, then met up with my neighbor first thing in the morning. After eating breakfast with Ms. Futarishizuka, Lady Elsa, and Prince Lewis, we scrupulously got ourselves ready and departed. For transportation, we borrowed one of Type Twelve’s terminals.


  We arrived at our destination in just a few minutes—a famous building housing several well-known businesses.


  “Check out the size of this place. It’s so pretentious!”


  “Please be careful not to wander off and get lost, Abaddon.”


  “No worries! It’s impossible for me to ever lose sight of you.”


  “That’s actually kind of creepy.”


  “As long as you understand.”


  “……”


  Naturally, my neighbor and Abaddon were with me. The demon was using his strange powers to hide himself as he bobbed up and down in the air next to her. I’d been worried an isolated space might break out; this area was very crowded, and it seemed like a real possibility. Thankfully, nothing like that had happened so far. Maybe most Disciples intentionally avoided busy areas for that very reason.


  My neighbor was dressed in street clothes; the police might stop us if she was walking around in her uniform, so I’d asked her not to in advance. The outfit she’d chosen gave off an especially formal impression. This was probably the work of Ms. Futarishizuka, who had provided the clothes.


  We went inside and took the elevator up to OtherPro’s office. At the reception desk, I gave Kuga’s name, and we were promptly shown to a conference room. The space was extremely typical, and we sat down and waited there for a few minutes. Soon, a man in a suit appeared at the door.


  “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting.”


  My neighbor and I rose from our seats; it was time to exchange business cards.


  “Pleased to meet you,” he said. “My name is Kuga. I’m the board director and COO of Otherworld Productions.”


  His tone was casual, but the revelation came as quite a shock. Our guy was really high up the ladder. Of course, this wasn’t all that unusual in a company with only two hundred to three hundred employees—especially in the entertainment industry, where the average age was lower. The fact that he was in a position with lots of freedom to make decisions also explained the flexibility we’d seen in his emails. Still, he’d clearly prioritized this interview over any internal company meetings.


  “I’m Sasaki of SC Industries,” I said, concealing my surprise.


  I’d hastily prepared a business card that morning after breakfast. I’d completely forgotten that, ever since leaving my previous place of employment, I no longer had a business card I could use in these situations. I couldn’t exactly give him one that said I belonged to the police department, after all.


  The company name I’d given was real. After discussing the matter with Ms. Futarishizuka over breakfast, she allowed me to use one of the many domestic corporations she owned. The midsize business was safe, its conduct good and aboveboard; it wouldn’t be an issue if a third party looked into it.


  For my contact information, I used the info linked to my bureau phone. If any problems arose, I’d simply use the power of the state to make it look like nothing ever happened. After all, the contest was related to our pretend family, and the boss had approved of it as part of our job with the bureau. Miss Hoshizaki would probably be thinking about how much hazard pay she’d be getting for working outside the office.


  “Um, my name is Kurosu,” said my neighbor.


  “And you’re the one behind Ochiba Kareki?”


  “Yes, sir. That’s right.”


  Incidentally, Kuga turned out to be more overbearing than we’d imagined. And to put it bluntly, he looked kind of scary. His short, spiky hair was dyed a bright color, and his suit was gaudy, with thick stripes. He wore an expensive-looking lustrous shirt and necktie, and his glasses were slightly tinted.


  It all suited him perfectly, too. I found myself losing the mental battle already, and this was only our first meeting. I figured he probably wasn’t, but he really looked like a yakuza.


  “You’re much more youthful than I thought you’d be,” Kuga said with a little smile. “If I’m being honest, I’m kind of shocked.”


  My neighbor and Abaddon were optimistic about being scouted. Kuga, however, didn’t seem to know quite how to deal with a minor. After all, plenty of VTubers were in their thirties and above.


  “I apologize,” I said. “I should have told you in advance about Kurosu’s age.”


  “Nah, don’t worry about it. We’ve got plenty of younger ones these days.”


  “Ngh…”


  As Kuga spoke, my neighbor suddenly gave a start. She’d already been sitting up straight; now she was practically leaning over backward.


  “Are you okay, Kurosu?” I asked.


  “Y-yes. Don’t mind me.”


  “Well, all right.”


  “Mr. Sasaki, Miss Kurosu, please, have a seat.”


  Prompted by Kuga, we settled back into our chairs. My neighbor and I sat next to each other, with Kuga seated across the table from us. Abaddon was floating behind my neighbor, as usual. The door was to my left, with a display screen to my right, and a whiteboard was facing me, behind Kuga. Next to the door was a clock; it was a little past ten AM.


  Normally, my neighbor would be at school right now. Unfortunately, she’d had to take the day off. This company wasn’t open on Saturdays, so we didn’t have a choice.


  That said, I’d done a little online research the day before and found out that children who worked as stage actors, voice actors, and the like often took days off school to attend work or lessons. They’d continue like that until they graduated middle school, when they’d typically transfer into a high school geared toward students involved in the performing arts. This had been news to me, and I was quite impressed.


  “Is SC Industries a newcomer in the field?” asked Kuga as soon as we took our seats. The unfamiliar name probably had him worried.


  It was time for self-introductions. It must be nice to belong to a big, famous corporation. You could just say the name of your company, and everything would fall into place. But I’d worked in smaller businesses for a long time and so was pretty used to this.


  “I wouldn’t say that, exactly.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “May I first give a simple explanation?”


  “Sure. Please go ahead.”


  “We are a proprietary company founded by a certain entrepreneur as a funds management operation, so we don’t conduct direct business with anyone. We have no plans to do so in the future, either.”


  Ms. Futarishizuka had told me I could do as I wished with the company, and that she could introduce me to a tax accountant and a judicial clerk, if needed. It must have been sitting dormant, gathering dust. We’d simply borrowed the name to create a business card.


  “Kurosu here is a member of that entrepreneur’s family. As you can see, she is still a child, so an agent was necessary to handle things for her. I am using this business card temporarily for that purpose.”


  Kuga’s expression stiffened, and he quickly moved on to a follow-up question. “Based on what I saw in the videos, I imagine the 3D models and motion-capture equipment used cost quite a bit of money. The editing was very high-quality, too. I’d like to ask a little more about that, if I may.”


  His tone had become just a tad more polite. It felt as though he’d been looking down on us before, and now he viewed us as equals. He still seemed suspicious, however, as if he couldn’t quite believe I was serious.


  “Her parent purchased the equipment,” I said. “Though she tells me she’s been doing the editing herself.”


  “Really? By herself? She has a knack for it, despite her young age.”


  Apparently, Type Twelve was handling the editing for her, but we couldn’t let any of that slip. As long as she had the laptop made by the mechanical life-form, she could work from anywhere, so for now we went with the story that my neighbor was doing it all on her own. I figured this would also improve Kuga’s estimation of her.


  “I hope this doesn’t sound rude,” he said, “but may I ask how you are related to Miss Kurosu?”


  “Please consider me something akin to her manager.”


  My neighbor and I had decided all of this the night before. She, as well as Ms. Futarishizuka, had both agreed.


  “May I ask you a question as well, Mr. Kuga?”


  “Oh, y-yes. Please, ask me anything.”


  I had doubts of my own, and now it was time to clear them up. I figured I’d better get this out of the way sooner rather than later.


  “It hasn’t been two days since her videos became a topic of conversation. The views she’s gotten are significant, but they must be a drop in the bucket compared to the talent you already have on board. I am surprised you approached her so quickly.”


  “As I’m sure you know, the rate people consume content has been accelerating in recent years. As a supplier of such content, we must keep our fingers on the pulse, or we’ll quickly fall behind. As such, we place great importance on being proactive.”


  “Does your company believe Kurosu’s videos will sell?”


  “My decision to approach her was mine alone. So yes, I have great confidence in her work. That said, if she wants to aim for the very top, there’s still a lot for her to learn.”


  I knew exactly what my neighbor wanted from this deal, and that was financial independence. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I wanted to make her wish come true. Because of her past, I felt sure her thirst for independence was much, much greater than that of a typical child of her age. Though it might not be real, I was part of a family now, and as her father figure, I had no issue respecting her wishes.


  “Then, if you don’t mind me asking, would your company be willing to look after her?”


  “May I assume you have her parents’ permission?”


  “Of course. As I explained before, Kurosu’s family approves of her activities. The equipment and 3D models were purchased and prepared not by me but by her family. As for the contract, it can be made under our company’s name.”


  I hadn’t told a single lie. We were here mainly thanks to the youngest daughter and the grandmother.


  “Would it be possible for me to meet with her parents?”


  “They are very busy and have asked me to act as the point of contact in this matter. If you require a letter of consent, I will have them submit one. And if you will need anything else, please tell me now.”


  I wasn’t totally sure, but I got the feeling Futarishizuka was very rich, but that she wasn’t the type to handle matters in person. If a meeting was required, we’d probably need a body double. If push came to shove, I figured we could handle matters using our gold bars from the otherworld.


  “Have any other agencies contacted you?” asked Kuga.


  “No, at least not that I’ve heard.”


  “How old is Miss Kurosu?”


  “She’ll be thirteen this year. She’s a first-year in middle school.”


  “I see. She’s even younger than I imagined…”


  “Are people her age rare in the industry?”


  “Well, our agency includes a few high school students.”


  As one might expect, middle schoolers weren’t very common. It did seem rather perilous for a minor to be doing daily live streams over the internet. A lot of parents simply wouldn’t allow it. And considering the enormous cost of assembling the equipment, the barrier to entry was extremely high for a child’s hobby.


  “Does she live in the Tokyo metropolitan area?”


  “She usually lives in Karuizawa, as do I. She attends school there as well, though she visits the city frequently. There shouldn’t be any issues, money-wise or time-wise, with her coming into the office.”


  “I—I see. I must apologize for asking you here on such short notice, then.”


  After that, Kuga had a few more minor questions. This part reminded me of a job interview for a new graduate. I answered most of the questions myself; I couldn’t decide if that was a good or a bad decision. My neighbor was a taciturn girl, so I wound up pushing myself a little more than necessary. I hoped I hadn’t offended her.


  Once we’d examined the matter from all angles, Kuga nodded and straightened up. “Now that we’ve gotten everything ironed out, I believe I’d very much like to invite Miss Kurosu to work with us.”


  “Thank you. We’re very grateful you were able to let us know your decision right away.”


  Kuga’s response was what I’d expected; After all, if he didn’t hire her now, some other company would swoop in before long. Then he’d have to contend with her as a competitor. Whether he was hoping to build her up, or simply to deny his rivals her talent, he had no choice but to hire her. This all went to show just how high-quality her work was.


  “No thanks needed. Actually, I’d like to apologize for inviting you here and then acting so pompous. To be honest, I was hoping to get some intel on whatever new company had just entered the game.”


  “Yes, I did get that impression.”


  “And it certainly isn’t unheard-of for someone to create high-quality 3D models like hers as a hobby. But the motion-capture quality is everything. You can tell just by watching a video how sophisticated someone’s mo-cap equipment is.”


  “Indeed. I’ve heard that her equipment is quite impressive.”


  “Might I ask if she has her own studio?”


  “She tells me she does her recording at home.”


  “I see. That’s wonderful…”


  As I’d long suspected, the mechanical life-form’s super-science was completely unparalleled. Thanks to that, we’d convinced him she was the child of a wealthy family. If Type Twelve could hear this conversation, I bet her nose would start twitching in joy.


  Eventually, our conversation reached a stopping point, and my neighbor spoke up. “Um. Thank you, sir. It’s a pleasure to be working with you,” she said with a bow.


  “Oh, the pleasure is all ours, Miss Kurosu.”


  And so it was decided: My neighbor would make her pro debut as a VTuber.
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  After our meeting, Kuga accompanied us to the lobby. As soon as we left the conference room, a crowd of almost ten people appeared and began talking to Kuga. They included both men and women, mostly in their twenties and thirties. They were dressed more like college kids than like company employees.


  “Hello there, Mr. Kuga!” “Lookin’ real good in that suit, as usual, sir!” “Suits really do fit you well, don’t they?” “Mr. Kuga! You look so cool today!” “Wait, what happened to your regular meeting?” “Oh, I’ve got something important to tell you!”


  Everyone spoke casually; I wondered if that was because this was a start-up. Kuga was the only one in a suit. They looked more like coworkers than like a company director and his employees. I noticed that one or two of them spoke a little strangely.


  Kuga greeted them all, then turned back to us. “Since everyone’s here, why don’t I introduce you?” he said, gesturing to the others. “From the right, there’s Miss Reika Kihouin, Miss Jurina Himemiya, Miss Rolly Rolling, and Mr. Leon Yagami. They’re hard workers, and they’ve been our biggest earners since before we went public. I’ll introduce the rest of our talents some other time.”


  Kuga gestured to a few of the people in the group. Even I had heard of some of them. These people had debuted during the dawn of VTubing, right after 3D model-based entertainment started to get big. I got the feeling I’d seen them on TV before, on a New Year’s special or something.


  “And this is Miss Kareki. She’s just joined up today.”


  I got the feeling he was being polite for our sakes—probably because of what I’d said about Kurosu’s big shot family. I figured he’d do a ton of research on the company name on my business card that very night, or sometime soon—just as I’d looked into all the documentation for the locations Ms. Futarishizuka used to assist my otherworld trade back when I’d first met her. I doubted he’d come up with anything of interest, though. She was very thorough.


  “Wait, what?! We have a new girl?!” “Ahhhn! Hello there!” “You look pretty young. Are you in high school? You couldn’t be in middle school, right?” “Look how cute she is. Where did you even find her, Mr. Kuga?” “You mean I get to have an adorable little kouhai? That’s marvelous!”


  They all quickly greeted my neighbor, and she responded with a polite bow. “My name is Kareki. Pleased to meet you.”


  “Hey, they’re your seniors in the industry, you know? Maybe you should try to be a little friendlier.”


  I knew what Abaddon was getting at, but this was just how my neighbor was. And that meant it was her manager’s job to back her up.


  “Kareki here is quite young, so I hope you can all watch out for her as she grows. If any problems occur here at the office, I can come right away to help, so please don’t hesitate to contact me.”


  A moment later, the woman named Reika Kihouin spoke up. “Oh, Mr. Kuga. Who is this fine gentleman?”


  She appeared to be in her midthirties. Her outfit was gaudy; she wore an extravagant, obviously expensive long coat, along with a short checkered skirt and a knit turtleneck. Her nails were painted with gel polish and glittered in the light. She looked like the daughter of a wealthy family.


  “This is Mr. Sasaki, Miss Kareki’s manager. He’s not with the company, though, and I want you to be on your best behavior around him. As I’ve explained before, people from other companies wear a different lanyard, so you should always be able to tell.”


  “Oh, yes. I understand completely, darling.”


  Her speech style was so extreme, even someone from the otherworld would be able to tell. She was playing up the rich, well-bred girl persona with everything she had, appearance and all.


  I wondered if she was putting on some kind of performance. It seemed a bit risky to speak to someone like that on a first meeting, but that probably meant she had enough status in the company to get away with it.


  “I hope you’ll take good care of Kareki,” I said to her, taking the lead and bowing. If I ruined Miss Reika Kihouin’s impression of me now, it would damage my neighbor’s position at the agency. She seemed to have some authority in the group, so I figured a little flattery couldn’t hurt.


  The others soon began voicing their doubts.


  “Wait, she gets her own manager?” “I thought you said we didn’t do that here.” “Even we don’t have exclusive managers.” “Is this girl going to be a special case?” “Oh, I’d just love to have my very own manager. Even just for a day.”


  It seemed my presence was a problem. My neighbor was brand-new, and now she was getting special treatment. I supposed I could understand where they were coming from.


  “I’ll explain everything later, don’t worry,” said Kuga. “Just settle down for now. I told you it was rude to speak like that in front of guests, remember? This is a business, and we have to expect all kinds of people.”


  It was mainly the younger ones speaking up. Entertainers were usually associated with an agency, but they weren’t the same as employees. It seemed reasonable that they would act a little different. As long as they were bringing in money, a few blunders could probably be overlooked, though if they stopped being successful, they’d soon be out the door.


  Just imagining it sent a chill down my spine. I never wanted to give up the stability of regular employment. Maybe I should invite Mr. Akutsu out drinking some time—this weekend, perhaps. Actually, I got the feeling that would just rouse needless suspicion and cause him to pull away even further.


  “Wait, Kareki, you had a personal interview with Mr. Kuga?” “Hold on. Kareki? You mean Ochiba Kareki, the one who’s been making the rounds online since yesterday?” “Wait, for real?” “Ochiba Kareki’s model is super high-quality, right?” “I thought for sure you belonged to another company!” “If it’s okay, could I ask what kind of equipment you use for recording?”


  The ones with a few more years under their belt were using this chance to speak to my neighbor instead. She seemed a little lost, overwhelmed by their attention.


  “Miss Kareki, Mr. Sasaki, I’ll send you an email tonight with more details about the contract and schedule.”


  “All right, I understand,” I said. “Thank you very much.”


  After that, Kuga and the others saw us off, and we left the office behind.


  
    [image: ]
  

  
    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    Thanks to my neighbor’s help, Ochiba Kareki is now a member of a major talent group.


    That afternoon, after our meeting, an email arrives from someone at the company—not the director we met earlier, but someone doing managerial work. They explain what I need to do next.


    Most of it is just paperwork—my employment contract and other formalities. When my neighbor sees Abaddon and me struggling with it, he swoops in and handles it all. Since we lack any corporate experience, a lot of it is beyond us, and he proves a huge help. All I do is set up a new social media account.


    That gives me time to record and upload a new video that afternoon, just like I did yesterday. I’m following the email’s instructions, which said to continue my current uploads as much as possible.


    The next day, Ochiba Kareki is officially announced as a new member of the company. I suppose they’re trying to strike while the iron is hot. Internet trends come and go in the blink of an eye, and Ochiba Kareki might well be at the highest instantaneous wind speed of her VTuber career right now. Lots of people debut with a major agency only to quickly lose momentum and disappear.


    “Look! The number right here has another digit!”


    “You sure do like numbers, Abaddon.”


    After the official announcement, my channel’s subscriber count surpasses ten thousand. It seems big companies have a frightening amount of influence. The video I uploaded to go along with my debut now has close to one hundred thousand views.


    The previous videos have gotten more views as well. All in all, I think I’ve managed close to three hundred thousand. At this point, I could very well win the contest.


    “I mean, isn’t that the best way to measure Kareki’s popularity?”


    “I’m surprised you know that.”


    “I borrowed your smartphone while you were asleep and studied up!”


    “I’m still near the bottom of the company’s rankings, though.”


    “Just goes to show how much you humans have multiplied in the last hundred or so years.”


    The company I now belong to is the best in the industry. It employs over a hundred talents, and even the worst performers have tens of thousands of subscribers. From what I hear, even casual live streams regularly get over ten thousand views. It’s going to take more than a bit of exposure to approach their level.


    There are comments from the haters, too.


    “Joining an agency? What timing. I bet they set the whole thing up.” “Yeah, I knew there had to be more people behind all this.” “It was I who raised the Ochiba Kareki girlie, you know.” “But in that case, why didn’t she get more views on her earlier videos?” “Ugh, I’ve lost interest. I only support indies.”


    They can say what they want. Almost a hundred comments have been posted to the video already. At this point, their abuse is just white noise.


    “Hey, check out this person. Doesn’t their user icon look familiar?”


    “Isn’t that the character the landlady is using for her video game streaming channel?”


    “Yeah! That’s the one!”


    It seems even Futarishizuka commented. “Wow, huge congrats! You’ve got Shizu’s full support! Are you ever gonna do a live stream?”


    “Are you gonna do a live stream?”


    “I didn’t have any plans to.”


    Thanks to the younger sister’s help, editing my videos takes zero effort. In effect, the mechanical life-form’s super-science means that, while live streams might be easier for the rest of society, the opposite is true for me.


    Above all, my introvert nature makes me resistant to talking to an audience for an extended period of time. And I’d have to check everything in advance to avoid leaking any personal information. Plus, I have school on weekdays and pretend family time after that. I can write scripts during class, so it makes more sense to maintain the quality of my videos that way.


    Two days later, the company asks me to record a video alongside some other group members at a studio in Tokyo.


    Among the participants, I see a few names I recognize from my trip to the office the other day. When I look them up on the internet, I can tell they’re famous in the industry. I compare our number of subscribers; their count has two more digits than mine. They must be some of the top VTubers in Japan.


    It seems like this recording was already planned, and they’re bringing me in as a last-minute addition. My neighbor thinks they’re trying to use it to promote Ochiba Kareki, and that it’s a sign they have a lot of faith in my success. For that reason, I agree to take part. It’ll get me out of the classroom and all its chaotic interpersonal relationships, too—two birds with one stone.


    As always, we use the mechanical life-form’s saucer-shaped terminal to get to the office. It brings us to the right neighborhood in Tokyo, and we head through the throngs of suit-wearing office workers toward our destination. The building doesn’t look like anything special from the outside; there are plenty of others just like it nearby. But apparently, this one contains a recording studio.


    As we stand there, in front of our destination, my neighbor glances at his wristwatch and says, “I’m sorry. It looks like we arrived a little early.”


    “Don’t worry about it,” I reply immediately.


    That’s right—my neighbor is with us once again. I told him Abaddon and I would be fine on our own, but he insisted that it would look bad to send a minor here by herself and asked to come with us. Of course, I’d rather spend as much time with him as possible. I give him an apologetic look, but on the inside, I’m filled with joy.


    “I read online yesterday that as a rule, newcomers should arrive about thirty minutes early to this kind of job,” I explain. “I don’t know if that applies to this specific industry, but getting here early shouldn’t pose any problems.”


    “Then, if you don’t mind, why don’t we spend the extra time at a nearby café?”


    “Huh? Really?”


    The idea of going with my neighbor to a café makes my heart leap. This has never happened before.


    But just as the thought crosses my mind, he vanishes.


    It’s not just him, either; every passerby around us and every car on the street disappears, too. All the endless city sounds fall silent.


    We’re in an isolated space.


    “Reveal thyself, Abaddon.”


    “You got it, partner!”


    Fortunately, my neighbor wasn’t caught up in this.


    Abaddon’s body, floating next to me, begins to transform at my command. His flesh expands from within, splitting his skin apart. His short, boyish figure is swallowed up in an instant. This metamorphosis shocked me the first time I saw it, but I’m used to it now. I barely even notice the meat juices dripping off him and onto the ground.


    “I think I detected something from over there. Just for a moment, though.” Abaddon, now a hunk of flesh, turns to look in a specific direction. Or at least, I think that pointy area is his front. I, too, felt the presence of an angel’s Disciple from over there, though it disappeared right away.


    “If this was a coincidental encounter, we can’t take the initiative and attack.”


    “We’re concealing ourselves, too. Should we wait and see what happens?”


    “Yes, I think so.”


    The best scenario would be for the isolated space to collapse without incident. Plenty of cars and trains run through this area; it’s very possible a Disciple traveling through the city suddenly came within range of us.


    We wait around for a little while, but my neighbor never reappears. And I can’t sense the angel or their Disciple at all.


    “Considering we just got out of the mechanical life-form’s terminal, I doubt they were tailing us,” I say. “If they were lying in wait, that means someone at the company is involved in the proxy war.”


    “Not a pleasant notion. And just when you found a way to earn some money, too.”


    “Yes. So I would like to identify them if possible.”


    There’s also a chance that a third party, aware of our movements, has approached us—just like the mess that happened when Robot Girl transferred into my school. It’s easy to envision a different group or organization—separate from the one my neighbor negotiated with—coming to attack us.


    “If they provoke us, we’re free to fight back. But I don’t want to kill their Disciple if we can avoid it, so aim for the angel as much as you can. Our first priority is learning who they are.”


    “Gotcha!”


    We hurry toward our destination, then head into a tiny alley between the studio building and the one beside it. We hide in the shadows, watching for movement.


    “If they really are with the company, they should approach the studio building. That’s our chance. I believe in you, Abaddon. I know you can pull this off.”


    “You got it. I agree wholeheartedly!”


    After our little strategy meeting, we focus on the area around us for a while. Eventually, two people appear in front of the building. I can see them across the road, hiding between two buildings in a space so narrow, it can hardly be called a street. One of them has wings protruding from her back; even from a distance, I can tell she’s an angel.


    In fact, I recognize both her and the Disciple.


    “Well, hey, now. They look familiar, don’t they?”


    “You noticed, too?”


    I believe the Disciple’s name is Himegami, and his angel is called Eriel. They picked a fight with my neighbor and the others once and were beaten to a pulp. Ever since, we’ve been using this pathetic pair as spies for our side. Back when the big sea monster appeared in the Pacific Ocean, we even asked for their help creating an isolated space. But what are they doing in a place like this?


    “Did you hear anything about this from my neighbor or the others?” I ask Abaddon. “I just want to be sure.”


    “Nope, nuh-uh.”


    “Then our plan doesn’t change.”


    It appears they still haven’t noticed us. After taking careful stock of their surroundings, they seem to come to a decision and burst out onto the road, speeding toward the studio building. The Disciple must not be able to fly yet; the angel is carrying him in her arms like he’s a princess.


    They shoot through the building’s front entrance in a matter of seconds. It’s time to make our move.


    “Let’s go, Abaddon.”


    “Right-o!”


    We follow, rushing out of the alley—and end up face-to-face with them the moment we set foot inside.


    “Wha…? Wait, uh, what the heck are you two doing here?!” exclaims the Disciple. His angel stands in front of him, ready to defend him at a moment’s notice.


    “I could ask you the same thing,” I say.


    “You’re not here to…finish the job, are you? Uh, just so you know, we haven’t done anything to harm you! In fact, the angel group kind of kicked us out, and we haven’t been in any death games since then, and—”


    “Then let me ask you this. Are you and that angel the only ones here?”


    “Uh, yeah! No one else!”


    “You’ll regret lying to us.”


    “I’m telling the truth! So please, stop that disturbing demon of yours!” The boy looks like he’s about to burst into tears. His gaze flicks back and forth between me and the hunk of flesh floating to my side. He’s right; the sight of that fleshy membrane, glossy with unknown fluid as it pulses irregularly, is quite menacing.


    “Then what are you doing here?” I ask. “It’s a weekday. I can’t believe we’d run into each other here, of all places, unless you knew where I’d be.”


    “Well, I, er…”


    “Nothing good will come from keeping secrets.”


    “Ngh…!”


    Uh-oh, this might be a problem. It feels really good using violence to intimidate him. No wonder bullying never goes away. If I got used to it, this feeling would totally ruin me.


    “What is it?” I demand again. “Confess.”


    “…Fine. All right,” he says, resigned. “I have a job here today. So I took off school to come.”


    “……”


    What is that supposed to mean? Could this Disciple be the same as us? He did run inside the studio building as fast as his feet could carry him. I saw it.


    If he planned to escape the isolated space by hiding himself at his destination and waiting it out, then his actions make sense. He could always be lying, but it would be a clumsy lie. It wouldn’t stand up to our questions.


    “Doctor Nakada, Kuon J. Glen, Doradragon.” I start listing the male participants for today’s recording session listed in the email.


    The Disciple looks shocked. “Hey, wait just a minute! You… No, you can’t be…”


    “I apologize for being selfish,” I say, “but would you pull out of today’s session? With two Disciples from opposite factions in one place, this isolated space will never disappear.”


    “You wouldn’t happen to be…Ochiba Kareki, would you?”


    He must already be acquainted with the other participants, because he only needed one guess to figure out who I am.


    “If you tell a single soul, we will chase you to the ends of the earth and remove you from the proxy war by force.”


    “I… I won’t say a word! I’ll keep it a secret, I swear!”


    I’m certain now. This Disciple is a VTuber, too. And he belongs to a famous agency, at that. The three names I listed all have hundreds of thousands of subscribers—practically gods to someone like Ochiba Kareki.


    “I promise not to tell,” he continues. “So, uh… Would you maybe, um, let me have this recording day?”


    “Why should I?”


    “I’ve worked so hard to get here. Ever since I entered high school, I’ve been doing everything I can, and a big agency finally approached me. Now, after three years, they’ve started calling me a mainstay of their lineup. I can’t cancel at the last minute! It’ll ruin my image at the company!”


    “Is your image worth your life?”


    “Mgh…”


    I feel guilty, of course. But this is part of the proxy war. It definitely isn’t because I’m feeling good about a bunch of people on the internet fawning over me. I’m nothing like that buggy mechanical life-form.


    Yes, this is fundraising—a necessary means of securing money to help me survive the death game.


    “…Okay, fine. I’ll go home,” he says. “Is that what you want?”


    “I’m glad we understand each other.”


    The Disciple sounds deeply disappointed. He must sincerely want to attend the recording.


    His angel sees this and speaks up, sounding apologetic. “I am so sorry, Master. My weakness is to blame for all of this.”


    “No, it’s not your fault, Eriel. Don’t blame yourself. The real problem is humans like me and her—smugly basking in the attention of online strangers. We’re despicable, trampling all over the efforts of others who have put in so much work.”


    “Don’t lump me in with you, please,” I correct him.


    “Hmm… If you ask me, there’s not much difference.”


    “Whose side are you on, Abaddon?”


    Well, things could be worse; at least no one’s started asking questions about who’s funding me. If a third party destroyed my relationship with Futarishizuka or my neighbor right now, we’d be in deep trouble. In particular, I’d like to avoid having to publicly disavow my connection to our current landlady. I think Abaddon considered that, too, and deliberately interrupted us with his banter.


    “When I surpass you one day, I promise to do everything I can to promote you,” I tell Himegami.


    “Are you saying that’s already set in stone? Sorry for being blunt, but was this all rigged in your favor from the start?”


    “I will leave that to your imagination.” I can’t afford to tell anyone about the mechanical life-form’s super-science, so I decide to respond ambiguously. “In any case, I’m glad to have acquired a convenient senpai like you.”


    “Please, have mercy…”


    “I’m sorry, Master,” says his angel. “This frustrates me, too. I feel we must retaliate somehow.”


    She’s still standing in front of her Disciple, facing us as if ready to fight. The way she uses her small frame to shield him, combined with her adorable face, make this whole scene quite heartwarming. Her hands are curled into tight fists, as if she might start punching at any moment. She’s clearly a loyal servant.
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  “Don’t attack them,” Himegami protests. “We can’t afford to mess up here. Okay, Eriel? Understand?”


  “There is no need to worry, Master. I would never do anything that would expose you to danger.”


  “I know. And I’m really happy you’re so frustrated on my behalf.”


  “M-Master…”


  I watch as they gaze at each other. It seems like, one way or another, participating in the death game has strengthened their bond.


  Now that we’re on the same page, it doesn’t take long for the isolated space to collapse. Sound returns to the world.


  According to my neighbor, the two of them have managed to survive this long despite their weakness because global authority figures know we’re using them as spies. In that case, I hope they can accept a little bit of coercion as the price for their continued survival.
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  With the Tokyo recording studio right before our eyes, an isolated space appeared—a fact I only learned from my neighbor after everything was resolved. I understood on a logical level that what occurred inside the space was reverted when it collapsed, but having been outside this time, I found myself doubting that anything had happened.


  My neighbor told me that she’d encountered the Disciple Himegami and his angel Eriel inside the space. In a surprising turn of events, Himegami was also a VTuber invited here for today’s recording. Obviously, when they got near each other, it triggered the start of a death game. However, she’d convinced him to go home without it coming to blows.


  I couldn’t help but feel bad for the two of them, given their position. But this was part of the angel-demon proxy war, so there was nothing I could do.


  We’d gone to a nearby café and were enjoying some tea as my neighbor explained the situation. Abaddon did more than half of the talking; my neighbor was even quieter than usual. The tea was delicious, especially considering it was an independently run place we’d chosen on the spot without looking up any reviews.


  Eventually, we headed back toward our destination. The studio was much bigger than any I’d seen before. The recording space was about the size of a school classroom, and cameras were positioned all around it. Several large screens hanging on the walls stood out to me. The actors probably used them to keep an eye on their 3D models as they performed.


  The adjoining control room was full of audio mixers and other equipment covered in knobs and buttons. Staff members were already standing around inside, busily operating the devices. They could see into the recording space through a glass window at the front of the room.


  Both areas had a single door leading out into a hall with chairs, tables, and vending machines. I imagined the hall was used as a kind of break room. We stood outside the recording area, waiting for things to begin.


  “What?! Kuon isn’t coming?” “He says he’s sick. Apparently, he was almost here when he suddenly threw up.” “Is he gonna record his part separately?” “But this goes live tomorrow! He won’t have time.” “What’s gonna happen with the script?” “Will they delay it?” “They say they’re checking with the higher-ups, and we should wait for now.”


  Nearby, I could see staff members with grave expressions, probably due to Himegami’s absence.


  “I suggested three names in front of him,” said my neighbor, “and it seems he was the biggest one.”


  “He was the one with the most subscribers when we looked them up on your smartphone earlier, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  We stood in one corner of the break area, feigning ignorance. But to be honest, I felt a pang of guilt. My neighbor and Abaddon were keeping conversation to a minimum; when we did talk, we did so in low tones so that nobody would get suspicious.


  A short while later, the talents began to arrive, filling up the studio. It was getting crowded; people were standing all over, some eventually forming small groups and starting to chat. Several sat down around the table in the middle of the hall and began to make light conversation. I’d met a few of them at the talent agency office. They must have been the VTubers—the stars of today’s recording. The staff members were fussing over them, too. We watched it all from a distance, still chatting casually in our corner.


  Eventually, the performers seated at the table moved; two of them got up and walked over to us.


  “Good morning, Miss Kareki. I’m looking forward to working with you today.”


  “Yep. Mornin’. Can’t wait to work together!”


  They were both people we’d met at the office. The first one to speak was Reika Kihouin. She was wearing another gaudy outfit today: a long, pure-white coat covered in soft fluff over a jet-black dress. In her hand, she carried a bag made by a famous brand.


  The second was Rolly Rolling. She looked about the same age as Kihouin but wore an archetypical gothic lolita outfit: a blouse with lots of black and frills. I could tell she was putting in a lot of effort. Perhaps her unique style of speech was part of her character image.


  Ms. Kihouin’s last name was highly unusual for a Japanese person, and Ms. Rolling was definitely not foreign, so I had to assume Mr. Kuga had given us their stage names—the names of the 3D models they used to perform.


  “Good morning to you both.” My neighbor bowed politely as she greeted them. Standing next to her, I followed suit.


  Miss Kihouin instantly spoke up. “My, my, Miss Kareki, I thought this on our previous meeting, as well, but you’re a very fashionable person.”


  “You think so?”


  “Why, you’re wearing designer brands from head to toe! But the outfit is subdued enough that someone who didn’t know their stuff might not realize it. Take your shoes—they’re a new style that just came out this winter, are they not?”


  According to my neighbor, her clothes had all come from Ms. Futarishizuka. Her closet had been filled up when she moved in. If my colleague had prepared my neighbor’s wardrobe, just as she had Lady Elsa’s, then it was likely everything was top-class. And it seemed that had piqued this woman’s interest.


  “Sorry to disappoint you, but my family picked all this out for me.”


  “Oh, yes, I heard from Mr. Kuga. You’re still a first-year in middle school, aren’t you, darling? You have no idea how envious I am that your family is so comfortable.”


  It seemed Ms. Kihouin was the candid type. And as always, she was totally in character.


  Ms. Rolling, on the other hand, showed a little more consideration. “Come onnn, Kiho. Be polite. I knowwwMr. Kuga told us all kinds of things about her, but we’ve barely talked to her yet. You can’t just start chatting about this or that without any warning. You’ll bother herrr.”


  “But aren’t you interested in her family?”


  “I’m really sorry, Karekiii. She’s not a bad personnn, it’s just…”


  “No, I apologize for not being very talkative.”


  Rolling was always smiling and seemed like a good person. That said, she was perfectly in character herself. Her words and gestures were just as exaggerated as her gothic lolita outfit. She sounded like a little kid—like if Ms. Futarishizuka used that joke tone of hers and then never turned it off. I wondered if Rolling spent all her time acting like this.


  Incidentally, this was the first time I’d ever seen my neighbor cringe away from a stranger.


  “But aren’t you interested, Rolling? Her family evidently hired her manager, too. Even people of our level don’t get exclusive managers. I wonder just how wealthy they are.”


  “Looook,” said Rolling, turning to my neighbor, “you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to, okaaay?”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t actually know that much about my family’s affairs.”


  As my neighbor conversed with her senpai, Abaddon and I watched and listened.


  A short time later, a staff member walked over to us. He was a man in his prime, several years older than I was, and seemed twice as hurried as everyone else in the hall. I assumed he was the one in charge today. He went straight to my neighbor, gave a short bow, then spoke to her.


  “Can I have a moment, Miss Kareki?”


  “Oh, um, yes, sir. What is it?”


  “I know this is sudden, but I was wondering if you’d like to stand in for Kuon, since he’ll be absent. We gave him a call, and he suggested you for the role.”


  “Huh…?”


  “No need to worry about the script—it’s already written.”


  My neighbor gaped at the suggestion. The other two talents looked at her, equally shocked. “But I probably can’t use his script as is,” my neighbor pointed out.


  “We can get it fixed up for you in a jiffy. Will you do it? This is a good opportunity for you, since you just debuted. It’s Kuon you’re standing in for, after all. You’ll have way more things to say, too.” The staff member gave her an affable smile. They must have been desperate to fill the unexpected vacancy—especially if this instruction was coming from management. “What do you think, as her manager?” he asked, turning to me.


  “I’d like to honor her decision.”


  All eyes shifted to my neighbor. She thought for a few moments, then nodded. “All right. I’ll do it, sir. Thank you.”


  “No, thank you. Okay, everyone, let’s start retooling the script for Miss Kareki!”


  At the man’s command, the rest of the staff got to work.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    We start recording at the studio. I end up standing in front of a microphone in place of the Disciple we drove off—Himegami, was it? At first, I was only supposed to be participating as a guest, but they rewrite the script to make me a main member.


    Either the staff is really good at writing scripts, or Ochiba Kareki is a good fit to replace this Kuon character. Whatever the case, they’re able to adjust some lines, and we began recording.


    “Ohhhh-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho! What luck, drawing such a good item! Then again, I would expect nothing less from someone of my caliber! Now, who’s driving in front of me? Oh, Rolling? Yes, just stay right there. Perfect.”


    “No! No no nooo! Don’t shoot! You’re not allowed to use the red ones behind meee!”


    “Oh, sorry. My shell is going for Kihouin…”


    “Hwaaahhh?!”


    In order, that was Kihouin, Rolling, Kareki, and then Kihouin again.


    Kihouin’s 3D model is a rich-girl character with a distinct, high-pitched laugh and an appearance to match. She wears an extravagant dress, her hair falls in big, silver sausage curls, and she has dramatically large breasts. I assume the character is supposed to be around twenty years old.


    Rolling, on the other hand, is playing a little girl who looks like she could be in elementary school. She appears European, with long blond hair and blue eyes. She’s wearing gothic lolita clothes, mostly black, including a frilly one-piece dress. Now I’m sure their strange speech and behavior is an extension of their characters.


    As you might guess from our chatter, we’re currently playing a video game. It’s a new one that just got released, in which a certain company’s various characters ride in go-karts around a looping racetrack. Several people can race against one another at once, and today’s script involves us all duking it out.


    I remember playing this game at my classmate’s house during the welcome parties they threw for Robot Girl and the other magical girl, so I already know how to work the controls. Otherwise, I probably would have caused a lot of trouble for the other participants.


    There are ten people taking part, including myself. About a third are top earners, while the rest are newcomers who only recently debuted. This event seems to be the company’s way of promoting the latter group—particularly the ones who are having a hard time getting ahead. At least, that’s what I heard from my neighbor. I figure that’s probably why they asked Ochiba Kareki along.


    “Kareki, darling, are you sure you’re paying the proper respect to your senpai?”


    “I’m sorry. I promise I wasn’t aiming for you.”


    “And yet just before, you tossed a banana right in front of me. You aimed very carefully, and I slipped on it. I won’t forget about that! At least not for the next six months!”


    “Actually, I just threw that at random. Oh, not again. I’m sorry, I—”


    “Haaahhhhn! That explosive—I’ve been bombed! Nooo!”


    The attack items I launch seem to be hitting Kihouin an awful lot. I’m really not aiming for her, though. Her character is known for her comedic overreactions, and it seems like a lot of work for her to keep putting on a show for the viewers. But the staff members are really good at supporting us, so I probably don’t need to worry too much.


    Eventually, the recording reaches the halfway point, and we take a break.


    We head out of the recording booth and into the break area. The two popular girls sit down near the center of the room and relax, while the newcomers stand off to the side in their own group, like prey trembling under the gaze of terrifying predators.


    I follow suit, making myself small in the corner. My neighbor must have gone outside; I don’t see him around.


    After a few moments, Kihouin gets up and walks over to me. “Do you have a moment, Miss Kareki?”


    “Sure. What is it?”


    “I was just surprised at how calm you are, despite your recent debut.”


    “You think?”


    “This is your first time recording, isn’t it? Most people would be at least a little bit nervous.”


    She’s right—I’m not nervous. It doesn’t feel very different from when I played the same video game at my classmate’s house. In fact, it’s a lot more pleasant, since Robot Girl isn’t with us.


    But I know why I’m so calm. I think about the wicked demon hovering next to me, even now. My experiences with him, fighting in the death game, have toughened me up mentally. If I fail here—well, it’s not like I’ll die. Of course, if I make enemies of influential people, that might be the death of my career in this industry. Abaddon came into the booth during recording, too, floating close enough that I could reach out and touch him.


    “You clearly stand out from the other second-strings.”


    “……”


    I look over at the other participants.


    When Kihouin says “second-strings,” that’s no metaphor. The company I’ve joined divides its talents clearly into two ranks. The favorites and top earners are the first-strings, and the others are second-strings. Naturally, as a newcomer, I’m a second-string, and Kihouin is a first-string.


    She and her ilk are sitting down and chatting, while my group is standing around watching them. I was trying to make myself small like a second-string should, but apparently, I hadn’t convinced Kihouin.


    “Oh, I do hope you’re not getting full of yourself just because your family has money.”


    “I wasn’t…”


    Is this what I think it is? Is my senpai picking on me? Maybe she simply wants revenge for how many attack items I hit her with in the video game.


    “I hate to even suggest this, but could Kuon’s absence today have been…purposeful?”


    This woman’s pretty sharp, I think. We ordered the angel and her Disciple to stay silent, threatening them with punishment if they divulged our identity to anyone else. I doubt they’d ever tell her the truth. And if she suspects us purely on instinct, then she has to be obsessed.


    “Don’t you think that’s going a little far?” I reply.


    “Winterfest, perhaps? Is that what you’re after?”


    Every year, this company holds two major events: one in summer, and one in winter. After our meeting with Kuga, I went fishing around on the internet and read an article about how they went in previous years. The attendees apparently number in the hundreds of thousands.


    I figured that was what she was talking about. But why would she bring it up now?


    “Winterfest?” I asked. “What do you mean?”


    “Oh, no need to play dumb, darling. Second-strings like you require a certain number of votes in the advance poll to participate at all. I believe you may have used your influence to pull some strings. It’s possible you even have Mr. Kuga on your side.”


    “……”


    Oh, I think. Is that how it works?


    Kihouin continues to speak at length, evidently taking my silence as affirmation. “I’d rather not be forced to go along with a rich girl’s idle amusements. This is our job. We work hard to provide our fans with hopes and dreams. And I can guarantee you the others will be just as annoyed.”


    I’m pretty sure what she’s really after is status, money, and fame. It might not be true of everyone, but even a kid like me knows there are plenty of people in the world whose only goal is to squeeze money out of the socially vulnerable.


    Compared to them, my neighbor is amazing. He is “content” meant only for me, and I am meant only for him. Together, the two of us alone complete the cycle of production and consumption. We couldn’t be a more perfect couple. I need nothing and no one else.


    “Excuse me, but are you finished?” I ask.


    “See? You’re doing it again.”


    “…I apologize.”


    What does she want from me?


    Should I suck the life from her with the demonic power Abaddon gave me? A little bit won’t kill her. I’m sure of that based on how many times I did it to my late mother. She only felt a little woozy.


    Then again, I’d be causing trouble for the staff.


    Just as I begin to think about it, Rolling—unable to ignore her colleague’s behavior—calls out to us. “Don’t bully her, Kihooo. You’re being meannn.”


    “Bully? Why, I’m doing no such thing. I’m simply expounding on the proper mindset for a talent—from one senpai to her kouhai. These things are best done early, are they not?”


    “Nooo, you were definitely bullying herrr! I’ve been watching the whole tiiime!”


    Compared to the brusque Kihouin, Rolling is kind and caring. It’s a little scary, having her talk to me while she’s dressed as a little girl. But as I watch her start to huff in her gothic lolita outfit, I think that maybe she’s a good person at heart.


    “Thank you, Miss Rolling,” I say. “But you don’t need to worry about me.”


    “Are you suuure? Reeeally sure? If there’s ever anything bothering you, you can come straight to meee.”


    “That’s very considerate of you. Thank you.”


    A short while later, our break ends, and we all return to the recording booth. No particular issues arise after that, though a bunch of the items I use hit Kihouin, and I’m sure she hates me now.


    Recording takes the entire day, with a break for lunch in the middle. During the break, I go to a nearby restaurant with my neighbor. That alone is enough to make the whole thing worth it. The other second-string members all invite one another to lunch, but no one asks me. They clearly want nothing to do with me.


    We film the final cut just as the sun is setting. Words of thanks and appreciation echo through the studio. A staff member leads us out of the recording booth and into the break area, where I see a few people around that weren’t there during the day. One of them is familiar to me: Kuga, the company’s director. What’s more, he’s talking to my neighbor. The two of them notice me and walk over.


    “Good work today, Miss Kareki,” says my neighbor.


    “I really have to thank you for agreeing to do this on such short notice,” Kuga adds.


    Naturally, the others turn to look at us, and the first-string members quickly speak up.


    “Mr. Kugaaa! We did really good today, toooo!” “Good day at work, huh, Mr. Kuga?” “Might you have been watching us perform?” “I can’t believe you came all the way to the studio! I’m pumped!” “Do you still have work after this?”


    Kihouin and Rolling are both part of the group. Everyone gathers around Kuga. It’s probably a great chance for them to promote themselves.


    Kuga deftly handles all of them, then turns back to us. “Do you know about Winterfest, Miss Kareki? Our company puts it on every year.”


    “Huh? Oh, um, yes, sir. Actually, Miss Kihouin told me about it…”


    “I explained the details to Mr. Sasaki already. If you’re willing, you can be part of the big poll. It might be tough for you to pull through, but with your current momentum, you may just have a chance to get in.”


    “The viewers vote for who they want to participate, right?”


    “Yes. Mr. Sasaki here already gave me his seal of approval, so it’s up to you.”


    “You’d be in front of people, right? Are you sure about that?”


    Abaddon’s question is reasonable.


    My neighbor immediately gives me more information. “If it turns out that you can participate, you won’t have to show your face publicly, so don’t worry about that. While you would go to the event venue, you’d essentially be doing the same thing you do online. Do I have that right, Mr. Kuga?”


    “Yes—though I doubt it would pose any problem if someone like Miss Kareki were to show her face.”


    Incidentally, I’m beginning to feel a lot of pressure weighing down on me. The source is the collective gaze of the other talents, especially Kihouin and Rolling. It’s not just the first-string members, either—the second-strings are paying close attention, too. I can see a few scowls. They probably don’t appreciate some random little kid being pampered by the boss.


    That said, I can’t refuse simply out of consideration for them.


    “I think I understand,” I tell Kuga. “And, um, yes. I’d like to take part, if possible.”


    For now, Ochiba Kareki’s new goal will be to achieve victory in the Winterfest poll.

  

  
    

    <VTubers, Part Three>


    
      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      With Ochiba Kareki now somewhat famous, my life becomes hectic. One of the bigger changes is how I spend my weekday mornings.


      “Abaddon, I don’t have time to make anything for breakfast, so I’ll eat on the way to school. Would you mind going to the kitchen and grabbing me a piece of bread? Just one is fine.”


      “I saw that coming, so I made breakfast for you while you were asleep!”


      “What? Is that some kind of joke?”


      “Hey, now! Of course not. It’s in the dining room. Go on, grab some grub!”


      I dedicate all my time after our pretend family sessions to video recording, and it’s cutting into my sleep. What’s more, my alarm clock is now set to go off thirty minutes earlier.


      “I’m just surprised. I didn’t realize you were so resourceful.”


      “Well, I’m reluctant to leave your bedroom while you’re sleeping. This house is big, you know? But you were already sleep-deprived before. It would break my heart to see you skip meals and get sick.”


      “Then I’m sorry for troubling you. I appreciate it.”


      It’s thanks to my partner that I’m still functioning day-to-day. Despite what you might think, he’s great at housework. Not only does he help me cook whenever it’s my turn to make dinner for the pretend family, but he also pitches in with laundry and cleaning, all voluntarily. I’m scared that if he helps me any more, I’ll never be able to repay him.


      On Sunday, two days after our recording at the studio, the video goes live. Abaddon and I head to the guest room and watch it together on my laptop. When Ochiba Kareki talks in the video, she sounds a bit more like a stranger than usual.


      “Ohhhh-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho! What luck, drawing such a good item! Then again, I would expect nothing less from someone of my caliber! Now, who’s driving in front of me? Oh, Rolling? Yes, just stay right there. Perfect.”


      “No! No no nooo! Don’t shoot! You’re not allowed to use the red ones behind meee!”


      “Oh, sorry. My shell is going for Kihouin…”


      “Hwaaahhh?!”


      As I listen to the recording, I find my attention drawn to Kihouin and Rolling; they have a lot of presence. Their voices are sharper and ring better than Kareki’s. I’m really starting to understand why they’re the highest earners of the group.


      “Listening to us side by side really makes it clear how much longer they’ve been doing this.”


      “Kareki is reserved when she talks, so you’ll have to focus on your tone of voice if you want to compete. That said, even though you’re muttering for most of the video, I think it still leaves an impression.”


      “You don’t need to force yourself to compliment me.”


      Comments start popping up as soon as the video goes live. The response to Kareki is mixed.


      “This Kareki girl is kinda annoying, isn’t she?” “She’s bothering Lady Reika too much.” “Nah, Lady Reika is practically asking for it.” “This can’t be ad-libbed. She’s too new for that.” “They must have had a script. Otherwise, how would so many items be hitting her? Lmao.” “This is more of an event for the second-strings anyway.” “Lady Reika is such a good person!” “I kinda like her, personally.”


      We’re being talked about, even if it’s only as an aside to Kihouin. That was the point of the stream, so in that way it’s a success. But when I think back to our exchanges that day, my feelings become more complicated. Also, those attack items constantly hitting Kihouin really was pure coincidence!


      I see one or two comments with familiar icons and usernames: They’re from the group of haters who have been bothering me since the days of Misaki Hanano.


      “Kareki picking a fight with her has gotta be ad-libbed. As someone who loved Hanano fr fr, I can tell.” “God, how much does she hate Kihouin?” “It’s so obvious she’s gonna lose her place in this group soon.” “I bet she didn’t have anyone to eat lunch with on the day of recording and didn’t know what to do with herself.” “I have a feeling she’ll graduate because of bullying at some point.” “Suddenly, I’m really looking forward to this.”


      Sadly, they’re exactly right.


      Either way, just as the company hoped, our channel gets a whole bunch of new subscribers, thanks to the stream. I was hovering around ten thousand before, but the day after the stream it’s doubled, reaching a shocking twenty thousand.


      Abaddon is all smiles. “You did it! You got more subscribers on Kareki’s channel!”


      “Does it make you happy that she’s getting popular?”


      “Of course it does! The more popular she gets, the more income you have. She’s an important partner for achieving financial independence. And I’m sure our younger sister will be happy about her success.”


      “You’re right about that.”


      I’ve already spoken with my neighbor and Futarishizuka about monetizing our activities. We decided to open a bank account for that purpose in my name. But my neighbor said he’d set things up so that any financial exchanges would go through Futarishizuka’s corporation.


      If I can keep up my current views, I can expect tens of thousands of yen per month. I asked Futarishizuka if I could start paying for my own living expenses right away, but she turned me down, saying she would rather I save it for the future. The amount is a drop in the bucket for her, and paying for everything, including rent, is well outside the realm of possibility for me. I would only have been satisfying myself. And besides, Futarishizuka probably expects rewards, not money, in return for her kindness.


      “At this rate, we’re definitely in the running to win the view-count contest.”


      “I hope so.”


      I pretend to be calm as I answer him, but inside, I’m the happiest one here. I’m certain my neighbor will place last, and, if things work out, he’ll have to grant my request. Lately, whenever I get into bed, I can’t stop fantasizing about it.


      The only problem is the poll. The day when everyone votes for their favorite second-string member is fast approaching, and there’s barely any time to canvass. Winterfest is scheduled for next Saturday, only two days after the poll. The vote is an important part of the event, too, probably meant to build up hype for it.


      And if I win, will I have enough time to prepare? Of course, the second-string members aren’t expected to draw in viewers on their own, and I can’t imagine they’ll be entrusted with any major tasks. The first-string members are supposedly the core of the event.


      Either way, being able to participate at all is much better than the alternative.


      Ever since our studio recording, I’ve been calling for votes every day.


      “Hello. It’s Ochiba Kareki. I want to talk about the second-string voting I told you about yesterday. I’m sure you all think asking for votes is being cocky for such a gloomy loser. But think about what it’s like at school and in the workplace. Sunny characters can only exist where there are depressing ones to contrast with them.”


      While the channel has gotten more subscribers, it’s still sitting around the bottom of the group’s rankings.


      “Think of me as the garnish under the sashimi—the fresh cuts of fish on top only look appetizing because I’m here. I know you have other favorites in your hearts, but if you have any votes to spare for a little strip of daikon like me…”


      By our estimation, I’ll need at least one hundred thousand subscribers to ensure my participation, based on past years’ performance. At the moment, I think we stand a fifty-fifty chance.


      Abaddon is already raring to go. “If you do get in, that angel’s Disciple will be so disappointed.”


      “If it comes down to it, we’ll just make them cry again.”


      “Oh, how coldhearted. You’re so cruel.”


      “Me? I think you angels and demons are to blame for having this proxy war in the first place.”


      “Ha-ha, guess I can’t argue with you there!”


      The day after our studio recording, Kihouin and Rolling contact me and invite me to a collaboration stream. They say it’s a live stream, and we’ll both share the same screen online.


      I’m not sure what they’re after. I think maybe this is their way of performing a public execution on a detested kouhai. Nevertheless, this is the perfect chance to access their established fan base. I can’t say no—not if I want to win the poll. I ask the youngest daughter about it, and she tells me that equipment-wise, there shouldn’t be a problem.


      “A live stream, huh?” asks Abaddon. “I don’t know. Anything you say will instantly be heard by the whole world, right?”


      “I don’t think we can avoid doing things like this if we want to make money in this business.”


      “What if people form an internet mob and come for you, complete with torches and pitchforks?”


      “That’s quite the visual.”


      “I’m just worried. You’re already kind of unfriendly.”


      “A job like this, with lenient rules and working conditions, is a great choice if I’m going to be continuing in the proxy war. The only careers with more freedom are things like author or investor. Personally, I think we should be happy with what we have.”


      “Well, I won’t press the issue if your mind is set on it.”


      Obviously, I’m anxious, but the benefits of collaborating with Kihouin and Rolling are too great to ignore. I’m well aware of how good it feels to milk a couple of famous streamers for extra viewers. While I sense a fair bit of danger from the phrase live stream, I decide to accept.


      This is probably how a person gets addicted to politics.


      The stream is scheduled for the very next evening. After our pretend family time is finished, Abaddon and I head home.


      The theme of the stream is ASMR. When Kihouin and Rolling first explain this, I’m confused. I don’t know what the abbreviation means. But since the meeting is being held over video chat, Abaddon—who knows the term, for some reason—explains it to me, and I’m able to skillfully play along.


      According to Abaddon, it’s a really good way of getting views. That said, I have a lot of hesitation about doing it on a live stream.


      “Allow me to massage you. Right around…here? It feels nice there, right? Well? Are you tired? If you want, I would be glad to keep massaging you forever and ever.”


      The script they send me beforehand includes a lot of directions besides just spoken lines, like “gasp a little here” or “now pretend you’re blowing into someone’s ear.” It seems really stupid, so I ignore it all and just read off the script.


      When I do, Kihouin immediately breaks in. “Ah, one moment, Miss Kareki. You seem to be doing nothing but mumbling into the microphone. You must have more allure, more appeal, to make the viewers happy. Do as Miss Rolling does—a little flirtation, without any shame about how you may look or sound.”


      “I’ll try, Miss Kihouin.”


      “Heeey! I think you’re being a little too mean, Kihooo!”


      “Go ahead and give it another try, Miss Kareki.”


      “All right. I will.”


      “Kareki’s agreeing to everything so easilyyy. Do you think she has a crush on meee?”


      The two of them ad-lib remarks that aren’t in the script. I have it easy; I just trade banter with my two senpai as appropriate. The stream ends after about an hour.


      Though it took place on Ochiba Kareki’s channel, it had over twenty thousand simultaneous viewers. That same day, after being archived, it accumulates over two hundred thousand total views—easily more than all of my previous videos.


      My subscriber number also increases, going up by another eleven thousand. The amount of influence famous streamers wield is astonishing. But what really has me curious is the conversation I had with the others after the stream ended.


      “I know you have your own style, Miss Kareki, and it isn’t our place to criticize you for it. But I do think you could stand to think a little more about how those around you view your actions.”


      “Uh, Kihooo, I don’t think you’re getting your point across at allll.”


      “Um, are you threatening me?”


      “If that’s how it sounded to you, then maybe so.”


      “Ughhh, geez! From my point of view, you’re basically no better, Kihooo!”


      “Didn’t you promise to keep silent, Miss Rolling?”


      “Urk.”


      Their strange back-and-forth makes it even harder to trust what they’re saying.


      Actually, I should stop making excuses. Ever since I entered the proxy war, I’ve stopped being able to trust anyone whose interests aren’t clearly aligned with mine. And even when our interests are aligned, I’m constantly suspicious. In my eyes, rivals within my group are nothing more than enemies.


      I nod noncommittally in response to their advice.


      I continue to upload new videos every day, sandwiching more special events like this in between.


      On weekdays, I go to school, using free time during class and breaks to work on my scripts. After school, I head home for our pretend family session, then record until midnight. I don’t think my life has ever been so busy.


      Before, I was sluggish and inactive. Now I spend my days rushing around, as though someone pressed fast-forward on my life.


      But I have to admit, it doesn’t feel bad at all.


      Time passes in a flash, and eventually, the day of the poll arrives.
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      My neighbor had been working nonstop for several days.


      After I went with her to the meeting with Mr. Kuga, checking on her videos became a daily task for me. She seemed to be tackling her job with great enthusiasm, and she always uploaded at least one new video every day.


      Their quality, too, was faultless. In fact, it was better than the work of a lot of professionals.


      I had no doubt that the 3D model and all that advanced equipment provided by Type Twelve was the foundation of that quality. But even so, her scripts and staging made use of that quality in astounding ways—so astounding, you’d never guess it was the work of a middle school student.


      Maybe she’d gained such impressive skills at so young an age precisely because she’d holed herself up in her school’s library for thousands, or even tens of thousands of hours. In fact, most of her viewers’ comments read like they assumed she was a grown woman.


      It warmed my heart, just a little, to think that my neighbor’s life until now hadn’t been a waste. And it reminded me that in all things, repetition was key.


      Above all, I was happy that she finally had something she could immerse herself in after having led such an empty life. Perhaps it was rude to put it this way, but it seemed to me she was nurturing a reason to live like a little bud, and I wanted to make sure it never withered.


      “How goes the view-count contest?” asked Peeps.


      “I tried uploading a 4K recording of the Karuizawa scenery, but that didn’t work, either. I saw an online article that said foreigners might be interested if I added English subtitles, but it doesn’t seem like anyone’s watched it.”


      “…I see.”


      I, on the other hand, had no clue how to progress. I’d headed to the Japanese-style house in the UFO again today and was now in my room there, racking my brain.


      Currently, I had only seventy-eight views in total. Escaping last place seemed hopeless. Just as I was groaning in frustration, my distinguished sparrow came in to check on me.


      “Is this that girl’s video?” asked Peeps, looking at my laptop screen.


      “Yeah.”


      It was one she’d just uploaded yesterday—a collaboration stream, on her own channel, with two of her senpai from the office. I was watching the archived version. It looked like she was trying out ASMR.


      “Miss Kihouin, was I able to flirt properly, like Miss Rolling does?”


      “Oh, yes! You’ve gotten so much better! Keep on showing them just how coquettish you can be.”


      “Argh! Stupid Kihooo! Stupid Karekiii! You’re both mean, and it’s making me maaad!”


      “Oh, but I wasn’t making fun of you. I must acknowledge your superior skills in buttering others up. It’s exactly what people want from Miss Kareki, who has just debuted recently!”


      “Wellll, okay then. In that case, I’ll show you both how you reeeally butter someone up!”


      My neighbor held her own, unafraid, even against her senpai. It reminded me a lot of her thorny back-and-forth with Miss Hoshizaki during our pretend family time. She had a lot of grit, thanks to her role in the death game—not even the most famous people in her industry could scare her. In fact, it was giving me chills just watching.


      Naturally, I hadn’t meddled in her video production work in the slightest. I was merely her manager; I responded to business queries from Mr. Kuga and others and performed minor duties like signing contracts and managing her official social media account. She and Abaddon did all the creative tasks, including outside recording.


      “The way she speaks is every bit as powerful as her precursors. Very impressive.”


      “I’m more concerned that people at her workplace will say bad things about her.”


      “No need to mind that. These vee-tuber people depend on public favor and popularity, yes? As long as they can bring in the views, pecking orders will be quickly overturned. She is courteous enough, so I doubt we need to worry.”


      The Lord Starsage was as aggressive a go-getter as always. But without that level of pluck, you probably couldn’t survive in a competitive industry like this. People who are not only confident but have the incredible talent and achievements to back up their attitude are just so cool.


      “By the way, Miss Kihouin, don’t you think you’re being a little unfair?”


      “Oh? Whatever do you mean?”


      “Maybe it’s because of your rich-girl character, but…compared to the instructions you gave me, you don’t seem that coquettish, as you put it. Could you show me how it’s truly done? Think of it as part of your kouhai’s education.”


      “Urk! Are… Are you telling me to become a plaything for the masses?”


      “Please don’t confess to things like that without any warning. You’re spoiling the moment. And a lot of other things, too…”


      “Very well, if you insist. I will show you a kind of charm opposite to yours—the sunlight to your doom and gloom. Just don’t blame me if they ban your account because of how incredibly sexy this stream is about to become.”


      “Okaaay, Kiho, now that’s just immatuuure.”


      My neighbor was getting along well with her two senpai, Miss Kihouin and Miss Rolling. I didn’t really approve of them inviting a minor to join an ASMR live stream, but aside from that, they were doing a good thing for her. Ochiba Kareki was managing to stay in character, and the reactions from the comment section were positive.


      Peeps offered a similar impression. “It is always a thrill to watch a spirited newcomer make their mark.”


      “Seems like a lot of other people agree.”


      “I believe the others will benefit from it as well.”


      “Maybe that’s why they approached her for the collab.”


      Typically, a newbie couldn’t get away with acting like this toward her seniors. Perhaps it was different when you were working off a script, but everything my neighbor was saying was totally ad-libbed. Normally, she’d probably get bullied for such behavior.


      But thankfully, it seemed her senpai were more interested in using her to their benefit than in fanning their own meaningless pride. That was how it looked to me, anyway, and so I decided not to meddle for now.


      Either way, the result was that my neighbor was doing extraordinarily well for a newcomer. Not even ten days after her debut, her channel had almost fifty thousand subscribers. Despite starting out as a nameless nobody, she was now getting as much attention as idols with solid corporate backing. Her subscriber count might still lag behind the others in her group, but given how recently she’d started, it seemed like she was making a very respectable effort.
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      Ultimately, it was another fruitless day.


      The sunlight pouring in through the window shifted to crimson, then eventually began to fade. As it did, I heard a voice from the kitchen letting me know dinner was ready. I left my room and headed to the living room, where the other members of our pretend family had already gathered.


      But when I looked closer, I saw that we had a guest. For some reason unbeknownst to me, Magical Pink had joined us, sitting small and quiet at one end of the low, round table in the middle of the room.


      As I settled into an empty spot of my own, I asked the question on my mind. “Ms. Futarishizuka, has something happened?”


      “I went back to Karuizawa earlier to get some things for dinner, and there she was, right at the front door. I couldn’t very well leave without inviting her, could I? One extra guest shouldn’t cause any problems.”


      “I see.”


      The other day, during the school ski trip, Magical Pink had a big argument with Ms. Futarishizuka before the two of them ultimately reconciled. The magical girl had even pledged to abstain from her work of killing psychics for a while.


      With her here, the table was packed. Going clockwise, the seating order was as follows: my neighbor and Abaddon, Miss Hoshizaki, Type Twelve, Lady Elsa, Prince Lewis, Ms. Futarishizuka, Magical Pink, and Peeps and me. Thanks to Peeps’s size and the fact that Abaddon refused to eat with us, we’d just barely managed to fit everyone at the table. If anyone else showed up, we’d need to upgrade.


      Personally, I found it strange how well Prince Lewis had adapted himself. Despite his former extravagant lifestyle as royalty, he never raised a word of complaint. His clothing choices had also shifted to fit modern Japan, just like Lady Elsa’s. Anyone looking at him would simply see a trendy young man. His flexibility was truly commendable.


      “Our low table is starting to feel very cramped,” I noted.


      “Do you think I should get a bigger one?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


      “Grandmother, if we require household goods, then the youngest daughter would be pleased to handle it for you.”


      “I’d rather you build a room for your grandmother here in the house first.”


      “Building an addition demands intricate planning. We must approach such a task only after adequate preparation.”


      “Oh? I wonder where all that mechanical life-form super-science went off to.”


      Once I’d taken a seat, everyone dug in. Tonight’s dinner was laid out on the table, once again courtesy of Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis. Fried rice, shrimp stir-fried in chili sauce, spring rolls, mapo tofu—it was a veritable buffet of Chinese cuisine. The juicy pot stickers were just as tasty as the ones you might get from a specialty shop. I figured they’d had some help from Ms. Futarishizuka, but it was still impressive.


      “Hey, Sasaki, there’s something I wanted to ask you,” said Miss Hoshizaki.


      “What is it?”


      Once we’d finished about half of the food, my senior colleague spoke up. The next thing out of her mouth was a rather unexpected acronym.


      “Do you know what a DMCA is?”


      “Well, yes. I know of the concept… Why?”


      The Digital Millennium Copyright Act was a federal law enacted by a certain allied nation. It dealt mainly with the control of digital works, such as those on the internet; the legislation had also amended copyright law in that country. They’d enacted it in the late ’90s due to the proliferation of pirated works.


      It was also famous in our country as a type of complaint lodged against major search engines. You might use it in a sentence like, I’m filing a DMCA complaint against such-and-such a site. You saw it a lot when specific information was removed from a search engine.


      “They’re pretty complicated, huh?” said my colleague.


      “You’re referring to takedown requests aimed at removing certain search engine results, right?”


      “Y-yes, that’s right.”


      It seemed Miss Hoshizaki had the same understanding of the term as I did. Was there some information on the internet she wanted to get rid of?


      “You have to enter so many things into the online request form,” she continued, “your real name, your address, everything. And if you lie about any of it, you can get fined, right? That’s what I heard, anyway. Plus, you have to do it all in English.”


      “That’s because in the country that made the law, it’s generally a lawyer’s job to handle those things. The name and address would then be the name of the attorney and address of the office handling the matter. I don’t think the form is meant for end users.”


      “Wait… Wait, really?”


      “Well, that’s just what I read on the internet,” I said casually, “but I think I’m right.”


      “……”


      Miss Hoshizaki was at a loss for words. I was concerned—her expression looked awfully grave. Was she dealing with some kind of problem?


      “If something’s troubling you,” I said, “then I could try to help you out.”


      “Huh? Oh, um. No, it’s nothing important! I’m perfectly fine.”


      “You are?”


      “Of course! I just asked out of curiosity.”


      Now I was very suspicious. There was no way she was just curious.


      But she said she was fine, so I didn’t want to pry. Maybe that leaked photo of her from a while back has started making the rounds again. But wouldn’t Type Twelve have taken care of that right away?


      “Mother, if a problem has occurred, I would like to state my intention to be of service to you in any way I can.”


      “No, it’s super minor. Really, you can just ignore me.”


      “I have detected an increase in Mother’s heart rate and a significant change in body surface temperature compared to your baseline. If you are not undergoing mental or emotional stress, then it is possible you are suffering from a bacterial infection or a virus.”


      “All that aside, the view-count contest is almost over, right?”


      “Mother, ignoring the youngest daughter’s conversation so blatantly makes her feel terribly lonely.”


      “Urk… Then, um, let’s stop talking about me right now! Okay?”


      “Acknowledged. I understand that topics related to Mother are hereby ended.”


      She sure changed the topic with gusto, I thought as Miss Hoshizaki’s gaze shifted to Ms. Futarishizuka.


      “Yes, indeed,” replied the girl in the kimono. “If we’re ending at two weeks like we initially agreed, the day after tomorrow will be the last day.”


      “Right? So we have two whole days until the deadline.”


      I’m glad she brought that up now, I thought. I had my own suggestion for everyone. “Regarding that matter. I have a proposal as well—or, rather, a request.”


      “What is it?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


      “My neighbor’s activities have grown beyond the scope of this contest, and as things stand, she may be asked to work on the final day. If it’s all right with everyone else, I’d appreciate it if we could push the deadline two days later.”


      If she won the second-string polling, Ochiba Kareki would participate in Winterfest. A rehearsal was scheduled for the day before, and Mr. Kuga told me he’d like her to take part. I wasn’t sure if she’d have time to play pretend family with the rest of us—and I imagined the event period would give her a generous view count boost. Plus, as her manager, I wanted to let her participate.


      Ms. Futarishizuka nodded. “Ah, yes. OtherPro’s Winterfest, perhaps?”


      “You know of it?” I replied.


      “Well, of course. They throw a big party each year. Rent out a huge venue and everything.”


      “Apparently, there will be a big vote held tomorrow to decide which second-string members get to take part. If my neighbor wins, she’ll be formally allowed to participate in Winterfest with the first-string members. The day after that, there will be an all-day rehearsal.”


      “If I recall, the voting results are live streamed, yes?”


      “That’s what they tell me.”


      In effect, this was our current schedule: tomorrow, the advance poll; the next day, the final day of the view-count contest as originally planned; the day after that, Winterfest day one; and after that, Winterfest day two. It was one event after another.


      “Wait, VTubing? I had no idea you were doing that.” Miss Hoshizaki sounded surprised.


      “It’s all thanks to my neighbor and the youngest daughter.”


      “Wait, what’s Sasaki helping you with?”


      “He’s my manager.”


      “Really asserting yourself today, huh?” said Abaddon.


      With that, we took a vote, and the majority agreed to move the final day of the view-count contest to the last day of Winterfest. Miss Hoshizaki was the first to raise her hand and agree, which made me a little curious. What did this have to do with her?


      “My, that’s a surprise,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Even the youngest daughter agrees.”


      “Grandmother, as I explained previously, a human can never hope to beat a mechanical life-form on an electronic battlefield. Also, my elder sister’s work brings me joy. I am more than happy to acquiesce to this proposition.”


      “Oh, right. You’re surprisingly close with her, aren’t you, dear?”


      “Grandmother, your remark is incorrect.”


      “Incorrect? Which part?”


      “The youngest daughter is steadily growing closer with every member of the family, except for you.”


      “Hmph! Be that way! I have the magical child anyway. I don’t care!”


      That fact rather frightened me, to be honest. We knew we had to convince Type Twelve to return to her home planet one day, and yet, slowly but surely, she was winning over those she interacted with. It wasn’t just the incredible might of her UFO, still sitting out in space, either. She was bonding with us on an emotional level. At least to me, that seemed like a very dangerous situation for humanity.


      “Might I have a word, Futarishizuka?” asked Lady Elsa.


      “What is it, dear?”


      “Will the girl in that charming outfit be joining our pretend family?” She was looking across the table at Magical Pink.


      Personally, I was more concerned about where she was living at the moment. I felt sure she was still homeless. We should probably bring her to an orphanage, but would she accept that?


      “Well, the youngest daughter is the boss around here,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “What do you think?”


      “I will never yield my position as youngest daughter.”


      “Yes, yes, I know that, child. Perhaps you could tell us what other positions are available.”


      “I heard that this human has lost her parents. Is there a problem with treating her as an orphan who has settled down in our family’s neighborhood?”


      Maybe Type Twelve felt Magical Pink—a girl even shorter and more youthful than she was—was a threat. She had no mercy for outsiders, a reminder that she was a mechanical life-form. As always, we were forced to adjust to her values.


      “Come, now. That’s a little brutal, even for you. Our warm, cozy family drama would suddenly turn into some gloomy social awareness piece. You know, the kind that gets hit with a bunch of complaints these days the moment it’s broadcast.”


      When I looked back at dramas from the late ’80s and early ’90s, they seemed quite stimulating, compared to modern fare. Perhaps I’d grown too accustomed to them, and that was why I always felt unsatisfied with more recent works. I wondered if that was why a lot of people had gravitated toward anime and manga instead.


      “I don’t care if you make me an orphan,” said Magical Pink. “It’s the truth.”


      “Grandmother, she agrees.”


      “In that case, you’re more than welcome to sleep at my place, dear. Two others already live there, and I have an extra room or three. One more resident won’t make much of a difference. We can discuss your role in the pretend family some other time.”


      “…Really?”


      “Of course. In fact, there is even one—an adult, old enough to know better—using my home as a temporary residence because he finds moving too much of a pain. I was shocked—shocked, I tell you—when he started having his mail forwarded to my address. The gall!”


      Ms. Futarishizuka was looking directly at me as she spoke.


      When she put it like that, there wasn’t anything I could say. I knew I needed to find a new place to live soon, but I just hadn’t had the time. I felt bad about not making any progress. Besides, if I wanted a place in the city with proper security, it was going to set me back hundreds of thousands of yen in rent each month, at least.


      For a former corporate drone, the psychological barrier to paying that much a month in rent was almost impenetrable. Was it okay for me to live so indulgently? That was the life of an aristocrat. I might have the money, but it seemed wrong somehow.


      “Um… Thank you, Futarishizuka,” said Magical Pink.


      “Oh! That’s the first time you’ve called me by name. You’ve moved this old woman to tears, dearie.”


      Meanwhile, it seemed the magical girl had secured a place to live for the time being. Whether or not she’d really move in remained a question, but I was happy she at least had a place to go. At this rate, maybe I should stay in Karuizawa, too. I could rent an apartment.


      “While we’re on this topic,” said Prince Lewis, “may I have a role to play as well?”


      “I recommend the position of Elsa’s elder brother. If we treat you two as siblings who live nearby, it will not harm the setting. Entire families can be friends with other residents in their neighborhood—I have seen much literature describing such a relationship as normal in this country.”


      “Ah. Very well, then.”


      “No, Your Highness!” exclaimed Lady Elsa. “While it may be only temporary, I would never presume to share blood with you, sir!”


      “I fear I would be a feckless elder brother, but will you accept me anyway, dear sister?”


      “O-of course, sir! And that’s not true at all!”


      As always, Lady Elsa seemed to be struggling with how to behave around the prince. Count Müller had probably warned her not to act out of turn around her superiors. I wondered how she would react if we ever revealed Peeps’s identity to her.


      “By the way, Elsa, in what manner are we treating the good bird?”


      “The bird? He’s our family pet, sir.”


      “Indeed. That is my role. You may feel free to address me casually—as simply Peeps.”


      “O-oh, my. Chaos indeed…”


      The same went for Prince Lewis. His expression betrayed how odd he felt about treating the Lord Starsage as a neighbor’s pet.
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      After we were done with the pretend family, Peeps and I headed to the otherworld. We’d been going once every three days lately. Unlike in Japan, where I was always rushing around, I’d been blessed with relative comfort in the otherworld. Recently, however, I’d been spending most of my time there searching for a good video idea.


      During our last two trips, we’d only managed to make our routine stops—updating Count Müller and delivering diesel fuel to the Kepler Trading Company. I’d tried to practice my magic, but I couldn’t focus, and my results were meager. I’d only managed to memorize the words for a few more spells.


      This time, we once again headed to Allestos to deliver Lady Elsa to her father, then warped to the Republic of Lunge and completed our transaction with Mr. Joseph. Once we’d finished our main tasks, we returned to our regular lodgings in Baytrium. We’d probably stayed there for more than a year straight, in this world’s time.


      “The change in the flow of time between worlds seems to be slowing of late.”


      “A day in my world is about a week in yours, right?”


      “Yes. I believe it will continue to stabilize.”


      “Do you think it’s related to how frequently we travel?”


      “We have also stopped bringing so many large, heavy items along with us.”


      “Yeah, that’s true.”


      Before, we would bring a few tons of sugar with us every trip, and that was just one of the goods on our list. We’d also been selling chocolate, manufactured goods, and everything else that caught our eye. To transport it all, we’d had to spend a lot of time making multiple jumps for a single trip.


      These days, we only ever brought a few tons of diesel fuel at a time. We stored it in two-hundred-liter drums, and brought it from the warehouse all in one go. We would have had to spend almost an hour operating a forklift to move it all normally, but levitation magic made the task trivial.


      “Personally, now I’m wondering if it’s reversible.”


      “As am I.”


      “Should we try making fewer trips? Just for a little while.”


      “I don’t mind, but what of your trade with this world?”


      “Oh, yeah. If we reduce it any more, it might cause problems. I don’t want to worry Mr. Joseph.”


      “A difficult quandary indeed.”


      The fact that Peeps had been collecting data from the start allowed us to investigate the matter quickly. If I’d been alone, I’d probably just be starting to take notes.


      “Did you plan on checking the tunnel’s progress?”


      It had been over half a year in the otherworld since we last visited the tunnel. I should probably make an appearance, or things could turn ugly.


      “Right. Would you mind taking us there, Peeps?”


      “Very well.”


      With that, Peeps teleported us straight to the Alterian region. A little settlement had formed at the site; aside from the now-familiar lines of tents, we saw several houses and buildings assembled from wood. Structures that had been half-built during our last visit now stood completed—and many more construction projects had begun.


      A number of carriages were parked nearby. Facilities had been set up for the horses, too, and they were now tethered and grazing on hay from a trough.


      I was able to meet with Mr. French’s father and younger sister right away. In fact, Mr. French himself was with them.


      “Sir! Thank you so much for coming so far! Please allow us to welcome you!”


      “I didn’t realize you were visiting, Mr. French.”


      “I had an errand in Rotan, so I decided to stop by. I’m so happy I was able to get out here. I’ve wanted to come see my father and sister for a long time.”


      “I’m glad.”


      We were in a wooden building near the middle of the settlement. The tidy room was set up as a reception office; it even had a sofa set, and judging by the fresh woody scent, it was probably produced right here on-site. The two sofas faced each other, and Mr. French sat down across from me, with his father and sister standing behind him. I tried asking them to take a seat, but they stubbornly refused.


      “Rotan is brimming with life now, thanks to you,” said Mr. French. “I was in town to meet with Count Dietrich, who is there taking charge of the kingdom’s finances. He told me repeatedly how much he wanted to thank you.”


      Wow, I haven’t heard that name in a while. Come to think of it, he’d assumed the post of finance minister at the same time Count Müller became chancellor, giving him control over Herz’s wallet. House Müller and House Dietrich had put their past disputes aside and now handled the country’s affairs in solidarity.


      “Sir, Rotan’s renewed prosperity has led to unprecedented levels of trade with the Kingdom of Blase across the border. Herz’s sudden boom seems to have shocked all our neighbors.”


      “I’m happy to hear that.”


      “And it’s all thanks to you, sir!”


      Despite Mr. Joseph’s pessimistic view of the excavation, everyone in Herz seemed to be pleased with it. When Mr. French told me what the workers on-site were saying, I began to feel like it was all worth the trouble.


      I glanced at the distinguished sparrow on my shoulder, and he bobbed his head. My work here must pale in comparison to the Lord Starsage’s feats of statesmanship, but I hoped I’d managed to wash away a needless apprehension or two in the bird’s mind.


      “Actually, Dad—how is the project going?”


      “It is proceeding according to schedule, Viscount French.”


      “H-hey! Quit doing that in front of the boss!”


      Mr. French’s father bowed reverently before his son, like a subordinate addressing his superior. Actually, it seemed even more formal than that. His son looked shocked.


      The father, however, continued to speak in great earnestness. “Our family was elevated to peerage starting with you, Viscount. Before His Excellency, I cannot disrespect the very first Viscount French. And it is only thanks to you and His Excellency that I have a job here.”


      “But look—the boss doesn’t know how to react, either!”


      “I would ask your forgiveness and tolerance in that regard, Viscount French,” I replied.


      “Heh. Maybe you should just get used to it,” his sister cut in.


      “How the heck am I supposed to get used to this?!” he exclaimed.


      The son’s sudden promotion seemed to be a challenge for the family.


      Once we’d finished talking, I decided this was a good opportunity to help out with the excavation. Menial labor felt pleasant after all the mental work I’d been doing lately. I was able to focus solely on using my golem spell to expand the hole. And before I realized it, it was time for us to return to Japan.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      It’s finally time for the poll. Today, one of OtherPro’s second-string members will be elected to participate in Winterfest.


      My neighbor asks to come along with Abaddon and me, and the three of us board the mechanical life-form’s saucer-shaped terminal and head to a district of especially tall buildings in the heart of Tokyo.


      We enter the same studio as last time. The poll actually started a few days ago, but today is the big reveal of who won. Ochiba Kareki’s participation was announced midway through the voting, putting her at a slight disadvantage. But if I can’t even overcome a tiny problem like that, I won’t make it far in this industry.


      The results will be revealed via a live stream broadcast on the video submission site. The idea is to let viewers enjoy watching the various contestants ride an emotional roller coaster as the results come in. To make the program more exciting, the losers are usually assigned punishments, like having to do impressions or participate in rap battles.


      Right now, I’m standing against the wall of the recording booth, waiting. The rooms are laid out like a bento box with three partitions. The two smaller areas, where you’d put your side dishes, are the recording booth we’re standing by, and the control room where the staff are busying themselves in front of various audio devices. Across from both of those is the break area, which includes the main entrance. This is the bigger space, where the rice would go.


      There are a lot of other people in the recording booth. I figure they’re all other second-string members. Everyone is standing against the wall, just like I am. It’s not that there aren’t any chairs—the staff gave us even more than last time. However, because of the number of participants, we all got pushed to the corners. There are over twenty of us against the wall.


      “Wow, there are a lot more people this time.”


      “……”


      Then who is sitting in the chairs, you ask? The first-string members, of course. Our seniors in the industry will be the stars of the show, serving as emcees and guests. Apparently, it’s customary for the second-strings to stand at attention behind them.


      I see Kihouin and Rolling among the former group. It’s obvious to me that we second-strings are only here to serve as a backdrop for them.


      Incidentally, it’s easy to tell the second-string members apart; they’re wearing lanyards emblazoned with their stage names. The staff probably had to do this, since there are so many of us and we’re not as well-known. Mine reads, “Ochiba Kareki.”


      “Wow! So all these people are your rivals now, huh?”


      “……”


      My sharp-tongued demon floats next to me, as always. People are everywhere—so close, I could reach out and touch them. I can’t exactly speak to Abaddon in this environment, so he’s free to say whatever he wants.


      Originally, Kuon J. Glen was supposed to take part as well, but when it became clear I’d be joining, he announced he’d have to participate remotely. When I sent him a message explaining the situation, he cursed me, praying I’d lose the vote.


      Now I really want to get in.


      My neighbor is out in the break area; I can’t see him from the recording booth.


      “Hey, her lanyard says ‘Ochiba Kareki.’” “She’s still a kid. Middle school, by the looks of her.” “I assumed she’d be older.” “I wonder if the rumors about her sleeping her way into this are true.” “They have to be. They never would have let her collab with Kihouin and Rolling otherwise.” “A little bit of fame, and now she’s getting cocky.”


      The other second-string members are very hostile toward me. They glance at me from a distance, whispering to each other. I hear some of them; they probably don’t care. Most of them are female, from teenage girls to women in their thirties.


      “Apparently, that man with the side-parted hair outside is her manager.” “Huh? A second-string with a manager?” “I heard he’s exclusive to her.” “How is that even possible?” “If you’re right, then the rumors are definitely true.” “Look, you can even see it on her face.” “Bet she’s fucking her manager, too.” “Ugh, that’s disgusting.”


      They’re not entirely wrong, of course. I’ve spent my entire life trying to sleep with my neighbor.


      “Being hated by all her coworkers is totally in character for Kareki!” says Abaddon with a smile.


      Whose side is this demon on, anyway?


      “……”


      Either way, there’s no point in worrying about it. VTubers may be new, but they’re still part of the entertainment industry. I read some celebrity’s autobiography in the library once that described the profession as a filthy tempest of envy and greed.


      I pretend not to hear the others. Eventually, the first-strings make a move—two of them get up and start to walk toward me. They’re both familiar faces—Kihouin and Rolling. Once they reach me, they start up a casual chat.


      “Miss Kareki, would you like to join us at that table for some conversation?”


      “Kihooo, you sound like a delinquent telling her kouhai to meet her behind the school buildiiing!”


      Rolling is right on the mark. What on earth does she want from me?


      “I apologize if this sounds rude,” I say, “but why do you want to talk to me?”


      “Oh, I simply wished to chat with my dear kouhai,” Kihouin assures me. “Unless such a thing would displease you.”


      “It wouldn’t, but I’d rather just wait here.”


      The other second-strings already have a bad impression of me. I don’t know what they’ll do if they see first-strings acting friendly with me. I already have enough haters, I don’t need any more.


      Or is that what they’re after? Maybe they’re bothering me on purpose to fuel the others’ dislike.


      “Well, if you’d rather not, then I won’t force you.”


      “Whyyy does literally every word you say sound so meeean? There’s just no helping you, Kihooo.”


      At my refusal, the two of them quickly back down. When they arrive back at their seats, they resume chatting with the other first-strings.


      I don’t want to tell my manager this when he’s working so hard, but I don’t think getting along with the other second-strings is in the cards for me. Of course, like Abaddon said, that’s perfectly in character for Ochiba Kareki, so it shouldn’t hinder me at all. And if I’m primarily interested in making bank, my best bet is to be recognized as a solo talent.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      After a few minutes of waiting, recording begins.


      The plan is to read out the names of the winners in order from fewest to most votes received. The second-strings will go up to the microphone as the hosts call their names and give a delighted reaction. Rinse and repeat.


      There are twenty-two participants, and ten of them will get into the festival. Between the emcee’s comments, announcing the votes, and the time given to each winner to speak directly to their viewers, each person will get about ten minutes of airtime. It will take over an hour to get through everyone.


      Meanwhile, we all have to remain standing. I understand why, since the first-strings have to stand for the entire stream, too. But since all the second-strings are doing is waiting, it feels especially difficult, and it wears me down mentally in a way that simply talking to people doesn’t.


      None of us were told the results ahead of time, so there was no rehearsal. Last night, I thought of something to say if I win, but punishments for losing are decided randomly, and I don’t even know what the options are. I looked at past events, but I have no idea how much that will help.


      “Hah-kyooon! Hi, everyone! Thanks so, so much for giving Chiruchiru so many voootes! Your votes mean that Chiruchiru can take part in Isefest! Let’s all have a super-duper good time during the event! You gotta promise me, okay?!”


      Someone whose name I’ve never heard before raises her voice in jubilation. She sounds really happy.


      To be blunt, a lot of us shudder watching this. The gap between each person’s charming 3D model and their real-life appearance is stark. A lot of them are ten or twenty years older. I see a few second-string members averting their eyes.


      I’m no different, of course. Suddenly curious, I look over at the control room. There, separated from our recording space by a thick pane of glass, I see staff members stationed at a variety of audio devices. Everyone looks serious as they handle the behind-the-scenes work, and I sense a drive from them that I can only describe as an intimidating level of professionalism.


      The announcement of each person’s votes proceeds without issue according to the original schedule. Eventually, with only the top three left, we take a break. They tell us all to meet back in the recording booth in twenty minutes. They still haven’t called Ochiba Kareki’s name.


      “You’ve been standing a long time. Are you feeling all right?”


      “……”


      I nod slightly, then we leave the recording booth behind.


      I find my neighbor standing in the corner of the break area, fiddling with his smartphone. After seeing the other second-strings begin to pour out of the adjacent room, he looks up and raises his hand. I get a glimpse of his screen; it shows the very program we’re currently recording.


      “I’m sorry for making you wait here for so long, mister.”


      “Don’t be. Seems your name hasn’t been called yet.”


      “That’s right. I’m starting to feel bad for bringing you along.”


      “Actually, I thought you might be in the top three.”


      “I sure hope so…”


      “I found a discount store near the studio, so I bought a folding chair. Would you like to sit? You must be tired after all that standing. I think you should at least rest your legs during the break,” he says, looking down at a small chair, folded up against the wall at his feet.


      It seems he went out of his way to get it for me. It’s the type of chair you might see in an office, with a noticeably round seat. It has a back, too, though it’s small.


      “I appreciate your kindness, but since everyone else is standing, it wouldn’t be fair. I’m sorry.”


      “In that case, I have a taxi waiting outside. Would you like to rest in there?”


      “Huh? Where would we be going?”


      “When I heard you’d be taking a break in the middle, I found a nice quiet spot where we can take a rest.”


      “Oh, um, you… You really didn’t have to…”


      My neighbor really does excellent work. Would a normal VTuber’s manager go this far? Very unfairly, I’d always thought of my neighbor as an office worker with a dead-end job and no real chance of getting anywhere in the world. I was completely mistaken, however. He’s an incredibly talented working adult.


      I wonder what he’d do if I asked him to massage my feet. Would he touch me? Fantasies flood my mind, and it’s difficult to keep them at bay. Unfortunately, our chat quickly comes to an end.


      “Miss Kareki, do you have a moment?” someone says, interrupting. I don’t know when she got there, but she’s standing right next to me.


      Judging by the lanyard, she’s a second-string participant. A woman, visibly several years older than I am—in her late teens or early twenties. Her hair is dyed a striking pink. Her name has already been called—she ranked tenth in the voting.


      “What is it?” I ask.


      “As a fellow second-string, I wanted to be your friend. The others are all older, and I haven’t been able to approach them. Would you like to go with me and get a drink at a nearby convenience store?”


      Tenth-Place gives me a bright, affable smile. The invitation inwardly shocks me, as a gloomy introvert.


      “Sure, I guess I wouldn’t mind…,” I reply, glancing at my neighbor. He gives me a little nod.


      “Great! We don’t have much time, so let’s get going!”


      “I’m sorry, mister. I’m going out for a bit.”


      “Do you have your wallet?” he asks.


      “Yes, thanks.”


      I leave the break area, and my neighbor watches me go.


      Tenth-Place and I head to the elevators. I know from my previous visit to the studio that there’s a convenience store in a nearby building. Ten minutes is enough to travel there and back. The elevator comes right away, and we ride it down to the ground floor, then exit the building.


      There’s a taxi parked on the shoulder of the road outside, just like my neighbor said. He must have paid a lot up front. The driver doesn’t seem upset; he just gazes idly out the front windshield.


      Passing him by, we walk toward the convenience store. A moment later, the other girl turns to me and asks, “Kareki, would you mind coming over here for a moment?”


      “What is it?”


      At Tenth-Place’s behest, we head to an area between two buildings. The alley is maybe two or three meters wide. It’s deserted, despite the early time of day.


      We head down it and turn onto another street about as narrow as the first. Surrounded by tall buildings, the area feels far removed from the hustle and bustle of the main thoroughfare.


      Someone has gone to the trouble to park their car back here; it’s a black minivan. Next to it are several people I recognize—all of them are second-strings participating in today’s live stream. Unlike Tenth-Place, though, none of their names have been called. All of them are women. There were more women than men in the recording booth, but this still seems quite unbalanced.


      “I don’t love this atmosphere.”


      I don’t need Abaddon to tell me that I’ve been dragged into something tedious.


      “What is the meaning of this?” I ask.


      “Well, I just happened to see the director’s copy of today’s script.”


      “And?”


      “Congratulations, Miss Kareki. You got second place in the vote.”


      “……”


      I had no idea she was about to drop a huge spoiler. Fortunately, it seems I’ve avoided the various punishments.


      “But none of us are really in the mood to celebrate,” she continues.


      “I’ll ask again,” I say. “And?”


      “See? That right there. That’s what pisses people off.”


      “I’ll apologize right now if I offended you. I’m sorry.”


      “You’re making fun of us, aren’t you? You must be.”


      I don’t know what she means. What does this woman want from me? Isn’t she embarrassed, acting this way toward a child?


      “I’ll cut to the chase. I want you to go home. Now. Make up a reason—maybe you’re feeling sick. Then stay at home for the next few days. I’m sure stuff like that comes naturally to an introvert like you, Kareki.”


      “……”


      I suppose this means some people don’t want Ochiba Kareki to win, or they want to take her place. Physically, I’m a child. They probably see me as weak. Maybe they thought they could make me do whatever they wanted if they had enough people.


      The whole thing seems immature, but they’re risking their careers on this, so they must be pretty desperate.


      I’ve often had grown adults come after my life in isolated spaces. Plenty of kids die there, too. It taught me that when fighting for your own interests, age doesn’t matter. A little ploy like this would never make me cede my now-certain victory.


      “I can’t,” I say. “I’m sorry.”


      “Acting like a big shot now? Look around you.”


      “I think that’s my line.”


      “What a little brat. God, you piss me off.” She huffs, incensed.


      A moment later, her attention shifts to the minivan parked in the road. She reaches out and lightly raps on the rear door window. What is that supposed to mean? I don’t see any response from inside the car.


      “I hope you won’t regret ignoring us.”


      All the women move to leave. That must have been intended as a parting shot. They head for the main road, back toward the studio.


      I stand there, watching, not doing anything. What was all this about?


      Just as I ask myself that question, though, I get an answer.


      The door of the black minivan slides open, and two people step out. They’re both large men, about two heads taller than I am. One is in his twenties, wearing a jet-black down jacket and jeans; the other looks to be in his forties and has on a long black coat over a suit and pants.


      Their tattoos are of particular note. I can see lines of ink peeking out on almost every visible patch of skin. They look like criminals.


      “Excuse me,” I say. “Do you need something from me?”


      “Wanna take a little drive with us, missy?”


      “We’ll get you home before next week. Promise.”


      Their responses are what I expected. Clearly, those other second-strings want to force Ochiba Kareki to lose by any means necessary. The woman from earlier must have called these men here as soon as she saw the director’s script. I find her decisiveness impressive—skills like that are crucial for surviving the proxy war. I ought to take a page out of her book.


      “I apologize,” I say. “I still have work, so I’ll have to turn you down.”


      “Well, not like it matters. We’re taking you either way.”


      “You’d better do as we say—unless you wanna get hurt.”


      If they were carrying guns like Makeup does, this might have been dangerous. But for now, they’re both unarmed. They see me as a weak child and casually walk right up to me.


      I quickly decide to use the powers granted to me by a certain ill-natured demon. When the younger man grabs my arm, I strike.


      “Rrgh… Wh-what the hell is this…?” he stammers in surprise as he feels the change in his body.


      His knees give out, and he collapses to the ground. He doesn’t even twitch.


      It’s all right—he’s not dead. He’s only unconscious. I did it to my mom all the time back when she was alive, so I’m really good at holding back just the right amount. I bet the scene would really scare a bystander, though.


      I pretend to be shocked; then, as if to deny I had any part in this, I ask, “Excuse me, are you all right?”


      The other man, who until now had been calm and collected, looks utterly baffled. “Hey! What…? What happened?!”


      No answer.


      “Um, shouldn’t you call an ambulance?” I suggest.


      “Did you do something, kid?” he demands.


      “How could I do anything? He might have had a stroke. Or maybe he’s been taking some dangerous drugs. Either way, I don’t think you should leave him like this.”


      “……”


      The man goes quiet, as if he’s thinking, Actually, you might have a point. I almost want to laugh.


      The older man bends down and reaches for his fallen partner’s neck, probably to take his pulse. While his attention is diverted, I go behind him and glance at my partner. Abaddon nods, and I touch the older man’s neck.


      “Ngh…”


      He loses consciousness and crumples to the ground, too, right on top of the other one.


      Not a moment later, I hear a deep male voice. “Hey! What’s goin’ on over there?!” as another man climbs out of the minivan’s driver’s seat.


      This one is probably around thirty. His hair is tapered at the sides of his head but long in the back and gathered up in a round loop. I think they call this style a “man-bun.” His sunglasses make him look like a real tough guy, and his arms and face are covered in tattoos.


      “You brat! What did you do?!” he shouts.


      “Urk…”


      The man pulls a knife and thrusts it toward me. He’s even more short-tempered than the first two.


      I hastily pull out of the way. At the same time, I reach over to touch his outstretched arm. I manage to get the timing just right, and my fingertips brush the back of his hand as his arm is fully extended.


      The moment I touch his skin, he drops his knife. Then he falls to the ground faceup.


      I look to the side. Abaddon is hovering very close to me, ready to jump in if things go south. I didn’t notice, but he has his palm out, as if to block the tip of the knife before it hit my shoulder. Fortunately, the blade stopped just a few hairs away.


      “Wow. That was amazing for someone who doesn’t like to exercise.”


      “I get regular training, thanks to the proxy war.”


      Lately, I’ve started following other people’s movements with my eyes, even casual ones. It’s probably because I’ve been blessed with so many opportunities to go up against people with blades and guns. I think back to the foul-mouthed grade-schooler we fought on Miyakejima.


      “I’ll have to subtract a few points for not considering there might be another guy, though.”


      “I agree. I’ll do better next time,” I say as I check the minivan.


      They don’t seem to have any other allies. Now that I’m safe, I check to make sure there are no security cameras or other people within view. The woman probably picked this place to avoid being seen. I’m grateful to her for that. Now we won’t have to trouble my neighbor.


      Feeling lucky, I reach for the pockets of the fallen men.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      As originally planned, I buy a drink at the convenience store and go back to the studio.


      When I enter, some of the second-string members, including Tenth-Place, look at me in absolute shock. A single question is written on their faces: How are you here? Several others are also clearly surprised.


      Wearing a mask of nonchalance, I walk over to the chief culprit. I don’t like always letting others set the pace. Plus, I need an excuse to give my neighbor.


      “I’m sorry for sending you back early when you were nice enough to invite me. The person behind the register was just so slow. I could’ve used the self-checkout, but my phone wallet is nearly empty, so I had no choice.”


      “Huh? Oh, uh… No, it’s fine.”


      I speak loudly enough so my neighbor can hear my made-up story. I don’t want him to wonder why we came back separately. Then I lower my voice to a whisper.


      “This will not happen again, Miss Noriko Satou.”


      “…Urk!”


      Tenth-Place blanches.


      Seeing her so obviously panicked satisfies my thirst for revenge. But maybe I should have considered our surroundings and toned it down a little. I’d gone out of my way to whisper, and yet we were still getting a lot of attention.


      “…Y-you… How did you…?”


      “You were in their smartphone’s call history, so I noted down your name and phone number. I don’t know what your relationship is, but letting them photograph you in such an indecent state seems rather reckless, don’t you think?”


      “Wha…?”


      That should be enough of a threat to hold her off for the time being.


      I decide not to report her to the police. Otherworld Productions probably wouldn’t appreciate it, and my neighbor would worry. I have all the men’s personal details, courtesy of their smartphones and ID cards. It’s so convenient how phones these days let you unlock them with just a fingerprint.


      Aside from their call histories and phone numbers, I found several photos and videos on their phones’ internal storage showing Tenth-Place having sex with them. Looking at them disgusts me, but I copy the data to my phone anyway.
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  Maybe I’ll be able to use them one day. At the very least, I doubt she’ll mess with me again in the future. For her sake, I hope she stops now rather than going from idol candidate to convicted felon and falling into desperation.


  “A-are you threatening me?” she stammers.


  “How rude. Please don’t assume I’m anything like you.”


  “Then what—?”


  “But I hope you’ll remember what happened today, no matter how successful you become.”


  “Ngh…”


  After that, Noriko Satou is speechless. This must be how adults form relationships of trust with one another.


  Just then, the staff announces the end of our break and asks us to reenter the recording booth. Everyone files back in, and I follow them, as if nothing has happened.


  “Wow. You’ve really gone bad.”


  “……”


  That’s all your fault, Abaddon.


  After that, the live stream proceeds without a hitch.


  Knowing I got second place gives me time to think through what I’m going to say. In that sense, Noriko Satou’s attempted kidnapping came with a silver lining. In fact, I think I gained more than I lost.


  “To everyone who cast their vote for Ochiba Kareki, thank you so much.” This may be only a small step compared to what my senpai have accomplished, but as a gloomy introvert who messed up her big high school debut, the result could have been far worse.” I chuckle to myself as I speak into the microphone. “I want to repay everyone for the kindness you’ve shown me, so I promise to do my best at the festival. I may be a bit of a failure, but I hope you will all keep a small piece of me in your hearts.”


  Kihouin and Rolling, the hosts, are standing right next to me.


  “Miss Kareki, you sound as stiff as a politician. Who are you trying to impress? We are here as entertainers, remember? I’ve explained this to you many times as your senpai—but it seems I haven’t yet gotten through.”


  “I apologize. Would you show me an example, then?”


  “An example?”


  “Please put yourself in Ochiba Kareki’s shoes and show us how she should thank everyone for getting second place.”


  “If you insist, darling. Very well. I will show you a wonderful example of—”


  “Kihooo, you’re letting her twist you around her little finger againnn!”


  “I… I am doing no such thing! This is all for my own benefit. Purposely joining my kouhai’s conversations, pining for any extra opportunity to speak! I act out of unbridled ambition! I’m the one benefiting here. She certainly does not have me wrapped around her little finger!”


  “Geeee whiz. Listen to youuu, talking a mile a minute. Your desperation is pathetically obvious.”


  And so Ochiba Kareki is officially taking part in Winterfest. What’s more, the festival is shaping up to be one long date with my neighbor.
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  After my neighbor and Abaddon made it into Winterfest and the recording was over, we headed to a hotel in the city. There was a rehearsal the very next day, so the company reserved a hotel near the venue for us. It seemed the major players in this industry took good care of their talents.


  To avoid being seen, we simply stayed in the hotel that night, though we hopped over to the UFO to eat dinner with the rest of our pretend family before coming straight back. Our little trip only lasted about an hour. Everyone saw my neighbor and Abaddon off with a smile, cheering them on and encouraging them.


  Type Twelve still seemed relaxed and confident, which made me curious how many views she’d gotten so far. I was even more concerned about Miss Hoshizaki, however. She was acting even more suspicious than the previous day, but she still insisted nothing was wrong.


  The following day, we took a taxi straight from the hotel to the venue for the rehearsal. Winterfest would be held near the water in a large exhibition hall famous for its unusual look. The upper part of the structure was composed of four inverted pyramids. I recalled visiting it several times for product exhibitions while at my former job.


  They told us they’d reserved the entire eastern side of the building for the event. From the map they’d given us, I could see that the venue was largely split into three different areas. The main stage was in the center of Area A, with a food court, a café, and product sales booths. Area B comprised another smaller stage, a variety of displays, and hands-on projects. Area C was a staff-only area, and they’d asked us to meet there.


  We made our way to one section of the expansive hall, demarcated by high partitions. The space was probably over a hundred square meters, with plenty of folding chairs and long tables set up. I could see vending machines and a commercial hot water dispenser in one of the corners. This was probably a space for staff members to eat and take breaks.


  “The hall is huge, but I didn’t realize the backstage area would be so big, too,” said my neighbor as she looked around.


  Staff members crowded the area, wearing a myriad of different outfits depending on their roles. Some wore work clothes—they were probably in charge of installing and maintaining equipment—while others, evidently directors, wore suits and ties. Everyone had a lanyard around their neck, listing their job.


  I saw people slumped over the long tables napping, others eating, and still others conducting meetings. And that was only a small fraction of those in the room. Including even the lowest-ranking staff members, I surmised there must be a few hundred people here. I wished I could have come to such a lively, prosperous company straight from graduation.


  “This company is famous for its substantial employee benefits, you know,” I said.


  “Employee benefits?” my neighbor asked.


  “Oh, sorry. That’s only for regular employees, so I guess it doesn’t have much to do with you.”


  “No, I know the term. They’re conspicuously absent from the angel-demon proxy war.”


  “Thank you for your feedback!” Abaddon said earnestly. “I promise we’ll take it into consideration for next time!”


  Apparently, this hall contained several other staff areas, too. Each project was assigned a space in accordance with its scope. The people behind the 3D models would hop between these spaces depending on their individual schedules.


  But the ones doing most of the activities were the first-string members and the staff supporting them. The second-string members with less fame hadn’t been given much to do. That went for Ochiba Kareki, and by extension, my neighbor as well. We’d probably have a lot of free time to hang around backstage during the festival.


  “There’s still time before we’re all supposed to gather,” I said. “Want to sit down?”


  “Yes, let’s do that.”


  “I’ll go buy drinks. Would you like anything?”


  “Oh, actually, I’ll just go with you…”


  “Yeah. If possible, I think we should get a lay of the land while we have the opportunity.”


  My neighbor and Abaddon followed me to the vending machines.


  I’d been noticing something about this place ever since we first arrived—security personnel were omnipresent. They all wore uniforms emblazoned with the logo of a major security firm. I figured they were necessary, considering the scope of the event, but there sure were an awful lot of them standing all throughout the room. I couldn’t help wondering if they really needed so many.


  “Do you have a moment, Mr. Sasaki?” someone asked from behind me as I was picking something out from the vending machines.


  I turned and found a familiar face looking back at me.


  “Miss Inukai? What brings you here?”


  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”


  Ensign Inukai was a career member of the Maritime Self-Defense Force. Her short hair reached only down to her ears, and she had sharp, beautiful features. She still seemed young; I doubted much time had passed since she’d graduated from the National Defense Academy. Still, her calm tone and brisk words betrayed her origins.


  “Yes, ma’am,” I replied. “Let’s head over there.”


  “Thank you for understanding.”


  However, today she wore the uniform of a security company. Was it possible she’d transferred into civilian work? I’d heard high-ranking officials in the SDF or police force tended to find good jobs at security firms, but it seemed a little early in her career for something like that.


  I made sure to buy her a drink as well; then we made our way to a corner of the meeting space. Miss Inukai, my neighbor, and I sat down at one of the long tables. Abaddon was floating over it, bobbing up and down.


  “The company that manages this facility received a bomb threat a few days ago,” said Miss Inukai. “An event for Otherworld Productions was scheduled for the day in question, but the police told us they’d still allow it to go forward as long as the management company arranged for proper security.”


  This news was quite stimulating. In fact, it made me want to turn right around and flee the building.


  But at the same time, something bothered me about the situation. An irritating bomb threat set for the worst possible day. Miss Inukai’s choice to talk to us now.


  “I hope this isn’t rude,” I said, “but is it possible the bureau sent the threat?”


  “Yes. At least, that’s what my superior officer told me.”


  “……”


  This was indeed how the bureau usually did things. Or rather, it was how Mr. Akutsu did things.


  It appeared that Otherworld Productions hadn’t been informed of anything. The only ones who knew were probably the police, the upper echelons of the security firm, and a few extras on-site, like Miss Inukai.


  Was the bureau up to something? Or was this simply their way of protecting and investigating my neighbor?


  “In that case, are you sure it was all right to tell us about it?” I asked.


  “My superior officer instructed me to ask for your help, in the event any problems arise. I’ll be acting as your point of contact in case of emergencies.”


  “Ah. I see.”


  The section chief’s secretiveness was nothing new, so I figured there was no point in worrying. He’d probably say something like, “I didn’t tell you because you never asked.”


  “As far as we are concerned,” continued Miss Inukai, “there is still a non-zero possibility of a disturbance unrelated to the bureau’s threat. Considering everything that has happened in the past, we believe this is a risk we cannot ignore.”


  “I agree with you there.”


  “That said, I didn’t think you would see through the facade so easily. Were you informed in advance?”


  “No, I just learned of it now.”


  “Why didn’t you think the threat was real?”


  “Because you made contact with me beforehand, I assumed the goal wasn’t to suspend the event itself but was something to do with us or the mechanical life-form. But if it was a terrorist organization or organized crime, it wouldn’t make sense to call in a threat.”


  “……”


  “If someone did want to bomb us, they wouldn’t let us know in advance. That wouldn’t benefit them. So terrorist groups and crime syndicates were out of the picture. The bureau was the next most likely culprit, so I settled on that.”


  “Why did you consider the bureau at all?”


  “It’s only a few days after the threat, and various government organizations have already made arrangements and called in this big a security force. It’s all too well-coordinated for an event of this scale.”


  “…I’m in awe. I never imagined you’d be able to figure all of that out in an instant.”


  “Well, our boss is something of an oddball. He keeps us on our toes.”


  We’d just dealt with a situation at my neighbor’s school the other day. Type Twelve was staying at home this time, but the fact remained that my neighbor and Abaddon were now key individuals in the angel-demon proxy war. What’s more, I—our weakest link—had come along with them.


  It’d be great if we could snatch up our enemies by the scruff of their necks, but there were too many hostile groups and organizations to round them up wholesale. In this situation, we’d just have to deal with individual problems as they arose.


  “That was all I had to tell you,” said Miss Inukai. “I apologize for springing all of this on you.”


  “No, not at all,” I insisted. “Thank you for taking the time to tell us.”


  “I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” she said, before quickly heading off.


  The rehearsal went as planned; nobody interfered. As I watched my neighbor confidently go about her tasks, I could only pray that this peaceful streak continued through the actual festival.
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  Winterfest began in earnest the following day. My neighbor and I traveled to the venue from our hotel, then I left her to perform her morning duties. While she was busy, I had nothing to do, and I ended up taking a stroll around the hall, checking the place out.


  “Just think of how much money went into this thing, eh? It must have taken three whole days to set it all up. I’d heard they were raking in the profits, but this is truly magnificent. Makes an old woman feel good just watching.”


  Ms. Futarishizuka was beside me. During dinner with the pretend family the night before, she’d pestered me about tickets to the event, saying the company must have given us extras to invite friends. I admitted they had, and now she was here with me.


  “Didn’t you say you’ve known about this event for a while now?” I asked.


  “I knew about it, but this is my first time attending as a guest.”


  “I see.”


  As the hall around us buzzed with energy, Ms. Futarishizuka admired all the exhibits and hands-on experiences set up in Area B. Just as she’d said, everything was very grand in scale; each one felt like its own amusement park attraction. They had it all, from traditional installments like a haunted house, to more social ones like a mock school classroom. There was even a video game arcade and a traditional festival. Each area was manned by a VTuber who interacted with guests in real time.


  Naturally, it was their 3D models on the screen, with the talents streaming from behind-the-scenes studios set up all around the venue. Dozens of video signals filled the hall; I was stunned by the technological prowess of the engineers involved.


  “Didn’t they get one hundred fifty thousand attendees over both days last year?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “That’s what I heard.”


  Plenty of guests were flooding into the venue. In fact, they were already starting to limit entry.


  At first, we’d gone to the main stage set up in Area A, but not only did that require a separate ticket, the line to buy one on the day of was over two hours long, so we gave up. In my head, I knew how many people were here, but experiencing the crowds myself was overwhelming.


  Type Twelve was with us today as well.


  “The youngest daughter senses possibilities for soothing my wounded heart all around us.”


  “Girls like you always wind up at offline meetups with doting guys who just want to get in your pants,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Please don’t go with anyone you don’t know, even if they ask you to,” I warned her.


  I suspected she was interested in the event because they were using the 3D model she designed. When Ms. Futarishizuka mentioned the tickets the night before, she’d immediately asked to come with us. I figured she’d do what she wanted regardless of how I answered, so I agreed to take her.


  “Father, I cannot make any guarantees with regard to your suggestion.”


  “Then would you mind at least contacting us beforehand?”


  “Acknowledged.”


  Miss Hoshizaki was absent, however, and that unnerved me. Type Twelve always exercised her freedom more fully when the mother wasn’t around. Though her face was impassive, I could see her fidgeting every time there was an announcement or the sound of cheers. She looked like she might run off without us at the drop of a hat.


  This was precisely why I’d asked our senior colleague to come along, but she’d declined. In addition, she was looking even worse than she had before. But every time we asked her what was wrong, she stubbornly said she was fine. Type Twelve offered her help again and again, but Miss Hoshizaki turned her down every time, telling her there was no cause for concern. I figured I’d send a message to our boss about her once Winterfest was over.


  As for Peeps, Lady Elsa, and Prince Lewis—they’d stayed behind to mind the Karuizawa villa.


  “Father, I would like to go see what my elder sister and elder brother are doing.”


  “Not to rain on your parade, but they’ll be performing on the secondary stage a little later, and they aren’t manning any of the booths, so we’ll have to wait.”


  We had about an hour of free time until my neighbor’s performance began. In fact, that was the whole reason I was out here with the others. My neighbor and Abaddon were probably holding their last rehearsal backstage at that very moment.


  “The people tailing us from a distance ever since we arrived—are they from the bureau?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “I think so. I heard that people from the bureau and the SDF would be here.”


  “I’ve located several individuals observing us. Three at nine-o’-clock, two at four-o’-clock. I’ve also witnessed similar behavior from security personnel at their posts. After intercepting their voice transmissions, I judge there is little threat; their hostility level is low.”


  “Wait just a minute, girlie. You mean you have one of those terminals here at the venue?”


  “Grandmother’s viewpoint is correct. I have deployed several small terminals both inside and outside this structure.”


  “I don’t mind you bringing them along—just don’t hit anything, all right?”


  “A mechanical life-form would never make such a childish mistake.”


  “Don’t forget your little glitch problem, child.”


  Ms. Futarishizuka and Type Twelve continued badgering each other as we made our way through the hall.


  Eventually, we reached a particularly lively area. A group of people with cameras surrounded another group dressed in resplendent clothing and striking poses. The specific way they were clustered made it immediately obvious what was going on. I didn’t even need to look for a sign. This was the cosplay space. Long ago, such things were considered a niche hobby. These days, however, they seemed to have gained complete social acceptance.


  “Mm. Cosplay has become a mainstay for events like these, eh?” mused Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Think about it. Just adding a changing room can liven up an event for almost no cost. I’ve heard a lot of people show up just to show off their costumes in front of a big gathering, even if they have no interest in the event. It’s an easy way to attract more guests.”


  “Wow, you sure know your stuff.”


  “I participated in a few such events at my former job.”


  “Oh? Hmm.”


  I’d heard there was a dress code for this particular event, and you were only allowed to wear costumes related to OtherPro. Nevertheless, I could see a wide variety of outfits, from ones based on the VTubers’ costumes to ones based on famous memes from their videos.


  The stars of the show, as expected, were popular characters portrayed by attractive men and women. Some had drawn so large a throng of people that you couldn’t even see them.


  This scored a critical hit on Type Twelve.


  “Father, the youngest daughter would like to cosplay as well.”


  “Anything but that. Please.” I spoke unintentionally quickly. The whole idea seemed like a disaster in the making.


  “You did not even consider my proposal. Do you hate me?”


  “No, of course not. But it’s not so easy for a minor to start cosplaying. Even if you are able to clear them, as this family’s youngest daughter, I feel it is appropriate if you remain under a parent’s supervision.”


  “Father, your concerns are premature. Mechanical life-forms have existed for a very long time. Even if we use the date of the unidentified flying object’s production, I have existed far, far longer than any adult in this land. Therefore, the category of ‘minor’ cannot be applied to me.”


  “But if that’s true, wouldn’t it make my neighbor the youngest daughter?”


  “Father, you must not suggest such things. I will lose my identity.”


  “Could you stop trying to form your ego around our pretend family relationship?” cut in Ms. Futarishizuka. “It’s really freaking me out.”


  Even as we spoke, Type Twelve’s attention remained fixed on the cosplayers. Despite having a wealth of other options by which to observe them, she used her point of contact to personally stare.


  Nothing new showed in her expression, but her body seemed to be trembling slightly.


  “The only way I can see this ending,” said Ms. Futarishizuka, “is with you being publicly stripped, and the resulting photographs circulating all over the place.”


  “If it would soothe my heart, I would be forced to judge it permissible.”


  Her interest was completely aimed at cosplay now. At this point, it would be difficult to talk her down.


  “Then why don’t you ask your mother?” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “If she were with you, your father would be more likely to agree. Of course, if she says no, then I think it best not to force the issue.”


  “Acknowledged. I will discuss this with Mother upon our return to the house.”


  Miss Hoshizaki would probably give her a very firm no; she hated stuff like this.


  More importantly, considering our work with the bureau, we couldn’t allow photos of Type Twelve to start circulating. I suspected that was why Ms. Futarishizuka had made such a suggestion. Besides, even if we did let Type Twelve give it a try, I’d rather she calmed down a bit first.


  We kept walking, continuing our trivial chatter. After a while, it was finally time for my neighbor’s performance, and we made our way to the secondary stage in Area B.


  We handed over our tickets, then settled into some chairs. Ms. Futarishizuka sat to my left, with Type Twelve to my right. The audience seating was packed; there were no empty chairs anywhere around us.


  A few minutes later, the performance began. We could see a huge screen onstage. It showed the second-string members of OtherPro, all standing in a line in virtual space. Most of them weren’t 3D models but illustrations with only a few moving parts. My neighbor was the only one in 3D, which set her apart from the others.


  In the center of this virtual space was a TV on a stand, showing the head and shoulders of a first-string talent.


  “Welcome, everyone. I’m Kuon J. Glen, and I’ll be hosting this event. I may be the only one on a TV, but there’s nothing to worry about.”


  I recognized this talent’s 3D model—it was the VTuber my neighbor had mentioned the other day, one of the company’s biggest earners, and apparently controlled by Himegami. It seemed he would be our host.


  “Here on the second stage, our second-string talents will be competing in a little quiz show.”


  As an angel’s Disciple, he couldn’t come within a certain distance of my neighbor, or they’d trigger an isolated space. Because the latter had insisted on attending Winterfest in person, Himegami had been forced to participate remotely. I figured that was why he was the only one relegated to being a head on a virtual TV screen.


  “But this isn’t just a quiz show. For getting more right answers than anyone else, the winner will receive a 3D model from management, since second-strings are generally a bit flatter. Everyone, this is a great chance to strut your stuff!”


  The quiz started right away, and the image on the large screen refreshed. The display split into several smaller tiles, with the face of a second-string member in each one, and one larger tile in the middle showing Himegami.


  Then the host read out a question. Whoever pressed their button the fastest was allowed to answer. The border around that person’s title would sparkle, and a high-pitched ding-ding sound effect would play. It was a little different from the quiz shows on TV, but it was easy to follow and entertaining enough.


  The questions were general, drawing from categories like literature, science, history, and the arts, with the show slated to run for about an hour.


  After about half of that time had passed, Himegami began to sound slightly panicked.


  “And here we are, folks, at the halfway mark—and Ochiba Kareki has answered one-third of the questions. She’s pulled away from second place with a five-point gap. At this rate, she’ll win before we even get to the last question!”


  “Is this an instruction for me to stop answering, Kuon?”


  “No, that’s not what I said at all.”


  “Then there should be no problem simply continuing the quiz.”


  “She’s the only second-string talent with her own 3D model, and yet the greed, the avarice—can nothing be done about it? Right! Here’s my decision, based on my own judgment and biases. All questions from here on out are worth double the points!”


  Himegami wasn’t holding back toward my neighbor. He was probably still upset about not being able to attend Winterfest in person and was using this chance to exercise his authority as her senpai. It wasn’t very effective, though; she was pushing right back, and she was winning the fight.


  “Second-string talents are uncertain investments. If I win, OtherPro won’t have to create a 3D model for any of them. I believe I’m being much more considerate toward management than the others. Don’t you agree?”


  “W-wow, she’s even gloomier than I’d heard. We can’t let her win! We can’t let her take home the prize! I’m asking all the other second-string talents to step it up and take the lead back from Ochiba Kareki!”


  A cheer went up in the hall. I used my phone to check the streaming site and saw quite a few comments about my neighbor’s behavior. It seemed even the cold treatment she received from Himegami was going over well. To be blunt, everyone simply saw it as part and parcel of Ochiba Kareki’s character.


  In the end, my neighbor won the quiz contest. It was all thanks to spending so much of her life hanging around in libraries.


  I heard a few audience members make negative comments. Most of them were female, probably fans of Himegami. The men, however, were praising her. The stark split in opinion along gender lines seemed unusual for VTubers.


  But my neighbor, still up onstage, parried it all in her flat, disinterested way—proof of her mental toughness. I doubted any of her viewers would believe she was actually a thirteen-year-old girl. On the streaming page, I could see several comments effectively telling the “old lady” to retire.


  Once the event was over, Ms. Futarishizuka, Type Twelve, and I decided to head back to Area C, the same backstage area we’d visited the day before for the rehearsal.


  I brought Ms. Futarishizuka and Type Twelve with me as a test, and we found Miss Inukai manning the entrance. Normally, they wouldn’t have been allowed in, but since Miss Inukai already knew our situation, she gave the two of them guest lanyards, and we were all able to go in together.


  My neighbor and Abaddon were already in the staff area.


  “You did good,” I said to her. “I think the audience really enjoyed your event.”


  “Huh? Oh, um, you saw all that?”


  “Of course. We had front row seats.”


  “You certainly stand head and shoulders above the other second-strings, dear,” added Ms. Futarishizuka.


  We settled down at one of the many long tables. The room looked the same as it had the day before, with people slumped over tables sleeping, and others eating or conducting meetings. A good number of people were dressed in costumes, too, so the silver-haired Type Twelve and kimono-wearing Ms. Futarishizuka didn’t stand out all that much. Thanks to that, we were able to chat without attracting any attention from those around us.


  “I only stand out so much because of the wonderful model the younger sister made for me.”


  “Elder Sister, your evaluation warms my heart greatly. I hope you continue to make full use of it.”


  “We’ll have to thank you for real at some point!”


  “Yes. Although I’m not sure what we can do for you.”


  “In that case, I would like your assistance persuading Mother in the near future.”


  “Persuading her? I suppose I can help you with that…”


  Type Twelve was still eager to try cosplaying, it seemed.


  In the meantime, two familiar faces approached us.


  “Oh, Miss Kareki. Friends of yours? They don’t look like they’re from OtherPro.”


  “Geeeez! They’re so cute! Can you introduce me? Pleeease?”


  Miss Kihouin and Miss Rolling had come backstage a little after we had, and they came over the moment they spotted their kouhai. They were acting very friendly.


  “Calling them my friends would be misleading,” said my neighbor. “They’re more like acquaintances.”


  “I see they’re wearing guest lanyards,” said Miss Kihouin, turning a suspicious gaze on Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Yes, we have something of a connection to OtherPro’s management, dearie,” she replied casually. “They were very accommodating.”


  Type Twelve watched their exchange without saying anything. She didn’t seem too interested in the people behind the VTubers.


  “Anyway, did you need something from me?” my neighbor asked Miss Kihouin, as if to draw her attention away from us.


  “Might you have seen Mr. Kuga anywhere, darling? If you have, I’d like to know where.”


  “The director? No, I haven’t seen him since I got here.”


  “Well, nobody has seen him in a while, and quite a few people need to find him.”


  “Yeeeah! We even got a message telling us to look for himmm,” Miss Rolling chimed in.


  A conversation began between my neighbor and her senpai, while the rest of us maintained our silence. I turned my ear to the other conversations in the room and found I could hear Mr. Kuga’s name here and there. These two ladies must not be the only ones after him.


  “Didn’t the higher-ups have a room in the conference tower?” asked my neighbor.


  “Yes, but it’s locked from the inside,” Miss Kihouin responded. “And we’ve been knocking for ages without hearing a peep.”


  “I see.”


  “As I’m sure you’re well aware, the plan was for Mr. Kuga to go on the main stage first thing in the afternoon and give a short speech.”


  “Yeeeah, so everyone’s getting really worried,” said Miss Rolling. “We were wondering if you knew anything, Karekiii.”


  “Could he have passed out inside?”


  “Yes, the director is terribly worried about that, too.”


  As Miss Kihouin spoke, I heard her phone buzzing inside her pocket. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen, then excused herself from the group. The call lasted only about two or three minutes. Soon, she lowered the phone from her ear and filled us all in.


  “I’ve just spoken with the director. He says he wants us to go and take a peek into the conference tower, since everyone else is busy at the moment. He’ll contact facility management and have them bring us a duplicate key.”


  This seemed like the perfect job for our group, since we were sitting around with nothing to do.


  After hearing Miss Kihouin’s explanation, I took the opportunity to speak up. “If it’s all right with you, we’d like to help as well. If something has happened, it’ll be better to have people with free time to help you out. You’re two of the day’s big stars, and we don’t want you to get caught up in something time-consuming.”


  “That is perfectly fine with me,” said Miss Kihouin. “Miss Kareki, may we borrow your manager, darling?”


  “If he’s going, then please let me come along as well.”


  “Yaaay! Let’s all go hunting for Mr. Kugaaa!” exclaimed Miss Rolling.


  With everyone in agreement, we headed for the conference tower to find Mr. Kuga.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    We leave the east exhibition hall where the backstage area is located and head for the conference tower. The tower is located in the middle of the facility’s four inverted triangle structures, sandwiched between the east and west exhibition halls. The area features the large international conference hall at its center, as well as a reception hall and several conference rooms of various sizes.


    OtherPro’s management is borrowing several of these conference rooms for VIP use, and the man we’re searching for was using one of them.


    We quickly find the room we’re after. The facility’s map calls it the “special reception room.” We head straight there, and everyone begins calling out and knocking on the door. There’s no response. Normally, that would mean he isn’t inside. The only things we can hear are our breathing and the whoosh of the air conditioner.


    Unlike the east exhibition hall with its endless noise, the conference tower is quiet. It seems there are no other events scheduled today, and the area is utterly deserted. We haven’t bumped into a single person walking through the halls.


    “How long has it been since you lost contact with Mr. Kuga?” I ask.


    “We haven’t seen hide nor hair of him since right before the festival began,” says Kihouin.


    Rolling agrees. “Yeppp. Since we saw him this morning, he must be here sooomewhere.”


    Aside from me, my neighbor, Abaddon, Ms. Futarishizuka, Robot Girl, Kihouin, and Rolling are here, along with our contact from the facility who came to deliver the duplicate key—though Abaddon is hiding himself so that nobody but our inner circle can see him.


    “I’m afraid we don’t have much time to waste,” says Kihouin. “Shall we check inside?” She takes a step toward the door and uses the spare key.


    The lock unlatches with a click. At the same time, my neighbor—who is standing next to her—speaks up. “Excuse me, but would you allow me to take the lead here? If there’s some kind of situation, I can’t allow either of you to be harmed. You still have a lot to do at the event. Not that I think it’s likely, of course.”


    “Your manager is very sensible, Miss Kareki,” says Kihouin.


    “He is. Sometimes I feel like he’s wasted on me.”


    After having my neighbor act like my manager for the past few days, his respectful attitude makes me feel warm inside. Unsurprisingly, my head is full of delusions of forced sexual intercourse.


    “Thank you,” he replies. “Then, if you’ll excuse me…”


    As Kihouin backs away, he goes up to the door and firmly grasps the knob.


    The door opens toward us, and we can see a bit of the room’s interior past my neighbor.


    “…Does anyone smell that stench?” he says immediately, taking a half step back. His hand leaves the doorknob and covers his mouth.


    At that, the rest of us stop in our tracks and tense up. Even Kihouin, who was waiting right behind my neighbor, takes a step away from the entrance.


    “You don’t say,” muses Ms. Futarishizuka. “I smell nothing at all.”


    “You must be congested,” my neighbor replies.


    “I think you’re just smelling your own boogers.”


    The two of them stand side by side in the doorway, and their banter only lasts a few moments.


    “Well, if you insist, then I’ll go in first,” says Ms. Futarishizuka.


    “Oh, wait. At least let it vent a little…”


    Futarishizuka ignores my neighbor and eagerly heads inside, and he follows her. If he’s going, then there’s no reason for me to hesitate, either. Abaddon and I make our way into the conference room next. My partner glances at me, as if he has something to say, but there’s no way we can have a discussion in front of everyone else.


    The room is divided into two sections. A reception space waits for us right inside. It’s about thirty square meters and features a clothing rack, sofas, and an exclusive restroom. Farther back, a set of double doors leads into the second section.


    “Back here, perhaps?”


    Futarishizuka, in the lead, pushes the door open with hearty enthusiasm.


    The interior is suddenly right there, before our eyes.


    The room itself has a simple design. A set of black sofas set in a sea of white. Between them is a low glass table, with a few more side tables located around the sofas. The decor is very spartan.


    “…Ah. Found him.”


    There, by the window, hangs the director.


    The large row of windows spans an entire wall of the room, providing a nice view of Tokyo. High up on the window frame is a series of hooks used to operate openings for ventilation. From one of those hooks dangles a rope with a loop at the end.


    And there, hanging from the rope like a coat, is the director.


    The room has a fairly high ceiling, and the window sashes are quite tall. The rope holds his body suspended well off the floor. Near his feet, a short distance away, is a sofa that appears to have been kicked away.


    He hanged himself. We stand witness to the aftermath of a suicide.


    Kihouin and Rolling enter the room a moment later and cry out in anguish.


    “Wha…? Wait, what is going on here?!”


    “How did…? But why…?”


    The facility manager arrives last and has a similar reaction. The sight has brought us all to a standstill only steps into the room.


    “Mr. Kuga!” My neighbor is the first to act; he runs over to the director.


    He gets his arms around the man’s waist, then lifts, as if carrying him. I follow, rushing over, and help him with what meager strength I have. Through his clothes, I feel the man’s skin; it’s still warm. The rope slackens and slips from his jaw.


    We lay his body down underneath the rope, faceup, without changing his position. He doesn’t move at all.


    My neighbor bends down and puts his hand to the man’s neck. He’s probably checking for a pulse.


    “…He’s dead,” he concludes.


    That doesn’t surprise me. I knew he was in bad shape; his face is sheer white, utterly devoid of life. His eyes are dim and unresponsive, half-open as he stares into the distance.


    Kihouin and Rolling are in shock.


    “How…? How did this happen to Mr. Kuga…?”


    “He never seemed the type to do this…”


    Both of them are always in character, but now they seem to revert to their true selves. They can’t seem to believe what they’re seeing.


    Futarishizuka, however, is calm as she assesses the situation. “The room was locked. Judging by the situation, it’s probably a suicide.”


    She’s right; there’s only one entrance to this office. And that door was locked from the inside. We weren’t able to get in, either, until the facility manager brought us a spare key. I even watched Kihouin undo the lock.


    “Yes, that seems likely, given the state of the room,” says my neighbor, looking around the office. Everyone else follows suit, glancing about.


    There’s no incriminating evidence. Unlike the east exhibition hall, which was filled with various equipment for the event, this room is only for high-ranking staff; there are only a few coats and bags.


    “Well, in any case, I’ll call for the police and an ambulance.”


    “Oh, right. Thank you, Ms. Futarishizuka.”


    One thing does grab my attention, though—a laptop on the glass table between the two sofas. It probably belongs to the director. The screen is open and shows a desktop. I peer at it and see it’s still logged in to his account.


    “……”


    His email is open and shows prominently on the screen. Behind it are sub-windows meant for composing new messages. In fact, no other programs are open. The whole screen is full of windows related to the email program—and every single one of them has text in it.


    “What’s up? You look troubled. Something wrong?”


    As I begin to move, Abaddon floats over to me. He puts his face next to mine and glances at the screen with me. Then he looks between me and the laptop a few times.


    “Don’t tell me you’re put off just from seeing a dead body.”


    I might have been once, before I met Abaddon. Now, though, this is an everyday occurrence. No different from peeking into an alley and seeing a stray cat. I’m not sure that’s a healthy attitude, but if I let every little thing shock me, I won’t make it through a week.


    “……”


    A mouse rests next to the laptop. I pull down my sleeve, so it sits between my hand and the device. Then, ignoring my partner’s banter, I move the cursor around and look at the text in the smaller windows. Every single one has the exact same message in it.


    It’s a suicide note.


    It looks like he addressed it to a number of different people. They’re only drafts; none of them have a destination. Instead, the subject lines contain names of people and organizations—likely who they’re intended for.


    One of them is meant for us. The subject line reads, “To SC Industries.” My name and my neighbor’s name are both written in the message, so there can be no doubt.


    The message is as follows:


    To Miss Kareki and Mr. Sasaki of SC Industries,


    I am sorry things turned out like this so soon after we began to work together.


    My incompetence is to blame for everything.


    I have no apprehensions about taking my own life. But if I have one regret, it’s that I wasn’t able to be present for the moment Miss Kareki’s talents bloomed.


    I will pray from the afterlife that her future is bright.


    Regards,


    Kuga


    As I read it, my neighbor calls out, “Is there something on the laptop, Miss Kareki?”


    “Just something I’m a little curious about.”


    “…Curious?”


    Everyone comes over to me, and I move out of the way, gesturing for them to take my spot.


    Kihouin and Rolling scramble over, followed by Futarishizuka, Robot Girl, and the facility manager. After a few moments, my senpai speak up.


    “Is this…? My goodness! Could this be this a suicide note addressed to us?”


    “This can’t beee! I can’t believe he reeeally did this…!”


    Kihouin gingerly gazes at the display, her face tense. Next to her, Rolling is crying. It seems the director was well-loved by his subordinates. He certainly wasn’t disliked, at least.


    Even so, something about this note bothers me. I’m no doctor, so I can’t examine the corpse. I can’t tell if the rope matches the mark on his neck, or when rigor mortis set in, or any of that other stuff you hear people talk about in detective fiction.


    But there’s something off about this suicide note.


    “I feel like something’s off about Mr. Kuga’s suicide,” I say to my neighbor casually.


    “What on earth?! Do you mean to say it might not be a suicide?!” exclaims Kihouin.


    Rolling joins in. “Wh-what do you mean, Karekiii?”


    My two senpai are instantly interested in my remark, despite the fact I was clearly talking to my neighbor. His response is subdued, perhaps out of consideration for the two of them.


    “Can you explain your reasoning?” he asks.


    “Look at this message here.”


    I bring up the email to SC Industries and wiggle the cursor around some of the text to show where I’m looking.


    “You mean the suicide note for us?” he asks. “Or I suppose it’s more like an apology.”


    “That’s what it feels like to me, too. And it’s written out to the company on the business card you gave him. But I can’t help but wonder if Mr. Kuga really wrote these messages.”


    “…What are you getting at?”


    “If you remember, Mr. Kuga has used boku to refer to himself in every email conversation we’ve ever had with him. There hasn’t been a single exception. But in this note, he uses watashi.”


    Once everyone’s attention is on the text, I highlight some of it—a short sentence near the middle.


    “Are you sure he’s not just being more formal?” my neighbor asks.


    In Japanese, a man can refer to himself in various ways. Boku isn’t exactly rude, but watashi is certainly more formal.


    In response, I bring several other sub-windows into the foreground. “Well, this message here basically says the same thing, but he uses boku instead. And in this one, he uses ore. It really seems like he’s consciously making a distinction about how to refer to himself.”


    In all the messages going to people outside the company, he uses boku. In messages to coworkers, he uses ore—a rougher and less formal pronoun.


    “Yet he only breaks the pattern in the message to us. That’s what’s suspicious.”


    “It hasn’t been long since we met him. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything.”


    “I agree that’s likely, but it still bothers me.”


    I let go of the mouse and move away from the laptop. I can’t explain why this bothers me so much, but it does. My neighbor is right—we did essentially just meet him. Maybe he forgot to stay in character for a moment. I have no way to prove otherwise.


    But after hearing our conversation, the others begin to respond.


    “Karekiii! Wait, wait, waaait. That’s it!” exclaims Rolling in her high-pitched child’s voice. She sounds hysterical as she reaches for the mouse and pulls up one of the windows. She grasps the device barehanded and starts clicking. She’s going to leave fingerprints; I bet the police will be angry.


    “Seeee? Look at the message for me and Kihooo!”


    “What about it?” I ask.


    “Whenever Mr. Kuga emails us, he uses oira insteeead! Even in text messages, he usually uses oira. But thiiis message says ore!” Rolling’s face has gone pale. Combined with her poorly enunciated child’s voice, it gives her words a strange intensity.


    Kihouin is back in character, too. The fact they’re able to keep it up even now is proof that it’s become part of them. They’re the real deal.


    “You may be right,” I say. “If he’d just used watashi for all of them it could make sense, but choosing ore when he’s never even used it before seems odd. And using a rough pronoun like that in a formal suicide note is even weirder.”


    “Karekiii, you don’t meeean…,” says Rolling.


    “There could be other reasons, though. If Mr. Kuga was distressed enough to consider suicide, perhaps he wasn’t composed enough to think any of this through. But if that isn’t the case, it’s possible someone else wrote these letters.”


    “W-wait just one minute, Miss Kareki! Doesn’t that mean…?”


    “Or it could be that Mr. Kuga wrote these specifically to imply someone else was involved. In either case, he probably didn’t intend to wind up like this.”


    From my point of view, I’m just pointing out the facts.


    But at that moment, I hear everyone around me gasp.

  

  
    

    <My Neighbor the Detective>


    “New VTuber Ochiba Kareki Investigates the Murder of Her Group’s COO: A Locked Room and a Director’s Bonds with his VTubers.”


    I could clearly picture the title in my head. My Neighbor was acting just like a big-name detective. The culprits were in real trouble with her on the case. Everything she’d said was the truth.


    After all, the perpetrator was the bureau member dispatched by Mr. Akutsu.


    It had all started a little under an hour ago. After we finished watching my neighbor’s event, the three of us left the secondary stage in Area B, chatting among ourselves as we headed for the staff zone set up in Area C.


    “We’ve seen what we came for, hmm? Why not have lunch? My stomach is rumbling.”


    “The youngest daughter suggests that we take advantage of this chance to attend the event and spend our time enjoying the booths in the venue.”


    “I’m interested in the booths, too,” I said, “but the food court here probably has really long lines. I skimmed over some posts on social media, and people are talking about how terrible the wait is.”


    “Ah, yes,” agreed Ms. Futarishizuka. “I glimpsed the sign earlier, and it said there was a two-hour wait.”


    “Oof. Yes, I’d like to avoid that if possible.”


    After a moment, my bureau phone began to vibrate. I checked the screen and saw Mr. Akutsu’s name. Today was supposed to be a day of rest, at least according to the calendar. Still, I couldn’t afford to ignore it, so I excused myself and reluctantly answered the call.


    If I’d known this would happen, I would have just left my phone at home. “Hello, this is Sasaki.”


    “I checked your location before contacting you. You’re at the festival venue, right?”


    “Yes, that’s right. What about it, sir?”


    “Sasaki, I need you to do something for me.”


    “…What might that be?”


    I bet he’s got another tiresome job for me.


    Sure enough, mere moments later, I received a very tiresome job.


    “A short while ago, our negotiations with a certain man with connections to a foreign terrorist group failed and we disposed of the target. You know this man as Kuga, the COO of Otherworld Productions. Our plan was to make it look like a suicide, but the terrorist group entered the premises and interfered, and at the moment, our operation has stalled.”


    “Um, what?”


    “Normally, we would use a psychic capable of teleportation to get out, but said psychic has gone missing, along with their entire team, somewhere in the venue. Both our negotiation and cleanup teams are isolated on-site. I want you to recover them and handle the cover-up to make it look like a suicide.”


    “……”


    Was this the reason they called in a fake bomb threat? I doubted Miss Inukai or her team had been informed about their dealings with Mr. Kuga.


    “Excuse me, sir, but aren’t there other bureau members here at the venue?”


    “There are. And they have informed me that you’re currently with Futarishizuka and Type Twelve. There are too many eyes inside the venue. We need certainty on this, which is why I decided to leave the task to you.”


    “Chief, today is supposed to be my day off…”


    I thought that today, at the very least, I’d be immune to any unreasonable requests from the boss. And now that I had the details, I really didn’t want any hand in this task—hence my attempt to decline.


    But the section chief’s next words sealed my fate. “You’re required to keep your company phone on, even on weekends, specifically for situations like this. Didn’t you learn that in training? And you know as well as I do that you’re a part of this.”


    “…Understood, sir.”


    My neighbor’s activities had probably led to them uncovering Mr. Kuga’s background in the first place.


    I never dreamed he’d be in cahoots with a criminal organization. But then I thought back to how well he’d treated her compared to the other talents ever since she joined the company. He’d probably wanted to get her on his side. Maybe he was even involved in the proxy war and hoping to get his hands on a reward.


    That was probably exactly why the bureau had dealt with him.


    Man, the entertainment industry is horrifying.


    I felt like all manner of evil spirits were running rampant all around me, with only a thin wall keeping them out of view.


    But then I remembered that two much scarier individuals were standing right beside me, listening intently.


    “Sounds like another tiresome job has fallen into our laps,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


    “Father,” said Type Twelve, “the government has released statistics showing that fathers in Japan who don’t pay attention to their families and instead prioritize their jobs are frequently pressed into a late-stage divorce as soon as they lose their income stream. If you consider the mid- to long-term happiness of our family, then you must remember to make time for your family, or…”


    If I could get their help with this, it might just be possible to pull off the chief’s ridiculous request. At any rate, I didn’t have a choice. “I understand, sir. I’ll do it.”


    “Listen to me, Father…”


    “I knew I could count on you, Sasaki.”


    “I do have a question before we get started. Is there a psychic at the event who can go around undetected? One with an invisibility power, if possible—like the one who was with Ms. Futarishizuka at the bowling alley.”


    “Yes, one of the people involved in the cover-up. They’re currently at the venue.”


    “If we could get their help, I think this will be possible.”


    “Understood. I’ll have them contact you immediately.”


    “As for getting to the scene, would it be possible to send someone involved with the event there so that we can be the first people to discover him? One of the VTubers we’re acquainted with should be easy enough to make use of.”


    “Sure. I’ll do what I can.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    Type Twelve could deal with the security cameras throughout the venue if we asked her. I could explain that it was to prevent Winterfest from being canceled, and so that my neighbor wouldn’t lose her chance to shine. I was fairly certain she’d cooperate.


    “Then I leave it in your hands, Sasaki.”


    “Understood, sir.”


    Our conversation only lasted a few minutes. Leave it to the chief to never waste time. I ended the call and put away my phone.


    “What was it?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka. “More work?” She looked utterly disgusted.


    I explained everything the boss had told me verbatim. Type Twelve listened closely. I felt guilty for involving her in all this while she was trying to enjoy herself.


    “…And that’s the story. Could I ask you to help me?”


    “Help you? Hah. If those are the boss’s orders, I can’t exactly say no. Besides, I’m the one who pestered you for a ticket to the festival. Of course I’ll help. Let’s get this over with.”


    “Thank you, Ms. Futarishizuka.”


    “Father, does this occurrence invoke rule six?”


    Fake family rule number six stated that when someone in the family was in trouble, we all had to work together to help them. Type Twelve frequently found herself mixed up in our business due to that stipulation. But this time, nobody was in trouble, exactly.


    “I don’t believe it does,” I replied. “That said, if anyone else at Winterfest finds out, the event could be called off. And that would be an unfortunate way to end things for my neighbor and Abaddon.”


    If someone discovered that there had been a murder, the second day would be called off for sure. But if the cause of death was suicide, then maybe we—and the management—could cover it up until the end of the event. A ton of money had gone into making Winterfest a reality. As long as there was no criminal activity involved, I doubted there would be any backlash from the public.


    “Acknowledged. The youngest daughter will do everything she can to help her elder sister.”


    “Thank you, Type Twelve. I really appreciate that.”


    With the mechanical life-form’s help, the job was basically half-finished.


    A moment later, I got two messages on my company phone—one from the section chief and one from another bureau employee. Mr. Akutsu had sent the psychic’s current location, a photograph of him, and a general plan; the other message had come from the psychic with invisibility powers; he was asking how to go about our mission. Once I’d sent the latter a time and place to meet, our preparations were complete.


    “A word of warning for the youngest daughter before we begin,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Mechanical life-forms can’t lie, so be careful not to answer any questions without thinking. If you let the game slip, our carefully prepared locked-room murder will go right out the window.”


    “Acknowledged. The youngest daughter will be careful not to give away any important information.”


    Type Twelve must have been thinking of my neighbor, because she easily assented, even though the advice had come from Ms. Futarishizuka.


    Getting the perpetrator away from the scene was simple.


    While I stalled for time at the room’s entrance, the other bureau employee used their psychic power to turn invisible and infiltrate. The perpetrator then stayed in the room. The plan was for them to slip out while still invisible, just as we came in, shocked at the sight of Mr. Kuga.


    Everyone with us would testify that the room was locked, thus completing the perfect crime. Considering the circumstances, Mr. Kuga’s death would likely be ruled a suicide.


    While the culprits escaped, Type Twelve would handle the security cameras. Even after the psychic became visible again, it would be some time before the facility manager or the staff caught sight of them. In effect, the psychic would have just pulled off a locked-room murder.


    Everything went off without a hitch.


    After meeting up with my neighbor, we received a key to the conference room. Not only did we liberate the perpetrator isolated at the scene, the steps taken by the other bureau employees successfully made Mr. Kuga’s death look like a suicide. All that remained was to contact the police. From there, people in league with the bureau would deal with the situation as necessary.


    I’d mentioned the stench as we entered the room to give the invisible psychic a chance to slip in to the reception area.


    I felt guilty about my neighbor’s dismayed colleagues and the facility staff. That said, this was all to maintain public order and to keep Winterfest going—as well as to protect our social positions. And so I did my best to feign ignorance at the scene of the crime, acting like a well-intentioned first witness.


    But then one among us daringly challenged our work.


    Yes—my neighbor.


    “There could be other reasons, though. If Mr. Kuga was distressed enough to consider suicide, perhaps he wasn’t composed enough to think any of this through. But if that isn’t the case, it’s possible someone else wrote these letters.”


    “W-wait just one minute, Miss Kareki! Doesn’t that mean…?”


    “Or it could be that Mr. Kuga wrote these specifically to imply someone else was involved. In either case, he probably didn’t intend to wind up like this.”


    My neighbor looked around at everyone in the room as she spoke. For a moment, silence fell over the scene of the crime. Then someone gasped, and it rang in my ears, oddly loud. But even that only lasted a moment; her coworkers quickly began to speak up.


    “Are you trying to say someone killed Mr. Kugaaa?” asked Miss Rolling.


    “But this room was locked when we got here! I’m sure of it,” insisted Miss Kihouin.


    “Yeeeah, that’s riiight. If this isn’t suicide, wouldn’t that make it a locked-room murderrr?”


    With their boss dead, the two of them seemed to be at their wits’ ends. The facility manager’s face was a ghastly white as he stared at Mr. Kuga’s remains in astonishment.


    Meanwhile, my neighbor continued gravely, “The phrase locked-room murder comes up a lot in works of fiction, and there are all sorts of different ways to set one up. But I would say that in general, you can separate them in two categories: Either the scene wasn’t a locked room at all, or the culprit committed the murder from outside the room.”


    Her gaze shifted to the window frame and the rope Mr. Kuga had been hanging from.


    “It would be hard for him to wind up in a position like that by himself if he didn’t intend to commit suicide, so I think it’s most likely we’ve misjudged something, and this room wasn’t locked at the time he was killed.”


    “Perhaps it wasn’t, but this room only has fixed windows, darling.” insisted Miss Kihouin.


    “Sooo there’s only one way innn!” Miss Rolling exclaimed.


    My neighbor responded instantly. “In that case, the usual solution is that the culprit, or their friends, are still hidden at the scene of the crime.”


    “Wha—?”


    “They’re still heeere?!”


    Upon hearing my neighbor’s statement, her two colleagues and the facility manager suddenly started looking all around the room. Ms. Futarishizuka and I, who knew what had happened behind the scenes, couldn’t afford to simply stand there; we began looking around the room, feigning concern.


    A brilliant detective was about to unmask our evil deeds, and we criminals were now in quite a pinch.


    My neighbor had been spending most of her time in libraries since she was an elementary schooler, so she must have read quite a few mystery novels. She might not even think of herself as a detective. She might just be saying whatever came to mind.


    But everything she said was exactly right.


    “Even so, the entrance was closed off. How could this be anything but suicide?” Ms. Futarishizuka jumped in to help, probably hoping to stop my neighbor before things got bad.


    Type Twelve, unable to tell a lie, kept her mouth shut tight. A single casual remark from her could bring the whole charade crashing down.


    “What about the reception space between the office and hallway? It’s a separate room. After killing the target, the criminal could have hidden in there, then snuck past us to get out of the room. Everything would fit.”


    “But was there anywhere for them to hide?” mused Ms. Futarishizuka.


    Everyone shifted their gaze to the adjoining room. There, separated from the office by a door, was another space of about thirty square meters. A rack of hangers stood right inside the entrance, and behind it was a private bathroom. It was the perfect spot for the culprit to hide.


    “Yes, Miss Kareki is right. If the criminal hid in the bathroom, for example, we wouldn’t have noticed.”


    “Yeeeah, we sort of came straight into the office from the hallway, huuuh…?”


    My neighbor’s coworkers quickly voiced their agreement.


    Meanwhile, Ms. Futarishizuka kept objecting. She’d headed straight through the entry space into the office, and she was also the first one to discover the body.


    “But look at all the security cameras in the hallway,” she said, still trying. “There’s no way they could have gotten past those. Of course, I suppose if the facility’s staff all colluded, it’s not impossible.”


    “They could have worn a mask,” my neighbor pointed out. “Then at least their identity would be safe. Fortunately for them, a lot of people are attending the event today. I think it would have been easy for them to blend in with the crowd and escape.”


    “Oh? Hmm? I—I see what you mean,” stammered Ms. Futarishizuka.


    She seemed a little put out that my neighbor had defeated her argument so quickly. But we could end things here pretty quickly.


    I turned to the facility manager. “We should check the security cameras, then.”


    He nodded without a second thought and invited us to do so. The criminals, including myself, took this opportunity to press the detective into a corner.


    “If nobody shows up on the cameras, then I think we can assume this was a suicide,” I said. “I still have doubts about the messages on his laptop, but I don’t believe that’s enough evidence to point to murder.”


    Thanks to the mechanical life-form’s rule-breaking super-science, we’d hung on by a thread.


    If Type Twelve hadn’t been here, we would have been in very hot water. I glanced over at Ms. Futarishizuka, who was looking at me as if to say, “good lord.”


    “Oh…”


    At the same time, a little cry escaped my neighbor’s mouth. It seemed she’d realized something. She looked taken aback.


    And then, not a moment later, she turned to look at me. The words “Huh? Are you for real?” were written all over her face. She was more surprised now than she’d been when we discovered Mr. Kuga’s corpse.


    Was it possible she’d already figured out the real culprit?


    I turned to her and asked, “Is something wrong, Miss Kareki?”


    “No, um, w-well, it’s just…”


    If she had, then my neighbor truly was a brilliant detective.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      We found the director of Otherworld Productions—or at least, we found his corpse.


      Putting that aside, the message left behind at the scene bothers me. We found him hanging from a rope from the window frame, with a note on his laptop lamenting his incompetence. But was he really the kind of person who would take his own life?


      No. The reason behind his suicide doesn’t matter. The important thing is keeping the company going.


      Our activities at OtherPro as Ochiba Kareki are an invaluable chance to earn a real income and end our dependence on Futarishizuka. I’ve been putting in a lot of work to cover the cost of my room and board. If the company is having problems, I want to alleviate their misgivings.


      That’s why I keep talking.


      “They could have worn a mask. Then at least their identity would be safe. Fortunately for them, a lot of people are attending the event today. I think it would have been easy for them to blend in with the crowd and escape.”


      “Oh? Hmm? I—I see what you mean.”


      Now I’m saying this and that, like I’m some big shot who knows everything. But then, after thinking through it all, I come to a realization.


      “If nobody shows up on the cameras, then I think we can assume this was a suicide,” I said. “I still have doubts about the messages on his laptop, but I don’t believe that’s enough evidence to point to murder.”


      When I hear my neighbor’s words, I’m sure of it.


      “Oh…”


      My neighbor and Futarishizuka must be the ones behind this.


      When I make a noise, he turns to me and asks, “Is something wrong, Miss Kareki?”


      “No, um, w-well, it’s just…”


      If that’s the case, their most important piece of evidence will be the security camera footage. I bet it won’t show anything.


      Judging by how quickly my neighbor suggests we check it, there’s a high chance they’ve gotten the youngest daughter’s help. If they got assistance from their workplace, a psychic might even have helped out—maybe one with the power to turn invisible.


      “……”


      My attention automatically turns to Robot Girl. She hasn’t said much of anything since we met up.


      “…Elder Sister, why do you stare at me so?”


      “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”


      I can’t ask her. That would be careless. Mechanical life-forms can’t lie—she would give everything away in an instant. The way she starts fidgeting with her fingers as soon as I speak to her deeply concerns me.


      “I’m sorry. I got ahead of myself and started saying nonsense. What happened to Mr. Kuga is really unfortunate, but I think he probably did commit suicide. We don’t have to check the cameras. I sincerely apologize for disrespecting the dead.”


      In haste, I recant all of my theories.


      The director committed suicide.


      It was suicide.


      Even if it was homicide, it was suicide.


      It can’t be anything else.


      “Hold on one moment, Miss Kareki,” says Kihouin. “I, for one, believe your deductions were right on the mark.”


      Rolling agrees. “Um, yeeeah, me too! I believed the whole thing, you knooow!”


      “I’m sorry,” I insist. “It was all childish nonsense in the end. I hope you can overlook it.”
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  I can’t keep causing problems for my neighbor and Futarishizuka, so I continue to insist to my coworkers that it has to be suicide. It doesn’t matter at all why he was killed.


  Meanwhile, Abaddon floats into my vision. His arms are folded, and he looks at me with concern. His expression seems to say, “Now you’ve gone and done it.” I wish he would’ve told me if he already knew what was going on.


  As I think this through, the situation continues to develop. I hear a bunch of footsteps, then the door to the hallway flies open.


  “Police! Nobody move!”


  Makeup appears in the doorway. Well, well. What a coincidence. Now I’m absolutely certain my neighbor and Futarishizuka are behind this.


  “I just got a report of a fatal accident! Who phoned this in?”


  Makeup pulls her police badge out of her pocket and holds it up for everyone to see. She’s made herself look older by wearing a suit and tie and by using thick makeup. I haven’t seen her dressed up like this in some time. The fact that she asked who the first witness was right off the bat is pretty suspicious in and of itself.


  But Kihouin, Rolling, and the facility manager all tense up when they see her police badge decorated with the Order of the Rising Sun. Apparently, they believe she’s a real police officer. Everyone falls silent.


  Several uniformed officers hurriedly crowd into the room after Makeup.


  “I’m the one who reported it, Officer,” says Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Where is the body?”


  “In the room just beyond that door.”


  Even though she knows us, Makeup acts like she’s meeting us for the first time, dispassionately confirming every aspect of the situation. My neighbor and Futarishizuka answer her questions, pretending to be innocent bystanders.


  Futarishizuka volunteered to contact the police right after finding the body. Did she contact their boss instead? If so, the other officers might not even be real police. They’re probably employees of this “bureau” my neighbor is always talking about.


  “We’ll need to do forensics on the scene, so let’s move the questioning elsewhere. You three, please obey this officer’s instructions. I’ll handle the others. Please be patient; this shouldn’t take too long.”


  In response to Makeup’s instructions, the officers begin to move. By “you three,” she was referring to Kihouin, Rolling, and the facility manager. “The others” are me, my neighbor, Futarishizuka, and Robot Girl. The former group is taken away by one of the officers and disappears into the hallway.


  I hear several sets of footsteps steadily fade away. Once we can no longer hear them, Makeup breaks character. “Well, then. That should do it.”


  The way she makes it sound like she did actual work irritates me.


  The only ones left in the reception room are people I know well. The rest of the officers Makeup brought are now in the adjacent room.


  “I’m surprised,” says my neighbor. “Why are you here, Miss Hoshizaki?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be? I’m a rank-B psychic, remember?”


  “When did you even get here, child?” asks Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “I got a message from the chief this morning.”


  “I see.”


  In other words, Mr. Kuga’s death had already been decided on this morning. If the two of them are asking her about it, that probably means neither of them knew.


  “Mister?” I ask. “This whole incident, it…”


  “I’m sorry for springing this on you,” he replies. “Mr. Kuga of Otherworld Productions was confirmed to have ties to a terrorist organization. The bureau tried to negotiate with him, but to no avail. Evidently, this is how they chose to deal with him.”


  “To put it bluntly, he was scheming to take advantage of you, dear,” says Futarishizuka. “Sell you off, if need be.”


  So the director was killed—it wasn’t a suicide. The locked-room setup was the work of my neighbor and Futarishizuka.


  “Does this mean my identity has been leaked?” I ask.


  “Not publicly, but I suspect a photograph or two of you is going around,” says Futarishizuka. “Nothing you need to worry about, though. I’m sure all of our personal details are circulating alongside it.” She glances at my neighbor and Makeup.


  I bet there have been plenty of chances for someone to sneak a photo of my face, since I go to school every day. In fact, there were spies from various countries and organizations inside the school just the other day—we even heard gunshots in the halls.


  “If he tried to do something as stupid as take advantage of you, it means he didn’t get the warning from the Office involved in the death game. In that case, the man was likely a minor player in that world. It’s even possible he didn’t know about the existence of angels and demons.”


  “I agree with Ms. Futarishizuka on this,” says my neighbor.


  “You probably just fell into his hands, and he was trying to profit off you without really understanding who you were,” Futarishizuka continues. “If he’d known what he was getting into with the bureau, he’d never have tried to pick a fight. He would have compromised during their negotiations.”


  “Oh, that makes sense. I appreciate the explanation.”


  “And before you jump to any conclusions, the true perpetrator is elsewhere. A little while ago, we got a message from the boss out of nowhere. The perp screwed up, so we were put on cleanup duty. All we really did was stop the rest of you for a few moments at the entrance.”


  Futarishizuka glances at my neighbor as she speaks. I bet she’s trying to be considerate, since someone died here. My neighbor doesn’t like hurting others; that’s not who he is. This may have been part of his job, but I suspect having to take part in a murder has put a weight on his shoulders.


  In fact, when I think about it, Abaddon and I have forced him to do much worse. Compared to what goes on in the proxy war, this incident is nothing.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s my fault you two had to go through all this.”


  “We didn’t ‘go through’ anything, dear. That was some fine detective work on your part.”


  “That it was. I felt like I was watching a mystery show on TV.”


  I think back to all the things I said earlier. I’m just as embarrassed about all that as I am about Misaki Hanano. What was I thinking, suggesting Mr. Kuga hadn’t written those messages? The people at my neighbor’s job probably wrote them. Just remembering it made my face flush with shame.


  “No, all I did was get in the way. I’m really sorry.”


  “Detective work? What are you talking about?” demands Makeup.


  “Don’t worry about it. It’s all in the past now,” says my neighbor.


  “Come on! Don’t leave me out.”


  “Now, now. Great detectives only exist in fiction,” insists Futarishizuka. “If someone actually went around solving all the cases the police have given up on, the next case would be the murder of the detective. And that one would be sure to go unsolved.”


  “That’s a fine way to ruin a child’s dreams, Ms. Futarishizuka.”


  “But I’m right, aren’t I? Journalists are found floating in Tokyo Bay all the time—ones with a strong sense of justice who go chasing after cases just like that. Basically, that’s just how great detectives die: by trying too hard.”


  Is she saying I’m the same? If so, I’m glad they won’t have to find my body in Tokyo Bay.


  “But if a terrorist organization has infiltrated the event venue, shouldn’t we do something about it?” asks my neighbor. “Mr. Akutsu implied that some of our colleagues on-site have already been harmed.”


  “Yes, we probably shouldn’t leave them be,” muses Futarishizuka.


  What could they be after?


  I suspect Robot Girl is at the crux of the matter. To get to her, they’ve probably got their eyes on me and Abaddon, as well as on my neighbor, Futarishizuka, and Makeup. We’ve already been attacked during our pretend family time, as well as when Robot Girl was attending school.


  As these thoughts swirl through my mind, a buzz comes from my neighbor’s chest.


  He takes out his phone, and all eyes turn to him. “Excuse me. Looks like it’s from the boss.”


  “Ugh, how unpleasant,” grumbles Futarishizuka. “I have a bad feeling about this.”


  My neighbor excuses himself and takes the call. Very soon, his expression stiffens. It makes me think he’s been given another difficult task. He stays on the call for only a few minutes; then he lowers the phone from his ear.


  He looks at us with a grave expression. “The terrorists at the venue are up to something.”


  “Of course they are. What on earth is the other team doing?” asks Futarishizuka.


  “It seems they’re working on the matter. But considering the group that already went missing, we should anticipate multiple enemy psychics of rank-B or higher. They need our help to deal with them.”


  “Do they plan to start a firefight right here at the venue? Are you serious?”


  “The chief tells me they’ve taken bureau employees and event attendees hostage in order to negotiate with us. Depending on our response, they might do anything, so Mr. Akutsu is gathering people to prepare for the worst.”


  “Ah, then it’s a ‘no negotiating with terrorists’ sort of thing?”


  “That’s the sense I got.”


  My neighbor explains everything calmly, but if attendees have been taken hostage, isn’t the situation really bad? There could be thousands of casualties, or even tens of thousands.


  “Father, the youngest daughter has something to discuss.”


  “What is it?”


  “I would like to preserve my elder sister’s big moment on the stage.”


  Robot Girl’s remark is admirable. If the terrorist group makes too public a disturbance, they’ll have to call off Winterfest. And that’s not even the worst part. There will be debates and arguments about every other event going forward—a major disadvantage for Ochiba Kareki. That said, I don’t need her worrying about me.


  “We were thinking the same thing,” says my neighbor.


  “The youngest daughter would like to assist with Mother and Father’s job.”


  “That’s very reassuring,” Makeup replies.


  “Then we’d better get down to the venue right away,” points out Ms. Futarishizuka. “Considering how crowded it is, just getting over there will eat up a good amount of time. If they start trying to blow us up while we’re wading through a sea of people, we won’t stand a chance.”


  “I agree.”


  “Then I’m coming with you! I’m a B-rank psychic, after all,” Makeup insists.


  “What should we do about things here?” asks Futarishizuka.


  “We can just let other bureau people handle it. No problem!”


  Apparently, Makeup is coming along, too.


  She’s always noisy, but today she seems even more boisterous than usual. It’s almost like she’s forcing herself to speak up. Is she trying to show off in front of my neighbor? Or is it something else? Not that I care what she’s thinking.


  And so we all rush back to the east exhibition hall.
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  Following the boss’s orders, we left the conference tower and returned to the east exhibition hall. Our destination was Area A, the section containing the main stage. The venue was packed with so many attendees that it was difficult to get anywhere. It was now a little past lunchtime; more guests than ever were pouring in, and the venue had reached the height of its fervor.


  It ended up taking us about twenty minutes just to get back from the conference tower. The section chief called me again while we were moving to update us on the situation.


  Apparently, members of the terrorist group had already slipped into the main stage area. One of them had taken a staff member hostage and was holding them backstage and making demands.


  “What are their demands, sir?” I asked.


  “A direct negotiation with Type Twelve.”


  “Negotiation? I hope they haven’t planted explosives around the venue or anything.”


  “We told them that she and Hoshizaki are in attendance. I doubt they’d be foolish enough to blow up the venue in this situation. Everyone became aware of the mechanical life-form’s stance on humans back when Hoshizaki was kidnapped.”


  In the slim chance that we lost Miss Hoshizaki, it would be the end of the line for the whole planet. And that was no joke, considering Type Twelve’s attachment to her. We’d definitely wind up with another crater on the Earth’s surface.


  So instead, they wanted to negotiate.


  Their original objective had been to secure my neighbor as leverage to negotiate with Type Twelve. Unfortunately for them, before they could drag her away, their contact—Mr. Kuga—had died. Now it seemed they were prepared to use force.


  “Given how much power they have on their side, you’re the only ones on-site who can deal with them. I want you to take away their leverage and force them to withdraw without the attendees witnessing any supernatural occurrences.”


  “Any intel on our enemies’ psychic powers, sir?”


  “No, unfortunately. You’ll have to play this one by ear.”


  “Chief, with all due respect, that is a very big ask.”


  “I believe I’ll be able to give you substantial time off from your bureau duties if you can pull this off.”


  “I’ll hold you to that, sir.”


  According to Mr. Akutsu, the stage events hadn’t yet been affected, nor had the audience noticed anything wrong. The terrorists probably intended to drag us into negotiations by taking the event itself hostage.


  And if we had to take action in front of others, it was time to change into our Masked Sailor and Demonic Middle Manager costumes. We dashed into the staff area set up behind the main stage and hastily threw on our disguises.


  “I’m glad we thought to bring these just in case,” I remarked. “I didn’t think we’d actually have to use them, though…”


  “Come, now, hold still. I can’t get this makeup on you if you fidget.”


  At first, we’d only used these costumes as a last resort, but, somewhat worryingly, they were quickly becoming a regular work outfit.


  Since Peeps wasn’t present today, my transformation into the Demonic Middle Manager had to start from square one with makeup. I sat in a chair as Ms. Futarishizuka put on my foundation and eye shadow for me.


  “I always knew you had a lot of hobbies, but you’re quite skilled at makeup as well,” I noted.


  “What, did you forget I’m a woman? This is a basic skill.”


  “Maybe, but don’t you go without makeup most of the time?”


  “Why pretty up a face that’s already so pretty?”


  Her smugness wasn’t unfounded—she had considerable skill. She’d soon buried my original face under makeup, making me look like a member of a visual kei band. Once I put on my horned hair band, the Demonic Middle Manager look was complete.


  Maybe I should practice doing this to myself, I thought. There was no guarantee I’d always have my junior colleague around to help.


  “Sasaki! Futarishizuka! Are you done yet?!” called Miss Hoshizaki.


  “Perfect. Looking good!” said Ms. Futarishizuka, pleased with her work.


  At this point, the terrorist group was repeatedly demanding negotiations through Mr. Akutsu. The latter wasn’t at the venue but was dealing with them over the phone from the bureau. And apparently, he was also hounding Miss Hoshizaki to hurry things up. I’d lost count of how many times she’d urged us along, smartphone in hand.


  Finally, we nodded, and the Masked Sailor and Demonic Middle Manager left the staff area. We passed through a staff-only hallway and moved behind the main stage. Our destination was a space reserved for stage workers; it was basically a walkway meant for actors to enter the stage from behind the audience. We were completely hidden from their view.


  “What does the world think about these two characters, anyway?” I asked. “I know people were talking about them on the internet after that video of us in the city. But if there’s been any pushback, we’ll need to think carefully about what we say.”


  “We’re internet memes now, like it or not,” explained Ms. Futarishizuka. “Toys for the masses to do with as they wish. The Karuizawa locals filmed us, too, apparently. Specifically, the time with the pink magical girlie when you galloped in on the horse—that one’s all over the place now.”


  “They’re all just totally unscripted fragments of scenes, though.”


  “Yes, and that only gives the people using them even more freedom.”


  The two of us chatted as we ran toward the scene. We used the time to plan out the story for our little performance.


  “Good thing we were both in disguise, then,” I commented.


  “I did a teensy little internet search of my own, actually. Do you know how many lewd pictures of the Masked Sailor there are? A lot. I even saw a few involving the Demonic Middle Manager. Very lascivious, no?”


  “And you’re telling me this why?”


  “There’s plenty of erotic images out there. But isn’t one of a coworker more, well, useful than one of a complete stranger?”


  “Sorry, but if anything, that would just turn me off.”


  Perhaps, to the general public, we looked like a couple of YouTubers who went around setting up impromptu flash mobs. We didn’t have our own channel, though, so maybe we came off more like incomprehensible weirdos.


  “Sasaki, I’m in position!”


  “Understood. We’ll be there in a moment.”


  Miss Hoshizaki’s voice reached me over Type Twelve’s translator earphone. We were all still wearing the devices, and they allowed for bidirectional real-time communication. They also meant that, if something went wrong at the venue, Type Twelve could pick it up from her terminals and pods and relay the situation to us right away.


  Miss Hoshizaki was waiting backstage to support us if needed. Her main task was to serve as a go-between for us and the section chief. Since her picture had been broadcast on TV in the past, we decided it would be better for her to stay out of the limelight.


  We’d considered getting Himegami’s help to trigger an isolated space so we could resolve things there, but when we contacted him, he told us it would take around an hour to get to the venue, even if he rushed.


  Type Twelve’s terminal could have reduced that time to a scant few minutes, but the existence of mechanical life-forms was top secret even at the bureau. Either Mr. Akutsu or those above him refused to allow it, and we had to give up. Always with the red tape.


  “We’re here, esteemed senior,” announced Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “We’ll head in when we see a good opportunity,” I added.


  “Right. Good luck to you both!”


  The program was continuing on the main stage according to schedule. The screen showed several first-string members singing and dancing. We could see how things were going via the monitors set up all around the backstage area. The feeds covered the sides of the stage, too, and that was where we spotted the middle-aged man holding a gun—most likely one of the terrorists we were after.


  “Ms. Futarishizuka, let’s go.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!”


  As the singing and dancing ended and gave way to an interlude, we headed out, throwing open the door to the standby area. Then we sprinted full speed toward the stage.


  The first one to jump out was the Demonic Middle Manager, followed by the Masked Sailor.


  “Hold it right there, Demonic Middle Manager!” she shouted.


  “I will do no such thing, Masked Sailor.”


  Our voices boomed through high-output speakers all around the stage. Type Twelve’s translators were picking up our voices and feeding them through the venue’s sound system using her terminals and pods. The system was set up using IP-based network audio, so I figured it was now mostly under Type Twelve’s control.


  Naturally, the audience was shocked. Questions began to rise up here and there—people wanted to know what was going on.


  “Huh? What’s this?” “Hey, wait. Who are they?” “Oh, I’ve seen them online before!” “But why now?” “What’s gonna happen to my oshi’s concert?” “The helmet girl looks a lot shorter than in the videos.” “Were they with Otherworld Productions all along?”


  Ms. Futarishizuka ran parallel to me along another path through the audience seating. Once we were both at the front row, we leaped off the floor and onto the stage. Using just enough flight magic so that it wouldn’t seem too implausible, I got up in one shot and glanced to the side. Ms. Futarishizuka climbed up after me a moment later.


  Then I turned my gaze to the wings. I could see the psychic we’d glimpsed on the monitors earlier. He was holding a gun pointed at a few staff member hostages nearby. When he saw the Masked Sailor and the Demonic Middle Manager burst onto the stage, he looked dumbfounded.


  He hadn’t expected this and was clearly confused. What we were doing looked like just another performance, and we’d already convinced the audience.


  “Demonic Middle Manager! You’re an old man now. Don’t you think you’re getting carried away with those flashy moves of yours? You’ll throw out your hip if you’re not careful! Give up and submit to me before you startle yourself to death!”


  “Now, now, Masked Sailor. An ally of justice who uses her youth to assert dominance will be abandoned by viewers the moment they grow up. Nobody has lower back pain because they want it. Humans are not made to live sitting down!”


  As we said our lines, the tune playing onstage changed to a fierce, up-tempo number. The VTubers, initially confused, began to sing along. We probably had Type Twelve to thank for this little bonus. On the giant screen, the 3D models started to dance energetically.


  We, too, used the entire stage for our action scene.


  “And yet, fiend, a job that keeps you on your feet is no more enjoyable!” shouted Ms. Futarishizuka as she struck a cool pose.


  In response, a hologram appeared onstage. Reminiscent of a magic circle from the otherworld, it materialized before her palm as she held it out toward the Demonic Middle Manager. Light began to converge at its center, and a moment later, it fired something that looked just like a magical girl’s Magical Beam.


  We were combining our blocking with stage effects created from the mechanical life-form’s midair displays. Just as the beam hit, another effect created a huge explosion with me right at the center.


  The audience cheered. The whole thing must have looked great.


  “Graaahhh!”


  The Demonic Middle Manager shrieked and backed up, staggering toward the edge of the stage. I was completely unharmed, of course.


  I moved to a spot behind the curtain at the side of the stage where the audience couldn’t see me, right beside the gun-toting terrorist. I was able to get up close to the target, just as we’d planned.


  The terrorist still seemed confused by what was going on. He couldn’t seem to decide if this was part of the program, or if I was coming for him, or if I was some kind of unforeseen intruder. In the meantime, I got close enough to exchange words with him.


  “The mechanical life-form is quite attached to this event,” I said. “If you interfere with it, there will be no room for negotiation. Any further contact will only be disadvantageous for us both. Would you mind leaving the venue?”


  I removed the gun from my pocket and leveled it at the psychic. I’d borrowed it from Miss Hoshizaki.


  “If you do as I ask, I can guarantee your safety.”


  “……”


  He thought about this. I could hear him muttering. He probably had a transmitter and was communicating with some other party. I tried to listen in, but the booming speakers drowned out his voice.


  My own lines had stopped being transmitted to the speakers. Type Twelve was managing the situation so anything I said offstage couldn’t be heard by the audience. Having a mechanical life-form around sure was handy.


  The terrorist only hesitated for a moment. Then he dropped his gun, raised his hands above his head, and took a step forward, as if to follow my advice. Not only was an A-rank psychic waiting nearby, but several other bureau employees were also in the facility. I assumed he’d decided escape was impossible.


  I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about the man’s psychic power. But there was no point in using that as an excuse to hesitate. We didn’t have the time to mull things over.


  Having secured the terrorist, the Demonic Middle Manager took this chance to shift his attention back to the stage. The Masked Sailor was out in the middle, looking toward the wings. I gave her a small nod and got another in reply. Seeing that, the Demonic Middle Manager headed back out.


  “Masked Sailor! If you value this man’s life, then you will do as I say.”


  “Taking a hostage after all that?! What a tired plot point!”


  I’d brought the terrorist along, and I made a show of pointing my gun at his head.


  By now, we had this in the bag. The Masked Sailor would defeat the conceited Demonic Middle Manager. The fallen demon would exit the stage. Ms. Futarishizuka would recover the hostage, then take him away with her incredible physical abilities. That was how I saw things going.


  But as I was thinking about how to proceed, I noticed my coworker acting strange. No sooner had she whipped out her animated comeback than she appeared to shudder.


  “Indeed. Very, very dull. Things like this should be put to a stop quickly.”


  And then, suddenly, the intonation was gone from her voice.


  Her face was hidden behind her helmet. I couldn’t see anything past the mirrored visor. But I got the impression her voice wasn’t the only thing that had suddenly changed.


  “Sacrifices can be tolerated for the sake of justice. Destroying the false believers takes priority over all else.”


  “……”


  What she was saying sounded oddly like her, and yet also not. Either way, her words concerned me.


  I didn’t want to consider it, but if my guess was correct, our lives were in danger.


  Just to be sure, I fired my gun. The bullet struck her in the leg.


  She ignored it, and with a ghastly expression, closed in on me. She moved more slowly than usual, dragging her injured leg. And yet her superhuman physical abilities were intact, and a moment later, her fist was right in front of me.


  “Ngh!” I immediately bent backward, putting up a barrier spell. Her fist brushed the tip of my nose, and I heard a whoosh of air. “Masked Sailor, don’t you see the hostage in my possession?!”


  “Death to heretics. Justice will be executed.”


  “Justice? Don’t you care if all these good people die?!”


  “They are not victims. Not sacrifices. You must understand; they are offerings to our god.”


  Now what? The Masked Sailor’s personality had just taken a dangerous turn.


  With the Demonic Middle Manager in a daze, my gun no longer trained on the hostage, the terrorist took a few steps away from me. The Masked Sailor didn’t react at all.


  Was Ms. Futarishizuka’s change related to his psychic power?


  I’d previously met psychics capable of influencing other people’s minds. One had targeted a bunch of bystanders in Miss Hoshizaki’s neighborhood and caused a riot. Compared to that, this power seemed a lot more polished. Ms. Futarishizuka was still talking, after all.


  For the time being, I assumed his power could hijack the mind of his target and bend them to his will.


  But just then, I sensed danger from somewhere else—a sudden bang went off behind the stage.


  Argh. Now what?
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    We part ways with my neighbor and Futarishizuka in the staff area beside the main stage and stay behind to wait. Our job is to provide backup if something goes wrong.


    Abaddon is with me, as are Robot Girl and Makeup. In front of us, one of Robot Girl’s semitransparent displays floats in midair. It shows the main stage from above the audience seating, allowing us to keep an eye on the proceedings. Thanks to it, we have a vivid understanding of the situation even from backstage.


    “Hold it right there, Demonic Middle Manager!”


    “I will do no such thing, Masked Sailor.”


    The two of them burst out from behind the audience and run toward the stage. As they move, the display shifts from the cameras positioned at the wings to one behind my neighbor, who stands in the middle of the stage.


    A man is visible behind the curtain off to the side. He’s holding a gun. Next to him are staff members, probably the hostages. He must be the terrorist.


    “Sasaki did a good job getting close to the guy,” remarks Makeup.


    “Abaddon, can you go and back him up?” I ask.


    “I can’t leave my Disciple’s side. Not in a situation like this.”


    We all discussed what would happen onstage beforehand. As planned, my neighbor uses the fake laser beam effect to withdraw to the edge of the stage.


    Suddenly, Robot Girl speaks. “Mother, Elder Sister, Elder Brother, I’m detecting a disturbing response in the motion of atmospheric particles. Something optically indiscernible is traveling in our direction from a two-o’-clock position relative to the youngest daughter. As a mechanical life-form, I recommend we immediately assume alert status.”


    “Huh?” Not a moment later, Makeup floats up into the air.


    Considering the situation, it has to be a psychic attack.


    “Abaddon, intercept whatever’s heading toward us!”


    “Sure thing, buddy!”


    Could it be some kind of telekinesis? My neighbor told me psychic powers that make things float are relatively commonplace. If the psychic is of a high rank, they will be extremely hard to deal with, and considering they’re venturing into enemy territory, they almost certainly are.


    “Elder Sister, the youngest daughter wishes to aid you.”


    “If you’re willing to help, then go for it.”


    “Acknowledged.”


    Robot Girl nods, and a moment later, there’s a loud bang followed by a flash of light. A beam strikes down like a lightning bolt. It shocks us all. But what is it?


    Immediately, people appear out of thin air.


    “Rgh!”


    There are three of them, hands joined, huddled together with us backstage. One of them falls to his knee and collapses—a man of medium height and build, probably in his twenties. His looks are ordinary, and he’s wearing jeans and a black down jacket. I don’t see any wounds on him. He seems to have lost consciousness; he lies on the floor facedown and doesn’t move at all.


    Apparently, Robot Girl did something.


    “Shit, I knew it wouldn’t work!” spits one of the other two. “Let’s get outta here!”


    A moment later, they disappear, leaving the one who collapsed behind. They must have decided it would be too hard to take him along and abandoned him.


    “Target signals have disappeared from our coordinates. They have moved elsewhere.”


    A person can only possess one psychic power at a time. Applying that rule to our situation suggests the intruders had three powers: telekinesis, camouflage, and teleportation. Considering the situation, the one Robot Girl struck must have been the one using camouflage.


    When our enemies withdraw, Makeup falls back to the ground, landing skillfully on her feet. “Hey,” she says to Robot Girl. “What was that flash just now?”


    “Mother, that was a nonlethal directional energy weapon. It is designed to disable medium- to large-size mammals, such as humans. During normal usage, it delivers a nonlethal wound. It also leaves very little in the way of aftereffects. I developed it to help fend off Grandmother.”


    Apparently, it was a weapon loaded onto one of the terminals she brought to the event. The grandmother sure had it rough dealing with such a naughty granddaughter.


    “Motives aside, that’s a super handy weapon. You really caught me by surprise!”


    “Elder Brother, your younger sister feels joy at your continued high appraisal of mechanical life-forms.”


    The fallen psychic is completely still. According to Robot Girl, he’s not actually dead. And if we want to find out who these terrorists are, it’d be better to capture them than to kill them. I glance at Makeup; she’s already talking to someone on the phone.


    “I’m sorry to make you do all the work, but do you know where they ran?” I ask Robot Girl.


    “Elder Sister, I have detected something via the onstage cameras.” As she speaks, the midair display moves in front of us as though gliding along the air itself. It’s almost comical.


    On the screen, I can see the two psychics who just fled at the sides of the stage. Are they trying to recover the one my neighbor is dealing with?


    But in that case, why did they abandon the camouflage-using psychic so easily? I bet it has something to do with the power of the man onstage.
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    The shrill noise from backstage only lasted a split second before two people appeared in the wings. The others contacted me via my earphone to update me.


    “Two psychics are heading your way, mister!”


    “Sasaki, they’re a teleporter and a high-ranking telekinetic!”


    They must have tried messing with the girls, then had the tables turned on them. Albeit fragmentary, I’d heard some of their exchange backstage via the earphone, helping me put together what was going on.


    “My guess is they’re trying to stay in front of the audience to keep us from attacking them,” suggested Miss Hoshizaki.


    “Please let me go over there, mister!”


    “You all stay where you are, please. It seems the psychic on the stage can influence people’s minds. I suspect he can knock you out with just a glance.”


    “Wait, then are you going to be okay, mister?”


    “I believe there’s an upper limit on how many targets he can affect at once, so I think I’ll be fine by myself.”


    Otherwise, he would have hijacked my mind at the same time as Ms. Futarishizuka’s. In fact, it was possible he was already in my mind—but then he wouldn’t be setting her against me like this.


    My guess was that the enemy had decided that, as a psychic, I was inconsequential. After all, everyone in the world was treating me as the fake family’s weakest link.


    But if the girls showed up now, I didn’t know how he’d react. If he somehow took over Type Twelve or Miss Hoshizaki, we’d have an even bigger problem. And if the terrorists took them away, we’d lose all our leverage.


    “This way!” the hostage psychic called out, launching into a run.


    He had escaped the hands of the Demonic Middle Manager, thanks to the actions of a renegade Masked Sailor. I wouldn’t be able to fence him in with my gun—not while dealing with her assault. If I carelessly pulled the trigger and hit an audience member, that would be the end of Winterfest.


    The two who had just shown up in the wings joined the hostage and made to flee the stage. It would look to anyone else like the Masked Sailor had just liberated the hostages.


    Incidentally, I recognized one of the two newcomers. He was a bureau member I’d been told was kidnapped at today’s event and had gone missing. His psychic power was teleportation—he could warp to other locations within a set distance, capping out at a few dozen meters. But in a crowd like this, that was incredibly handy. A few warps, and I’d lose sight of them.


    “Found the target backstage,” said the telekinetic. “Can you do anything with your power?”


    “Don’t be stupid,” barked the mind-stealer. “We don’t even know if my power works on mechanical life-forms. Why the hell do you think we were asking to negotiate? Engaging her in combat now would be suicide.”


    Both of the men were speaking in a foreign language I couldn’t identify. I wouldn’t have made out their conversation at all if not for Type Twelve’s translator device.


    Unfortunately, I had no time to deal with them. I had my hands full with Ms. Futarishizuka. Capturing them now would be impossible.


    “Futarishizuka’s coming at you for real, isn’t she? Are you sure you’ll be all right, Sasaki?”


    “I’m managing to hold out. If they throw anything else at me, though, I won’t be able to handle it.”


    I dodged and used my barrier spell to block her punches and kicks. It probably looked like a scene from an action film, where the actors stopped right before making contact. Good thing my colleague’s psychic power lent itself so well to stage acting.


    I heard Type Twelve mumble something. She was probably watching us via the cameras.


    Then, a moment later, I heard my neighbor speak up. She sounded confused. “Huh? Wait, what’s this?”


    “You handle the voice and motions. I will handle coordinate translation and attacks.”


    “You’re putting her onstage?”


    “I will utilize the directional energy weapon from before. Your physical form does not need to be present.”


    I could hear them talking through the earphone, though I wasn’t sure what they were doing. It sounded like they’d come up with some kind of plan.


    “…All right. I’m ready when you are.”


    “Thank you for your consent, Elder Sister. Now deploying Ochiba Kareki.”


    Deploying? What does she mean by that?


    The question lingered in my mind for only a moment before the event venue underwent a remarkable change. Something flew onto the stage from behind and began to fly over everyone in the audience.


    It was partially transparent from behind—a 3D model projected with midair displays, perhaps? It showed a pretty girl I was now quite familiar with: my neighbor’s VTuber persona Ochiba Kareki. It seemed as though Type Twelve was projecting her into the venue with the help of her terminals and pods.


    “Wait, what the heck?!” “Are you seeing this?! It’s crazy!” “Oh, it’s that girl, right? She made a stir online.” “Couldn’t they have gone with someone else?” “Uh, this is kind of incredible.” “How are they projecting her up there?” “Look at how smooth her movements are!” “Isn’t it, I don’t know, bad that we have a full view of her panties?”


    The audience began to cheer.


    You might expect something like this at an amusement park attraction, but this was a makeshift stage set up in an exhibition hall. There was no equipment visible nearby capable of projecting images like this. The performance was made possible only by the mechanical life-form’s super-science, and it was producing a lot of excitement.


    I had a feeling we’d be excusing this as a climactic unveiling of some cutting-edge technology developed by OtherPro.


    As the crowd watched, Ochiba Kareki—flitting around in the sky like a bird—eventually stopped in midair a few meters above the audience.


    She turned back toward the stage and glared at the terrorists.


    “You depend on the goodwill of others but don’t offer anything in return. Fools like you are not virtuous—you are nothing more than parasites, hungering insatiably for what personal gain can be had from the disputes of others.”


    My neighbor’s voice boomed over the stage speakers. Her words were bizarre. Meanwhile, I could still hear their conversation backstage through my earphone.


    “Elder Sister, I would like you to strike a slightly cooler pose.”


    “You mean that wasn’t enough?”


    “I have seen data on the internet suggesting that some exaggeration is suitable in a situation like this. If you wish to truly convince the audience of the story, then I recommend you adopt more flamboyant gestures.”


    “…Fine.”


    After their exchange, the floating 3D model seemed to change position slightly. From what I’d heard, it seemed my neighbor was in charge of Ochiba Kareki’s movements and voice. After their exchange, the 3D model took action once more.


    “For the sake of my beloved Demonic Middle Manager, I, Ochiba Kareki, will end this farce. Scurry away in fear like the insignificant insects you are. But know that wherever you run, you remain dancing in the palms of our hands.”


    She held her arms out in front of her, straight all the way to her fingertips. The pose reminded me of a dictator or religious leader giving a speech. She was clearly playing a villain here; otherwise, she wouldn’t have said those things to hostages.


    Despite her villainy, her act was pretty cool. She was like an evil female general from some TV show.


    Just then, her entire body shone with light—and a moment later, her outfit changed. Before, she’d been wearing a student uniform. Now she was dressed flashily in a black getup with a lot of exposed skin. Essentially, it was bondage gear.


    “Um, I can see you changed Ochiba’s outfit…”


    “Yes. I have adjusted it to be more appropriate to your lines and the situation.”


    “Huh. Well, I think it does a good job of showing who you are on the inside!”


    “You be quiet, Abaddon.”


    Now her appearance was also giving off the “evil female general” vibe. The audience let out more cheers.


    The terrorists seemed shocked at this series of events. They’d been trying to get off the stage disguised as hostages, when a 3D model had stopped them in their tracks. They seemed to realize that the 3D projection was no act.
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  Ochiba Kareki, still standing in midair, watched them. “Please leave these hostages to me, oh great Demonic Middle Manager.”


  I had a lot of concerns about what she was saying; unfortunately, she’d allied herself with the Demonic Middle Manager. I would have preferred she take the Masked Sailor’s side, but given the situation, she hadn’t had a choice. Now the story of our little stage play was spiraling out of control.


  Oblivious to our apprehensions, the terrorists tried to flee the scene.


  “Forget about that thing. We’ll use this guy’s power to withdraw.”


  “We’re not taking the girl with the ToD he captured?”


  “Don’t be an idiot! We’d be wasting our lives!”


  Of the three psychics now onstage, only two of them spoke. The other one stood next to them, not saying a word. Had the mind-stealing psychic taken him captive the same way he had Ms. Futarishizuka? Looking at his empty eyes made me uneasy.


  Ochiba Kareki raised an arm toward them. A magic circle appeared before her hand, then she unleashed a burst of light like a laser beam—similar to what the Masked Sailor had fired earlier. Actually, the midair image of Ochiba Kareki was probably being projected the exact same way as the laser.


  But this time, apart from the light, there was a high-pitched bang. Just for an instant, a powerful flash shot through the center of the beam. It was aimed at the bureau employee—probably to block the teleport psychic from fleeing the scene.


  The attack was headed straight for his head.


  “Type Twelve!” I exclaimed under my breath. “Don’t kill him if you can help it!”


  “Father, this is a nonlethal directional energy weapon. It is designed to disable medium- to large-size mammals, such as humans. During normal usage, it delivers a nonlethal wound. It also leaves very little in the way of aftereffects. I developed it to help fend off Grandmother.”


  “Oh, uh, I see.”


  She’d just repeated the same line I’d heard over the earphone a little while ago. The bit at the end made me a little concerned for the future of our pretend family.


  This was the same attack Miss Hoshizaki and the others had been talking about. The laser beam was only an effect made by the midair displays—a mere distraction. The flash of light, similar to a lightning bolt, that had zapped through the middle of it was the actual weapon.


  “Hey! Get the one with the ToD to cover us!”


  “A-all right!”


  With the bureau member down, the two remaining terrorists immediately moved to dash off the stage, running for the path between the rows of metal folding chairs lining the hall.


  Since the telekinetic psychic was with them, they could have flown through the air. But they opted to stick to the ground. I wondered if it was to use the audience members present in the hall as a shield.


  They cleverly chose their path so that the audience was always in Ochiba Kareki’s line of fire. Not only that, but Ms. Futarishizuka had jumped off the stage and run after them as if to serve as their rear guard. From the audience’s point of view, the Masked Sailor was fighting hard to let the hostages escape.


  But the position of the 3D model was completely unrelated to that of Type Twelve’s pods and terminals—of which there were plenty all around, concealed with optical camouflage tech.


  “Masked Sailor. Only the virtuous need protection—ignorant fools must be eliminated.”


  I was pretty sure middle school first-years didn’t say things like that.


  As my neighbor’s voice rang out, several magic circles emerged out of thin air. They resembled the ones used by magical girls. Light appeared to converge near the middle of the circles, readying another round of laser beams. With a swing of my neighbor’s arm, they shot straight at the terrorists.


  “What the—?”


  “What’s happening?!”


  The two psychics didn’t stand a chance. Their bodies froze up instantly, as though they’d been hit with a powerful electric current. Then they flopped down onto the floor and lay motionless. It looked so convincing from where I was standing that I was worried Type Twelve had lied about the weapon being nonlethal.


  Just then, there was a change in Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “What…? No! What a disaster! To think someone would do something so nasty to another human being. No respectable individual would dare! Why, there is little doubt you carry a great deal of darkness in your heart!”


  She stopped running and delivered a lighthearted comment that struck me as very in-character. It seemed she’d regained control.


  I suspected she’d regained her freedom when the mind-stealer went down. Judging from her words, she was aware of everything that had happened in the meantime, including the conversations that had taken place over our earphones. If she wasn’t, I doubted she’d have made that dig at Type Twelve.


  “Mother, Grandmother is indirectly criticizing the youngest daughter.”


  “You said that thing isn’t lethal. But it still hurts, right?”


  “Stimulating pain improves learning efficiency in humans. If we wish to more efficiently educate a target, delivering pain is essential. In fact, when it comes to Grandmother, I believe it would be appropriate to do a little more than necessary.”


  “……”


  “Could you at least cut the earphone link before you verbally attack me? I can hear you, you know.”


  Meanwhile, my neighbor—or rather, Ochiba Kareki—floated down to the ground and headed toward the fallen mind-stealer. “It seems the tables have turned, Masked Sailor,” she said, stepping on the man’s back with one foot and striking a pose.


  Despite splitting the work of controlling the 3D model, with Type Twelve handling the overall movement and my neighbor in charge of the gestures, the action as a whole was smooth. The former stayed mindful of the situation, while the latter was extraordinarily good at making snap decisions to coordinate with her partner. Though the way she’d casually stepped on that man filled me with an odd sense of danger.


  “If you value the lives of these pathetic hostages, then capitulate. Surrender to us.”


  “Grrrr! Who…? Who are you?!”


  “I am the Demonic Nerd Girl, loyal servant of the esteemed Demonic Middle Manager.”


  There it was—my neighbor’s official transfer to the dark side. I realized she hadn’t had a choice, but her backstory still concerned me. Would this hamper her activities as Ochiba Kareki in the future? If you lose subscribers for this, I’m really, really sorry.


  “Argh! I must retreat. But only for now!”


  Ms. Futarishizuka probably agreed that taking this any further would invite disaster, so she made one final statement, then headed for the wings.


  “Wait right there, Masked Sailor!”


  As my neighbor moved to chase her, I hastily called out, “Let her go, Demonic Nerd Girl.” The terrorists were dealt with. We needed to leave. Now. “More importantly, I must sincerely thank you for saving me from a dangerous situation. If not for your arrival, I would have been defeated at the hands of the Masked Sailor. You have my deepest gratitude.”


  Without my neighbor’s and Type Twelve’s efforts, the psychics might have been long gone by now. Perhaps they would have taken me and Ms. Futarishizuka with them. A chill ran up my spine at the thought.


  “Please, no thanks are necessary. Weak though I may be, I am ever at your disposal, for I am your loyal servant. Whenever and wherever you call me, I will run straight to your side.”


  “Then we should leave as well, Demonic Nerd Girl.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  And with that, we followed the Masked Sailor’s example and withdrew. We ran down from the stage and dashed back through the audience, ending up in the same staff area we entered from.


  Onstage, the performance shifted back to the VTubers. The music, which Type Twelve had turned down upon our entrance, was cranked up to its original level, and the visuals were returned to the big screen, where they once again became the center of the audience’s attention.


  As this was going on, Miss Inukai led a group of SDF members and bureau employees to recover the fallen psychics. In just a few minutes, they were gone again. A few of the attendees looked confused, but not enough to cause a stir.


  Instead, audience conversation was focused on the dramatic performance they’d all just witnessed.


  “Hey, what the heck was that? A comedy show?” “Probably just more promotion for Ochiba Kareki.” “She’s clearly the management’s oshi.” “Wasn’t it weird how she was flying around above the audience?” “The story was a load of nonsense, too.” “The Masked Sailor and the demon were both manhandling the hostages.” “How was she moving around like that?”


  Not a soul had realized we were dealing with a terrorist group. In that sense, our performance was a huge success. I’d had a few big scares while it was going on, but we’d managed to settle the issue with everyone safe and sound.
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  Once we’d secured the two terrorists involved in the hostage situation, the group’s activities wound down pretty quickly. To me, this signified that they didn’t want to pick a fight with the mechanical life-form directly.


  According to the testimony of the captured terrorists, Mr. Kuga had intended to introduce my neighbor to their group during the event, then wring money out of them as a reward.


  When the bureau got involved, the situation descended into turmoil.


  Once Winterfest was over and a suitable amount of time had passed, it would be announced that Mr. Kuga had committed suicide. According to the chief, the criminal investigation was already over and talks were complete; having state authority truly made all the difference. Only the bureau and a few people involved with Otherworld Productions knew anything about the incident.


  And so, day two of Winterfest began as scheduled. My neighbor and Abaddon took part, and while they didn’t have much screen time, they told me they’d have a chance to speak on the secondary stage.


  Meanwhile, as her manager, I now had some free time, which I used to walk around the hall with Miss Hoshizaki, Ms. Futarishizuka, and Type Twelve. After the previous day’s disturbance, we’d all received free passes from OtherPro’s bigwigs, giving us unlimited access to all the events.


  The very first place we went was the cosplay area—on Type Twelve’s request. And this time, we weren’t going to watch. We’d be in costume.


  Personally, I would have preferred to abstain. Ms. Futarishizuka and Miss Hoshizaki seemed similarly reluctant. But with how much Type Twelve had done for us the day before, nobody in our pretend family could say no to her, and so the decision to participate was made by majority vote.


  We were now all in costume. Ms. Futarishizuka and I had changed into our Masked Sailor and Demonic Middle Manager outfits, respectively. Initially, I wasn’t sure we should reuse the costumes, considering what we’d gotten up to the day before, but I could see others dressed in similar outfits around the cosplay area. It seemed both our characters were surprisingly popular.


  Meanwhile, Type Twelve was wearing an Ochiba Kareki outfit. Since we’d promised the day before that we’d let her dress up, she’d started putting the costume together right away, and was done by the start of pretend family time. We were stunned when we saw her—she’d dyed her hair black and even changed her eye color. Apparently, these were optional extras for her point of contact.


  “Excuse me! Can I take a picture of you?” “Oh, me too!” “Could you look this way?” “You’re cosplaying Ochiba Kareki, right?” “She was pretty impressive onstage yesterday.”


  “I do not mind. You may photograph me to your hearts’ content. Take as many pictures as you’d like.”


  For some time, Type Twelve had been fielding an endless procession of photo requests. She readily consented to all of them without a second thought.


  “Can you look this way, too?” “Wow, you did a really good job on your outfit!” “Is that man over there your dad?” “Do you want to exchange contact information? That way I can send you the pictures I just took.”


  “You are more than welcome to photograph me. However, my guardian has prohibited me from exchanging contact details.”


  All the while, the edges of her mouth kept twitching and trembling, like she was desperately holding back the joy welling up in her heart but couldn’t quite hide all of it. Considering her usual impassive expression, this was a pretty rare sight. All that attention must have been soothing her heart on a deep level.


  As a bureau employee, I had to keep the existence of mechanical lifeforms a secret. But since Type Twelve was in costume and pretending to be Ochiba Kareki, it didn’t seem like too big a deal to let all those people photograph her.


  “Excuse me, could I get a picture of you all together? A group photo?”


  “Oh? I know your type—an amateur hobbyist who likes to go around taking pictures of ladies presenting exhibitions and such. Well, I must say, you have good taste.”


  “Actually, I was wondering if the Demonic Middle Manager could join in as well.”


  “Would you like me to strike an erotic pose for you, child? Perhaps a little skirt flip?”


  “Oh, um, no thank you. Since you’re cosplaying a minor, that would raise ethical concerns…”


  A few people asked Ms. Futarishizuka and me for pictures, too. I never thought I’d be cosplaying or getting photographed at my age. While my face was hidden behind a layer of special-effects makeup, I wasn’t all that enthusiastic about letting people I didn’t know snap pictures of me. But Ms. Futarishizuka kept agreeing, forcing me to go along with her.


  The only one of our group in normal clothes was Miss Hoshizaki. She wore her usual suit, her face covered in makeup. On second thought, maybe you could call that a kind of costume, too.


  “……”


  Incidentally, she had been staring at her smartphone at every opportunity, fidgeting restlessly. Compared to other people her age, she didn’t look at her phone all that much, so this uncharacteristic behavior raised some questions in my mind. Even now, she was looking at the screen with a complicated expression.


  “Not a fan of cosplay, Miss Hoshizaki?” I asked.


  “No, it’s just that we don’t know how they’re gonna use those pictures they take, right? If we go wild in front of all these people we’ve never met, I’m pretty sure we’ll regret it.”


  “I suppose you’re right. Things like that do happen from time to time.”


  I tried to strike up a conversation, but it didn’t go any further than that. Miss Hoshizaki’s attention was focused solely on her phone now, like before. She looked unwell, and it concerned me.


  “You don’t look too good, Miss Hoshizaki. Would you like to go home?”


  “Huh? Oh, uh, no. I’m fine, don’t worry.”


  “Mother, if you are feeling unwell, then I propose transporting you to the medical facility I constructed on Mars.”


  “What is this, a sci-fi novel?” Ms. Futarishizuka remarked. “My curiosity is certainly piqued.”


  Lately, the mechanical life-form’s development of the solar system had grown more conspicuous. I assumed she already had the moon and Mars under her complete control. Space exploration groups from around the world were doubtless at their wits’ ends.


  “All human diseases are completely curable at the facility. Furthermore, by administering you with nanomachines, I can guarantee you will never become sick again as long as you live and extend your life several times over. As your youngest daughter, I highly recommend this course of action.”


  “I’m telling you, I’m not sick or anything!”


  “She says it all like it’s nothing,” commented Ms. Futarishizuka. “This girl’s super-science is quite concerning.”


  “It’s basically the same as a reward from the proxy war,” my neighbor pointed out.


  “Yep! My partner’s right. In every age, there are plenty of Disciples who ask for rewards like that!”


  If anyone found out about this, we’d be in another mess. Rich and influential people the world over would want it for themselves. Miss Hoshizaki didn’t seem to care much, though. Must be nice, being young, I thought.


  “Something just occurred to me,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Is this why you tried so hard yesterday?” She glanced at Type Twelve’s cosplay.


  The mechanical life-form responded with her usual lack of concern. “Grandmother, Japanese dictionaries include a wonderful phrase called mochitsu motaretsu. It means reciprocity.”


  “Right. Well, I’m glad you’re always so transparent, at least.”


  It seemed Ms. Futarishizuka had been right about Type Twelve’s ulterior motives. And she was having a lot of fun. Her “simp for me” attitude had destroyed a whole class, after all.


  “Um, more importantly!” said Miss Hoshizaki. “The contest ends today. You all sure seem confident. If you want extra time, we can have a vote to see if we should extend the deadline…”


  “No, I’ve already given up on first place,” replied Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Mother, the youngest daughter has already accumulated sufficient views.”


  “Oh,” said my senior colleague. “Then, uh, what about you? Sasaki?”


  “Me? Well, I… Hmm…”


  I thought of my channel. I’d abandoned it—it had been days since I last uploaded a video. Giving a detailed report now might affect how everyone else viewed their results, so I didn’t want to say too much.


  “Don’t tell me you uploaded stuff you can’t show the rest of us,” she pressed.


  “No, it’s nothing like that.”


  “Oh. Um.” Miss Hoshizaki looked down, seeming disappointed. Did she want us to extend the deadline? This wasn’t like her; she was usually so peppy.


  “Speaking of the contest,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “I just want to confirm with the girl’s manager—what are she and the boy planning to do now? From what I’ve seen, she approaches this work with more vigor than her academics.”


  “They’re hoping to continue their activities,” I explained.


  “Well, I suppose there are only so many ways for a child to make money.”


  Evidently, Ms. Futarishizuka understood as well as I did why my neighbor and Abaddon were so intent on this VTuber business. “I thought we could watch over her warmly.”


  “Oh, I was thinking of buying up all the OtherPro stock I could.”


  “Please don’t do that.”


  “I’m pretty sure it’s about to go up, though. Why shouldn’t I have some shares?”


  “When you put it that way, I’m not sure what to say.”


  And so the second day of Winterfest ended without incident.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    On the second day of Winterfest, I finish my work in the hall and head to the staff area to take a break. I didn’t have much to do; I was only a background character livening up one of the first-strings’ stage events. I’d been chosen for the role despite being a second-string only because I had my own 3D model. I was given almost no lines.


    “Is that it for today?”


    “That’s everything on the schedule.”


    Abaddon is next to me, as always. He bobs up and down in the air, carefree, standing out like a sore thumb around all the staff members hurrying about nearby. Now that I think about it, this demon spends way more of his time floating than he does standing on his own two feet. Won’t his legs atrophy?


    “What now?”


    “I want to find my neighbor and the others.”


    “Oh, they said they’re cosplaying!”


    As I whisper with Abaddon and think about what to do next, someone calls out to us. We’ve barely been sitting for two minutes.


    “Miss Kareki, might you have a moment?”


    “Thaaanks for coming up onstage with us before!”


    It’s Kihouin and Rolling. They must have come straight here. They were on stage with me right before this, but unlike Ochiba Kareki, they were the stars.


    “Is there something I can do for you?” I ask.


    “I heard that the police decided it was a suicide,” says Kihouin.


    “I still can’t belieeeve it, and I even slept on it,” adds Rolling.


    Without asking, they sit down across from me at the table and start talking.


    “That’s how it would seem,” I reply.


    “If you ask meee, I think your logic had some merit to it,” says Rolling.


    “I’m just a kid speaking nonsense,” I insist. “You don’t need to take what I say seriously. If that’s what the police decided, then we shouldn’t question their investigation. After all, you have a lot of pull with the public.”


    “You never mince words, do you, Karekiii?”


    “I’m sorry. That’s just how I am.”


    “Well, that is why we keep pestering you,” says Kihouin.


    What could they want? Are they just here to chat? Aren’t they busy?


    “Would you mind if I asked you something, too, Miss Kihouin?”


    “What do you wish to know?”


    “Why do you keep pestering me?”


    “Goodness! You came right out and asked!”


    “I thought you wanted me to.”


    “Did I? Perhaps. I suppose that could be…”


    This is exasperating. Which is it? Is she finally trying to give an impudent newcomer some “guidance,” as a senpai? I’m fully aware that I’m not a very affable person. Do they think a little poking and prodding will scare me?


    “If you consider me an eyesore, I would rather you just come out and say it,” I tell her. “I’m really not trying to cause any trouble for anyone. If there’s something I can fix, I’d like to do so. Do you have any advice for me?” I ask boldly.


    “Nooo, that’s not it,” says Rolling quickly. She glances at Kihouin.


    Kihouin seems worried about something. After hesitating for a few seconds, she straightens up. “Well, you see how we stay in character even offline, right, darling? It’s amazing, don’t you agree?”


    “Yes. I imagine it must be quite difficult at your age,” I respond honestly.


    “Y-you don’t have to point that out!” she cries. “I’m well aware.”


    If she knows, why doesn’t she just stop?


    “That’s exactly why we wanted to use someone like you to finally put an end to it,” she continues. “If we kept provoking you, we figured you’d eventually point it out in front of other people.”


    Ugh. What an annoying woman. She’s pushing everything onto me. “I don’t see why I need to do that. Can’t you wake up tomorrow and just stop?”


    “We’ve been doing it sooo long that it’s kind of a matter of priiide,” explained Rolling.


    I wish they wouldn’t get a total newcomer involved in their stupid issues. Won’t I run the risk of being ostracized if this goes wrong? I suppose I’m already hated by all the other second-strings, but still.


    “I don’t think anyone else will care that much,” I say.


    “They most certainly will. They’ll start whispering behind our backs!” Kihouin insists.


    “I meeean, I’m fine with the way things are nowww, but whatever,” Rolling comments.


    “You’re quite the strange one, do you know that?” says Kihouin.


    Rolling’s composed demeanor makes me think she’s already in it deep. Despite the newness of the VTuber industry, it’s still part of the entertainment business. I get the feeling weirdos like her crop up all the time.


    Kihouin is probably concerned precisely because she hasn’t yet lost her common sense. But then, why is she bothering a newcomer over something so stupid?


    “I really apologize, but I don’t think I’ll be able to meet your expectations,” I say.


    “A-and whyever not?”


    “You two are my senpai. You’re so far above me. I would never be able to say something so rude to you in front of other people. If I ever become successful enough to speak up to you, maybe we can revisit this idea.”


    “W-well…”


    How can she expect me to agree to this? Wipe your own ass, lady.


    “I’m sorry. I need to meet with my manager, so I’ll be going now.”


    “H-hold on just one moment! You’re the only one we can ask!” Kihouin barks, getting louder.


    I ignore her, stand up from my seat, and head straight out of the staff area.


    “Are you sure talking to them like that was a good idea?”


    “We don’t stand to gain anything from helping them.”


    “Blunt and frank. That’s Kareki for you!”


    “……”


    I know what Abaddon is implying, he doesn’t even have to say it. He’s right—I’m a gloomy introvert character, through and through.
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    After a lot of hassle, Winterfest finally came to a close.


    The staff were planning a grand wrap party, and they naturally invited my neighbor and me, as well. We politely declined, then returned to our nearby hotel. Party or no, we had to show up for pretend family time.


    We explained to the others that we needed to pick up our things before heading to Karuizawa, then we stopped by our rooms at the hotel. When I used the card key to unlock my door, however, I found a group of people already inside.


    “I didn’t know you were here, Peeps.”


    “You require transportation, do you not?”


    “Yeah. Thanks for being so considerate.”


    Beyond the short hallway at the entrance, I could see Prince Lewis sitting on the bed with Lady Elsa standing next to him, my distinguished sparrow perched on her shoulder. I was a little surprised; I had thought the room would be empty.


    “I do apologize for entering while you were out, Baron Sasaki.”


    “No need, Your Highness. In fact, I’m sorry for making you wait in such a small room. If it pleases you, I can arrange a larger space for us.”


    “No, no. Such reverence is uncalled-for.”


    Peeps must have brought them here with his teleportation magic. We’d told him where we were staying. In fact, he’d come before to see us off.


    “Something urgent?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka. She was standing beside me, along with Type Twelve.


    My neighbor and Abaddon were staying in a separate room, so they’d gone there instead. Once they’d packed their things, they were supposed to meet back up with us here. I expected it wouldn’t be much longer before they arrived.


    “As I said, we only came here to pick you up.”


    Peeps took flight, leaving Lady Elsa’s shoulder and alighting on mine. His casual decision to switch perches made me oddly happy.


    “And this one has been cooped up in the mansion ever since he arrived,” the bird pointed out, glancing at the prince. “I thought it might be a good time to show him a bit of the outside world.”


    I thought back. Peeps was right. We hadn’t yet gotten the chance to bring Prince Louis anywhere aside from the Karuizawa villa and our pretend family house in the UFO. The most he’d done was take a few strolls through the villa’s yard and play sports on the property.


    “That was very inconsiderate of me, sir,” I said. “I apologize for putting undue stress on you.”


    “No matter. Compared to before, this may as well be heaven. And I understand you all have your reasons.”


    Eventually, my neighbor and Abaddon knocked on the door and we let them inside. My neighbor had a rather large travel bag in her hand. I thought she’d take a little longer to pack, but it seemed she’d rushed. I had the idea girls usually took their time with such things, but my neighbor’s speed seemed very in line with her character.


    “I’m sorry for the wait, mister.”


    “Well, look at this!” exclaimed Abaddon. “Are we throwing a party in here?”


    Once they were inside, Ms. Futarishizuka spoke up with a proposal. “Why don’t we all go out for dinner tonight as a family? We’re already in town. We can have a nice little look around the city from a taxi, then splurge a bit on a good restaurant.”


    “Oh!” said Lady Elsa. “So that’s why you said we wouldn’t need to prepare dinner tonight.”


    “Yes, we have been making the two of you do all the work for a while now.” Ms. Futarishizuka seemed to have the same things on her mind as Peeps. She shifted her gaze to my shoulder. “Though I assure you, it was not my intention to agree with the sparrow there.”


    “I should say the same, whelp.”


    We took a vote and unanimously decided to eat out.


    “Excellent,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Now, since all the participants in the view-count contest are present, why don’t we unveil the results? It will make for great dinner conversation. We don’t need to make a big show out of it or anything, of course.”


    “Huh?” said Miss Hoshizaki. She seemed surprised at the casual suggestion. Everyone turned their attention to her.


    “What is it?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka. “You have an objection?”


    “Mother, I am seeing an increase in your heart rate. Does something concern you?” asked Type Twelve.


    “I, uh… No! No, it’s nothing.”


    “Well then, boys and girls, without further ado, it’s time to reveal the results of the contest!” Ms. Futarishizuka thrust her index finger toward the ceiling.


    We settled in to hear the results. Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis were sitting on the edge of the bed with Miss Hoshizaki in the desk chair. I, Ms. Futarishizuka, and my neighbor remained standing near the bed. Abaddon, as always, floated in the air next to my neighbor.


    “I’m fine with that,” I said. “But do you know whose accounts are whose? I don’t think anyone has figured out Miss Hoshizaki’s or Type Twelve’s yet.”


    “We’ll be self-reporting, obviously! First of all, anyone with under ten thousand views, raise your hand!”


    The room fell silent at Ms. Futarishizuka’s instruction. No one moved.


    “What? Nobody?” she murmured.


    “It would appear that way,” I said.


    “I thought for sure you would be under a thousand.”


    “I’m not surprised you would think that.”


    Until just a few days ago, I had been. Getting ten thousand views had been a pipe dream, and I’d said as such during our family gatherings. I wondered if the others were suspicious, too.


    “Well, all right,” said Ms. Futarishizuka. “Next up, anyone under thirty thousand.” She looked around the room, gauging everyone’s reactions.


    But once again, nobody raised a hand.


    Her gaze turned to me right away. “Are you taking this self-reporting thing seriously? You’re not lying, are you?”


    “Trust me, your concerns are quite reasonable, but I do indeed have over thirty thousand.”


    “If we count them up and find that you were fibbing, you’ll be subject to a penalty.”


    “I assure you that won’t be necessary. Let’s continue.”


    “Fine. Anyone under fifty thousand?”


    Nobody moved. I didn’t, either.


    Once again, Ms. Futarishizuka fixed me with a reproachful stare. “Really? Are you serious? You passed fifty thousand?”


    “We’ll be revealing our accounts when we learn our placement, right?” I returned. “In that case, I ask that you wait until then to pass judgment. If it looks like my views are lacking, you may levy any punishment on me you wish.”


    “Rgh…” She looked at me as if she wanted to say more. The reason became clear along with her next announcement.


    “Fine. Next, anyone under one hundred thousand!” As soon as she’d said this, she immediately and energetically raised her own hand. “Me! Me, me!”


    Nobody but her had their hand in the air.


    “Wait, seriously?” asked Miss Hoshizaki, shocked. “Futarishizuka came in last?”


    “How about you, my esteemed senior? Did you really get over one hundred thousand views?”


    “I tallied them up so many times, I can’t possibly be wrong.”


    “You’ve gotta be kidding… Shizu’s Gaming Dojo got last place…,” muttered Ms. Futarishizuka weakly, looking aghast.


    Her meek attitude seemed very out of character. She was usually so nonchalant and easygoing; it was rare to see her disheartened. Contrary to my expectations, it seemed she’d been taking this pretty seriously.


    “Could you not make it so obvious that you expected us all to lose?” said Miss Hoshizaki.


    “Come on, I thought I had it in the bag! I never even dreamed you, or this guy, would beat me. I thought I’d make streaming games my life’s work for a while!” Ms. Futarishizuka said bitterly.


    Our senior clearly thought this was in no way her problem. “Hey, nobody’s saying you have to stop. If you like it, then keep doing it.”


    “Well, let’s take a look at Ms. Futarishizuka’s channel, shall we?” I suggested.


    The hotel room contained a wall-mounted TV, so I turned it on and fiddled around with the remote. I’d already confirmed that we could use it to view the video submission site; once I had it open, I searched for Shizu’s Gaming Dojo and called it up on the screen.


    She’d uploaded several more let’s-play videos since the last time we’d checked. I added up the view counts from top to bottom. She was right—there were a little under a hundred thousand in total.


    “Your self-reporting was correct,” I said. “It looks like you have a total of ninety thousand and change.”


    “My first stream went off, but ever since, I’ve been struggling to get views,” she explained. “I should have brought out every big title I could get my old hands on. Ultimately, it’s the title that draws in fans. The gameplay itself doesn’t matter.”


    “Hey, don’t be so discouraged,” I told her. The results had come as such a shock that she’d started sulking, so I took over the announcements. “Now, let’s see anyone with one hundred fifty thousand or less.” I looked around at those present.


    That was when Miss Hoshizaki’s hand went up. “Me. I got a little over one hundred thirty thousand.”


    “Ah, so you’re up next,” I said.


    “Do we, er, really have to show our accounts?”


    “Of course you do, girl,” chided Ms. Futarishizuka. “You waited until after I was out of the running. You didn’t inflate your view count just to dodge the last place penalty, did you? I’d rather you stick to inflating your age.”


    “I did no such thing!”


    “Then what’s the problem? Hmm?”


    “Please bring up your channel, Miss Hoshizaki.” I offered her the remote.


    She seemed to resign herself and pushed a few buttons. Soon, the screen showed a channel called Currently Enrolled High School Girl’s Dance Class.


    “Sheesh. Talk about an embarrassing name for a channel,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


    “Sh-shut up! Who cares?”


    “And your thumbnails look rather obscene, wouldn’t you say?”


    “Rgh…”


    What piqued my curiosity was the text introducing her channel. Right up front were line after line of warnings forbidding reproduction and clipping. The wording was quite firm, even threatening legal action on a case-by-case basis. Weren’t introductions supposed to be a little, well, friendlier?


    We had her play one of her uploaded videos, just to see. It began by showing Miss Hoshizaki dancing along to a recently popular song. She’d even gone to the trouble of assembling an outfit to wear; she’d clearly put a lot of effort into this. Her face was hidden behind a mask, but her youthful energy was on full display.


    Suddenly curious, I searched the name of her channel. The results answered all my questions.


    “I see you’ve incited a bit of criticism online, Miss Hoshizaki,” I pointed out.


    “Ngh!” Her shoulders went up and she cringed. Very conspicuous. She seemed to be aware of the situation. “It’s… It wasn’t my fault! Someone cut up my videos and re-uploaded a compilation of clips that emphasized all the, um, sexier parts! Now the whole internet is bullying me. I keep taking down the re-uploads, but they keep cropping back up…”


    That was apparently the reason for her interest in DMCA complaints. The kind of anonymous malice you encountered online was difficult to handle for a teenager with limited experience. I understood; once when I was still in school, I’d browsed a porn site and gotten a computer virus.


    “But to put it bluntly,” said Ms. Futarishizuka, “you lured them in using that very appeal, didn’t you?”


    “No! I was just, um, dancing! I wasn’t thinking about that stuff. I didn’t mean to upload lewd videos or anything. It’s just, well, there are always people who, uh, will view you that way, so…”


    Your eyes are wandering, I thought. It was easy to imagine her doing a little dance and getting a bunch of views, then letting the success get to her head and going overboard. She knew what the viewers were there for, but kept telling herself she wasn’t playing up to them.
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  “Let’s see here… Oh, there’s even an explainer website,” said Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Huh?!”


  “What is Currently Enrolled High School Girl’s Dance Class?” Ms. Futarishizuka abruptly began to read the text on her screen. “A channel where a self-professed ‘currently enrolled’ high school girl dresses up and dances. Several videos were made by clipping only the sexiest parts, giving way to a spat between the uploader and—”


  “Stop! Quit reading that! Please!”


  The internet was a terrifying place indeed. Videos like that, made without permission from the rights holder, probably weren’t very profitable. Who would make one, and why?


  “Perhaps someone from the same line of work is jealous of your youth, hmm?”


  “Uh… Yeah, I didn’t even think of that!”


  Ms. Futarishizuka’s comment reminded me of the sinister side of such websites. I found myself convinced—that had to be it.


  “You could have just asked the youngest daughter,” she continued. “She’d have fixed it right up.”


  “I couldn’t! It’s too embarrassing!”


  “Miss Hoshizaki, people are on the verge of figuring out your address from the layout of your room,” I pointed out. “You may want to deal with this sooner rather than later. Someone on this site is investigating the scenery outside your window from the body-length mirror in the videos.”


  “What?!”


  I showed her the explainer site on my phone. She looked at it, and her face went pale.


  She wasn’t the only person at that address—her younger sister lived with her. The idea that this issue could affect her family had her terrified. Now even her motherly pride began to buckle.


  “Mother, I ask that you rely on your youngest daughter for this.”


  “I’m sorry. Erm, I know I’m a failure of a mom. But would you mind helping me out anyway?”


  “Acknowledged. I am deleting all relevant videos across the internet. In addition, I am wiping all websites and social media posts on this topic. Going forward, I will make periodic rounds to ensure similar data does not reappear on the network.”


  “I’m really sorry about this. It’s so dumb.”


  “If you’re truly sorry, then no more making videos in sexy outfits, understand?”


  “Rgh…”


  “Grandmother, Mother is sufficiently repentant. Do not press her any further.”


  And thus the link between Miss Hoshizaki and Type Twelve continued to grow. For the time being, our senior would doubtless feel even more indebted to the youngest daughter. At this rate, would we ever be able to convince the mechanical life-form to return to her home planet?


  “Ah, so that’s why you had such a sour face while watching us cosplay today,” added Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “……”


  Miss Hoshizaki fell completely silent. Even her expression went blank.


  Unable to keep watching their exchange, I decided to move on with the results. “Anyway, let’s keep going. Does anyone have less than one million views?”


  I decided to go ahead and add a whole digit; that was about where my neighbor and Abaddon were at. Judging from Type Twelve’s composed demeanor, she probably had a comfortable lead. I felt certain my neighbor would come in third.


  And, as expected, she raised her hand. Abaddon joined her.


  “Ochiba Kareki’s channel falls under that amount, mister.”


  “The view count was around ninety-three hundred thousand when we checked earlier this evening, right?”


  No other hands went up.


  Ms. Futarishizuka immediately snapped at me. “You? A million views?”


  “Nobody else raised their hand, so my neighbor and Abaddon take third place. I believe we all know what they’ve been up to, so we can skip over looking at their channel.”


  “Hey! Stop ignoring me!”


  “Moving on. Is anyone under two million views?” I asked, looking around the room. No response. “It seems the answer is no. Anyone under three million views?”


  “Father, the youngest daughter falls within that threshold.”


  Type Twelve’s hand went up, and everyone’s attention shifted to her. It seemed they were all just as curious about her videos as Ms. Futarishizuka was about mine.


  “Three million views in two weeks? Those are better numbers than most pros. I’ve been watching the rankings for the last two weeks. I didn’t see any newcomers like that! What did you do? And where did you do it?”


  “Grandmother, please watch this and confirm.”


  At that, several midair displays appeared around us. All of them showed different channels on the video submission site. Judging by their names and thumbnails, they were all individual uploaders streaming original music videos.


  What made me curious were the languages of each page. Aside from Japanese and English, I saw German, French, Chinese, Russian, and Arabic. There were even a few I didn’t recognize. Each of the channels had anywhere from a few thousand to a hundred thousand subscribers, and the view counts were what you’d expect based on those numbers.


  Going by the view counts on individual videos, my neighbor had her beat in a few cases. But add them all together, and the total was enormous. I could imagine it might come out to around three million.


  “Are these channels all yours, girl?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Grandmother, your assumption is correct.”


  Type Twelve played one of the videos with a relatively high view count. The sound was trendy and current, and the visuals were gorgeous. The video quality was on par with a professional production. The song, too, was on the level of tie-in songs for famous TV shows and expensive advertisements. With a little more time, their popularity would have only continued to skyrocket.


  “Relying on numbers to do your work for you, eh?” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka. “Don’t you think that’s cowardly?”


  “Grandmother, my strategy is not prohibited by the rules we determined beforehand.”


  She’d certainly done more work than any human would have been capable of in the same time frame. But the quality of her videos was by no means out of this world. It would be impossible to use her channels to deduce the existence of mechanical life-forms, and she hadn’t broken any rules.


  “The youngest daughter communicated at the outset that she, too, wished to spread her wings throughout the world as a YouTuber. I judged that gaining a small amount of adoration from a large swath of humanity was a safe approach in regard to both efficiency and risk management.”


  “And it worked. Man, that’s so frustrating.”


  “I wouldn’t have expected any less from Type Twelve,” I added.


  Everyone seemed impressed by her video. Contrary to our reactions, however, Type Twelve’s next remarks were somewhat sad.


  “However, for whatever reason, I feel rather empty.”.


  “What do you mean, girl?”


  “While the many adoring comments have certainly warmed my heart, I cannot help but feel as though joining the family onstage yesterday soothed my heart even more.”


  She must have been thinking of Ochiba Kareki’s collaboration with the Masked Sailor and the Demonic Middle Manager. Type Twelve had helped my neighbor and Abaddon during the production.


  “The pleasure derived from creating something alongside one’s family is very special indeed.”


  Type Twelve’s face was an impassive mask as she spoke, but her voice held a tinge of sentimentality. None of us were sure how to react.


  Silence reigned for a few moments.


  Eventually, Ms. Futarishizuka spoke up. “Well, of course it is.”


  “Grandmother, how can you state that so definitively?”


  “Making these videos wasn’t enough to stir your heart, was it? It doesn’t matter how many humans you get to listen to you, I’m sure it’s no different from feeding the koi in someone else’s pond. How much can that truly soothe your soul?”


  “……”


  The grandmother wasn’t mincing words, and the youngest daughter fell silent. She must have hit the nail on the head.


  I expected that any mechanical life-form, with their crazy-advanced super-science, was capable of producing a couple hundred music videos in only a few minutes. I was afraid to ask, though. What if it hadn’t even taken her that long?


  “So? How do you feel?” pressed Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “I am reminded of Father’s words.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “He told me that the information one gathers is not the important part. Instead, it is the process, the environment, and the points of contact or terminals involved in communication that truly matter. The content of my conversations at school and the comments I received on my videos might be the same, but the difference in process has produced a very different response.”


  “A father’s words are mighty indeed.”


  “Father has proven fitting for his role.”


  “Please don’t make too much of me,” I said. “I’m not sure how to feel about it.”


  “So?” said Ms. Futarishizuka, turning her attention to me. “What video has the high-and-mighty father uploaded that racked up so many views?”


  Her firm stare was practically begging for me to divulge my secret. I hadn’t intended to string her along, but I also hadn’t intended to get first place in the contest. It was by no means a calculated result.


  “With regard to that, I’d ask you all to watch this video.”


  I took the remote from Miss Hoshizaki and opened the list of videos on my own channel. There were several, and most of them hadn’t gotten above a three- or four-digit view count. I also had far fewer videos than the others—so few, in fact, that they were all visible on the screen at once.


  But one of them, right in the middle of the list, had surpassed four million views.


  “What in blazes? I think one of those videos is glitched,” said Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “What the heck did you do, Sasaki?” asked our senior colleague. “It must have been something awful.”


  “Please don’t make me out to be disreputable, Miss Hoshizaki. I assure you, this is a proper and respectable video.”


  I selected the thumbnail and played the video.


  In it, a middle-aged man on a walk through a nice part of Karuizawa was, to his great misfortune, attacked by a wild bear.


  It had all happened while I was strolling around Ms. Futarishizuka’s neighborhood, unable to think of any ideas for a video. Peeps wasn’t with me that day, so I’d been out alone—which meant I didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. At some point, a bear had come right up behind me, with two cubs.


  “I used both Japanese and English in the title, which appears to have borne fruit.” In that respect, I’d done the same thing as Type Twelve.


  The man ran away in a complete panic, but the bear was tenacious in its pursuit. The man tried climbing a tree, spreading his arms wide and shouting, and even throwing a rock or two in a desperate bid to deter the bear. The whole thing lasted several minutes.


  And all of it was caught on camera.


  “Is that you, Sasaki? Wait, but there’s a mosaic over the face.”


  “I obviously didn’t want to expose my identity, so I added that in editing.”


  “Mister, you literally just got attacked by a bear. Are you okay?”


  “Fortunately, nobody was around to see it or record it. It’s hard to tell in the video, but I had to put up a barrier to prevent its claws and teeth from getting to me. The bear just wouldn’t give up, though…”


  “I saw this video on some news sites,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka. “Dialogue between man and bear! I thought I recognized the voice, but I never thought you were the one who uploaded it.”


  “What does ‘dialogue between man and bear’ mean?” I asked.


  “Don’t you get it? This thing popped off because of how funny you were acting. You’re clearly flustered by the bear, but you’re still so calm. It’s a riot.”


  “Oh, well. I haven’t seen any news coverage since I’ve been so busy lately…”


  While I could always use magic if worse came to worst, the ordeal had still been terrifying. And I couldn’t bring myself to hurt the animal, so I’d wound up just waiting it out. It was only because of the healing magic Peeps taught me that I’d been able to take the time to consider my options.


  After it was finally over, I remembered my camera had been rolling and uploaded the video. A few days had passed since then, and it had made its way through social media, reaching a shocking number of views.


  “Not that I believe you’d cheat,” said Ms. Futarishizuka, “but the bird didn’t secretly help you, did he?”


  “I have done no such thing, whelp. Your suspicions are unfounded. Do not direct them at me.”


  Peeps had offered to help me right at the beginning of the contest. As I’d expect of the Starsage, though, he boldly denied her accusation without the slightest hint of guilt.


  “Anyway, this means that you won, and I came in dead last.”


  “Mister, according to the rules of the contest, whoever gets the most views can ask one favor of the person in last place, right?”


  “What are you gonna have her do, Sasaki?”


  My neighbor and Miss Hoshizaki were very quick to ask about the prize.


  To be honest, I couldn’t think of anything. “Well…”


  “Thinking of something erotic, perhaps? Oh, is my chastity in danger? Hmm?”


  “I guess it’d be a waste to just tell you to stop sexually harassing me.”


  “Ugh, that would be so boring!”


  But there was nothing I needed from her. And I didn’t want to complicate our relationship by saying something careless. Was there anything harmless I could ask her that was still big enough to satisfy my neighbor and Miss Hoshizaki? I thought about it.


  Suddenly, someone knocked on the door.


  Who could that be? I hadn’t arranged any meetings. Was Miss Inukai here to deliver a follow-up report on the Winterfest situation?


  I was dubious, but I’d been the one to book this room, so I took responsibility and called out, “Who is it?”


  “It’s me. Sorry, but I want to talk to you for a moment.”


  Through my earphone, I heard an English voice along with supplementary audio in Japanese. Maybe it was Captain Mason. “One moment, please.”


  I pushed the door open and welcomed our guest inside. As I’d surmised, I found Captain Mason standing in the hallway. Magical Blue was next to him dressed in street clothes instead of her school uniform or her magical girl outfit. I’d seen her in this pre-transformation state a few times at school.


  The captain looked at the others in the room. “Hrm? Everyone else is with you?”


  “Should I ask them to leave?”


  “No, this is fine, actually.”


  I gestured for the captain and Magical Blue to come in.


  Everyone looked at us, confused. This was Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis’s first meeting with them—although I was pretty sure the captain knew about the two of them from their videos.


  “I apologize—there isn’t really anywhere to sit,” I said. “What can I do for you, sir?”


  Though I felt bad about it, I skipped over all the introductions and got right down to business. I was filled with anxiety. Why did the captain want to talk to me?


  “Ever since the mechanical life-form arrived, you all have been involved in a wide range of activities. In response, nation states and other groups both foreign and domestic have begun to take action. To cut straight the point, we’ve discovered a link between several of the terrorist groups who’ve made contact with you.”


  “Should I take that to mean there’s a specific group or organization commanding them from behind the scenes?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Well, that’s unsettling,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “I don’t mean to claim everything is linked,” added the captain. “But when we looked into several of the incidents you’ve encountered, our investigations began to converge. I have no doubt their goal is to obtain the mechanical life-form.”


  If the captain’s words were true, then our family activities, the disturbances at Type Twelve’s school, and our participation in this year’s Winterfest all began to take on a kind of meaning. Of course, this still amounted to only one portion of our many enemies.


  “Mason, no lowly human will ever be able to capture a mechanical life-form.”


  “Yes. We think the same, ma’am. However, there are plenty of people in the world that can’t accurately gauge their opponent’s strength. In any case, we’ve managed to uncover an international activist network behind multiple terrorist organizations.”


  The captain spoke politely to Type Twelve, just like Mr. Akutsu did. It gave me a sense of the delicate power balance maintained by everyone involved.


  “Excuse me, sir,” I said. “May I ask why you are coming to us with this?”


  “We’d like your help with something,” said the captain, drawing himself up.


  The way he said it filled me with apprehension.


  “…What might that be?” I asked.


  “Mister Sasaki, will you join us in our counteroffensive? My home country thinks very highly of you. We believe that your help will be vital to the success of this operation.”


  “In that sense, sir, we’ve been fortunate enough to help you many times in the past already…”


  This was strange. Why was he speaking to me about this? I doubted our boss would go against Captain Mason, so why hadn’t the captain contacted him instead? That was how our orders usually came to us.


  But the captain’s next words chased away all my suppositions.


  “For the time being, your boss has temporarily loaned you out to us.”


  “What? Um, sir, would you mind explaining?”


  Hold on a minute, I thought. Nobody told me anything about this.


  “We want you to come to our country and serve under our command, Mister Sasaki.”


  “……”


  Of all things, a trip abroad? Right at the end of the year?


  Hadn’t Mr. Akutsu promised us that once our work was over, we’d finally get a break?
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