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        Prologue - Watching Youth
 “Truth is stranger than fiction.”

In other words, reality is more interesting than anything you could make up.

Chatting in the middle of the classroom are the popular kids—the centre of the class. The carefree, oblivious idiot tilting his head in confusion is Akagami Kouichi. The stereotypical tsundere blushing bright red as she turns her face away with a huff is Touyama Yuzuki. Meanwhile, speaking at her own relaxed pace with an air of gentle absent-mindedness is Oukura Ruka.

This trio forms the core of the top social group in our class. They're a gathering of some of the most attractive boys and girls in the entire school, and they have enough influence that even students from other classes pay attention to them.

“…By the way, Kouichi, do you have a type? Like, what kind of girl do you like?”

“My type? Hmm… if I had to say, I’d want someone who’s fun to be around.”

“What a lame answer. Well, it doesn’t matter to me anyway!”

“Haha, yeah… Huh? Then why did you ask me, Yuzuki?”

“I-it was just a whim!”

“I’d like a girl who’s fun to be around too.”

Ever since starting high school, I’ve spent all my time watching this group, and I can confidently say that was the right decision.

The relationship between Akagami and Touyama always seems like it’s about to become a romance, yet never quite does. They’re childhood friends, and the atmosphere around them is a mix of the familiarity that comes with growing up together and the heart-pounding awkwardness of adolescence.

Then there’s Oukura, whose very existence stirs up the relationship between the other two. Touyama is obviously in love with Akagami, but even I can’t tell how Akagami really feels.

Lately, Akagami has been getting especially close to Oukura, earning Touyama’s jealousy.

A love triangle really is the royal road of romantic comedies.

Oukura, meanwhile, gets impatient watching Touyama. Even though Touyama complains, she doesn’t seem to dislike the situation all that much.

The fact that the girls are genuinely good friends is another huge plus in my book.

Complicated emotions between friends? That’s exactly the kind of thing I love.

As Akagami nods along in agreement, Touyama shoots him an exasperated retort.

“Oh! The girl who’s fun to be around is right in front of me!”

“G-good grief… Ruka, you’re too much!”

“Ehehe~”

They’re all so ridiculously close…

“…Were you trying to say, ‘Harmony is a beautiful thing’?”

Listening to the conversation of that popular group, I mutter to myself from the corner of the classroom.

My name is Kageyama Hakuto.

Each member of the popular group shines in their own way. It’s because they’re such appealing characters that I grow attached to them and become absorbed in their stories. The classroom at lunch is packed with students, yet not a single person hears me talking to myself.

That’s because I blend perfectly into the atmosphere of the room. I’ve always been invisible.

I’m an ordinary, plain-looking guy with no distinguishing features. Even when I’m standing somewhere, people end up looking for me because they don’t notice I’m already there.

It’s thanks to that ability that I can spend all my time observing the popular group without anyone finding it strange.

No one may sympathise with me, but I’m completely serious.

There was a time when I devoured novels and manga. Of course, there were countless entertaining works.

But one day I suddenly realised something.

“…Wait. Isn’t reality more interesting?”

Stories exist in the real world too.

Today’s entertaining as always…

I’ve also undergone a certain kind of special training that allowed me to erase my presence even more thoroughly.

When it comes to stories, reality is the best.

Of course, not everything is interesting. Sometimes reality follows dull, ordinary developments.

Lately, though, I’ve become hooked on watching the youthful drama of the popular group in my class.

That’s largely because I’m a fan of the youth romantic comedy genre.

I have absolutely no interest in my own youth.

I’d much rather spend that time watching someone else’s story unfold.

After all, once I graduate, if I kept observing high school students, no matter how invisible I am, I’d probably end up being treated as a suspicious person and arrested.

In other words, I’m simply a viewer of the story called reality.

Compared to fiction, reality’s biggest drawback is that my eyes and ears are limited.

That’s why I choose my subjects carefully.

The popular group in our class centred around Akagami.

My instincts told me their story would definitely be interesting.

And I was right.

From here on, I’ll continue enjoying their story as nothing more than a spectator.

In the end, fiction is the same—it’s all just a matter of preference.

I simply prefer the unpredictable twists that happen in reality over the carefully structured developments of fiction.

Reality doesn’t offer realism.

It offers the real thing.

Watching the subtle emotional shifts unique to adolescence is fascinating.

Once you become an adult, those feelings can never truly be experienced again.

The greatest appeal is that I can witness them firsthand, because I’m a high school student myself—and only now.

A real-life high school romantic comedy is limited-time entertainment that can only be enjoyed while you’re actually in high school.

That’s why I intend to enjoy it to the fullest while I still can.


      
        Chapter 1 - A Youth Like a Story
 The mornings of a ‘viewer’ start early.

Naturally, this is because I don’t want to miss a single moment of the story. That said, unfortunately, the story continues to progress even in places I cannot see. In reality, it is impossible to observe every single plot point with my own eyes.

Therefore, as a next-best measure, I must gather information on the parts I missed. It feels similar to having someone tell you the plot of a drama episode, but it’s better than knowing nothing. After all, if you watch the second episode without knowing the summary of the first, the enjoyment is cut in half.

However, unlike a TV drama, the opportunity to view a missed episode never comes again. That is why I never neglect my information gathering. Accumulation is the very essence of a story.

Compared to fiction, reality is often inconvenient for enjoying a story. And yet, I love reality for those same reasons. Even in a world that has become so convenient, the pleasure of playing music on a vinyl record remains unchanged. Perhaps it’s a similar feeling.

“Good morning, Aoki-san.”

The morning classroom is sparsely populated. Fortunately, the person I’m looking for has already arrived. Sitting in my seat at the very back by the window, I spoke to Tomoka Aoki, who sat next to me.

“Oh, Kageyama-kun! Morn~!”

Aoki, who had been fanning her chest with a plastic folder, beamed a bright smile upon seeing me.

“Did you have morning practice again today?”

“Yep! Ugh, seriously, every single day… it’s exhausting!”

Aoki is a member of the girls’ volleyball team. My high school, Nijisora, is a standard prep school, and there are not many clubs that are serious enough to hold morning practices. The girls’ volleyball team is the exception. They are the only club in the school that legitimately aim for nationals every year.

“It’s tough in this heat.”

“Right?! I mean, seriously, this temperature is killing me! No human should be forced to endure this!”

She wasn’t wrong. June was already almost over. The rainy season had ended, and summer had arrived. The classroom air conditioning was running, but maybe because it had only just been turned on, the cool air hadn’t reached every corner yet. A damp, heavy heat lingered in the room.

“I just wiped my sweat, but I’m already drenched again~”

Aoki had her shirt open down to the second button. Involuntarily, my gaze was drawn to the deep valley of her cleavage. Compared to her sizeable chest, her waist was strikingly slender. However, the legs peeking out from her short skirt were a healthy thickness. Even through the uniform, one could discern a physique like that of a gravure idol.

She’s quite tall for a girl, too. Her proportions are probably the reason why she attracts so much attention from the boys in our class.

No, no—this is no time to be staring at Aoki’s body. My purpose in speaking to her was to gather information on the story. After all, Aoki is a member of the ‘top-tier’ group.

“By the way, you were at the Keyaki food court yesterday afternoon, right?”

I entered the main topic with a casual tone. ‘Keyaki’ was short for Keyaki Walk, a shopping mall near the school.

“Eh, how’d you know?”

Yesterday was Sunday. Even Aoki, who has club activities in the morning, is free in the afternoon. Thus, at Akagami’s suggestion, the top-tier group had gathered at Keyaki to hang out.

“I just happened to be wandering around with a friend.”

When you act as a ‘viewer,’ you get used to lying. In truth, I had visited Keyaki alone specifically to watch Akagami and the others.

“Really? I didn’t notice you at all! You should’ve said something!”

She was likely saying this with one hundred percent sincerity, but even someone other than me would hesitate to call out to the top-tier members when they were all gathered together. Besides, my goal was simply to observe.

“Nah, you guys were all having a blast. I didn’t want to get in the way.”

In reality, we had passed each other several times. Since I have a faint presence and was wearing a disguise, I wasn’t easily spotted.

“Not really~. Ko-chan and Yuzutchi were fighting!”

At my words, Aoki’s shoulders slumped visibly and made a mock-crying gesture.

For the record, ‘Ko-chan’ refers to Kouichi Akagami, and ‘Yuzutchi’ refers to Yuzuki Touyama. Aoki has a habit of giving nicknames to friends she’s close with. Since I maintain a certain distance, she just calls me ‘Kageyama-kun.’

“Eh? They always seem to get along so well.”

I knew this, of course, but I asked with a look of surprise. The details of the fight between Akagami and Touyama—that was exactly the information I wanted to collect.

I had been watching Akagami and the others yesterday, but I can’t track everything. Before I knew it, the two of them were in the middle of a quarrel. What a blunder to miss such an event!

“So, Ko-chan and Ruu were picking out summer clothes, right…?”

Aoki glanced briefly at her surroundings before leaning in close and whispering in my ear.

Popular kids have a naturally close physical distance. I could smell her deodorant. A glimpse of pale pink lingerie peeked through her open collar. Unaware of my gaze, Aoki continued.

“And like, every time Ruu tried something on, Ko-chan kept calling her cute over and over. That made Yuzutchi grumpy. And the worst part is, Ko-chan didn’t say she was cute when Yuzutchi tried things on! I mean, he said they ‘suited her,’ but that’s not the same thing, right~?”

For the record, ‘Ruu’ is Oukura Ruka. I had seen the scene where Oukura and Akagami were happily picking out summer clothes.

“Ko-chan just doesn’t understand a girl’s heart! I, too…”

Speaking with indignation, Aoki accidentally let something slip and blushed instantly, realizing her mistake.

“You, too?”

“N-nothing!”

When I questioned her, Aoki hurriedly brushed it off.

Could it be that Aoki also harbors feelings for Akagami? I felt the urge to dig deeper into her behavior, but I decided not to press her here. There is a priority to all things.

“Um, Touyama-san is Akagami-kun’s childhood friend, right? Could it be…”

“Yep. Yuzutchi definitely likes Ko-chan! Even if she won’t admit it.”

Well, that was a fact as plain as day. As expected, the only one who hasn’t noticed is Akagami himself. …Though there is a possibility he’s just pretending not to notice.

“I don’t think that alone would have caused a fight, but then Ko-chan tripped and took Yuzutchi down with him. And right then, he totally felt up Yuzutchi’s chest!”

“Ah… yeah, she’d be pissed at that.”

I agreed with a look of exasperation, but internally, I was incredibly frustrated. I had missed such a promising ‘lucky lewd’ development! It must have happened exactly when I had taken my eyes off them.

“And get this—Yuzutchi said that Ko-chan whispered ‘flat…’ under his breath! I think that’s what made Yuzutchi the angriest. So rude, right~?”

What is that? That’s too funny! I fought back the laughter that threatened to bubble up. It’s true that Touyama’s chest is small, and she seems self-conscious about it.

“I see.”

“So Yuzutchi has been mad this whole time. Ko-chan is apologizing, but she still hasn’t forgiven him.”

In other words, rather than a mutual fight, it’s a situation where Touyama is unilaterally angry.

“What do you think I should do, Kageyama-kun?”

“Hmm… I’m not sure. I guess the only thing to do is apologize sincerely?”

Since I didn’t want to influence the story too much, I offered a safe, neutral opinion.

“But Yuzutchi doesn’t just seem angry; she looks depressed, too.”

Well, Oukura, whom Touyama views as a rival, is quite busty.

“Well… That’s a tough problem.”

“Right?! I wonder what we should do?”

As I gave a vague response, Aoki leaned in further to ask. Her voice suddenly got louder.

“A-Aoki-san. Your voice, your voice!”

“Huh?”

Aoki hurriedly covered her mouth with both hands and checked her surroundings. Since we were in the window seats, it seemed no one had overheard.

“S-safe…”

Aoki let out a sigh of relief and stroked her large chest. She was an overreactor in every sense. I believe that’s exactly why she’s the mood-maker loved by everyone.

“Touyama-san is anxious about how close Akagami-kun and Oukura-san are, isn’t she?”

“Yeah… I think that’s probably it.”

With a troubled expression, Aoki crossed her arms. Impressive. Her chest actually rests on her arms.

“Then, I wonder how Akagami-kun feels about Oukura-san?”

“I don’t know… maybe he likes her? He looks so happy when he’s with Ruu.”

I had considered that possibility as well, but so does Aoki.

“If that’s the case, it might not be an easy fix.”

If Akagami truly has a crush on Oukura, Touyama’s anxiety will never be resolved.

“I’m actually a little scared,” Aoki murmured softly with a sunken expression. “I’ve often heard that romantic drama can crack a group’s relationships.”

“True… that is a bit worrying.”

I nodded, pretending to empathize with her words. In moments like this, I reconfirm that I am a monster. As a classmate, the word ‘worry’ wasn’t a lie. But as a ‘viewer,’ I find the idea of a crack in the relationship far more interesting.

“I like our group as it is. I don’t want it to break.”

Aoki narrowed her eyes and spoke in a quiet voice.

High school classmates are, after all, only a temporary connection. Once they become adults, they will likely forget each other in the passing years. Because of that, I don’t think their feelings are trivial. They are sincere in the present, and that is precisely why their youth shines.

“I guess I need to think about a few things, too.”

“…A few things?”

“Hehe, that’s a secret from Kageyama-kun for now!”

How Aoki will maneuver from here—that looks like it will be a highlight as well.

“Thanks for letting me vent, Kageyama-kun!”

Aoki showed her white teeth and smiled like the sun. It was dazzling. This is the smile of a top-tier girl. Honestly, I think she’s incredibly cute.

“No problem, don’t worry about it.”

In the first place, I didn’t provide a single useful piece of advice. I was simply receiving information from Aoki.

It was the right move to end up next to Aoki during the last seat change. Of course, it wasn’t mere luck. I had controlled my seat in advance. Seat changes are done by lottery, but I had taken the slips from the class representative beforehand and performed a little sabotage while transporting them to the classroom. I clustered Akagami, Touyama, and Oukura’s seats in the center of the room and placed my own at the very back by the window. The reason I made Aoki my neighbor was that she’s the type to chat with anyone.

If she’s my neighbor, she’s the perfect source for information. As expected, the fastest way to learn the inner workings of a group is to ask a member.

The one who spoke to Aoki was Touyama. She had just arrived at school and perched lightly on the edge of Aoki’s desk.

“Mornin’, Yuzutchi!”

“Mm… yawn…”

Touyama is not a morning person. Her eyelids looked heavy, and she was already yawning. Despite that, her makeup was perfectly done, and her hair was neatly curled.

“You look so cute today! As always!”

“Sleepy… makeup took thirty minutes…”

“That much?”

Aoki was astonished.

Unlike Touyama, Aoki wasn’t the type to obsess over makeup.

“Yuka should probably start taking more of an interest in that sort of thing,” Touyama muttered, glancing at Aoki with a hint of frustration.

“…Well, with a body like that, it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

Aoki tilted her head, looking bewildered.

“What do you mean?”

Why are you looking at me? Please, don’t drag me into the story.

“Who knows…?”

I brushed it off with a vague smile.

Aoki’s curious gaze dropped to my chest.

“Yu—Yuzucchi! What are you talking about?”

Aoki’s face flushed red in an instant as she began shaking Touyama’s shoulder. It seemed she had finally understood what was being implied.

“Hey, I’m sleepy…”

“No way! Explain exactly what you meant by that!”

I decided to discreetly put some distance between myself and them. The conversation was entertaining, which was exactly why I didn’t want to be involved. When it comes to the art of slipping away from a scene without anyone noticing, I am unrivaled.

While Aoki’s attention was fixed on Touyama, I smoothly left my seat. A classic misdirection. I decided to observe their interaction from a short distance.

Five minutes before homeroom, most of the seats are filled. Usually, this is a noisy, chaotic time, but today it was strangely quiet.

The reason was obvious. The ‘top-tier’ group, who are usually at the center of everything, were scattered. Apparently, the fight between Akagami and Touyama yesterday was still lingering. Both Akagami and Touyama were stealing glances at one another.

“H-hey, Yuzuki…”

“Hmph!”

Akagami tried to call out to her, but Touyama gave a displeased snort and turned her back on him.

“What am I going to do…”

Akagami looked completely at a loss.

“…I’mma go to the restroom.”

Eventually, Akagami sighed and stepped out into the hallway.

Timing my move, I stepped out from the opposite door into the hallway.

I acted in a way that made it look like a chance encounter—as if I just happened to bump into Akagami on his way to the bathroom.

When our eyes met, Akagami smiled.

“Oh, Kageyama. Bathroom too?”

“You too, Akagami-kun? Shall we go together?”

I naturally fell into step beside him.

My position in class is that of a ‘mob’ character. However, being a mob doesn’t mean being a loner. I’m not particularly close to anyone specific, but I’m in a position where I can talk to anyone. At the same time, I have a faint presence. An existence that is fine whether I’m there or not. That is me.

This is the result of searching for the optimal position for a ‘viewer.’

“You seem down. Did something happen?”

There was only one reason I contacted Akagami: I wanted to hear his personal take on the situation.

That said, talking to Akagami in the middle of the classroom would be too conspicuous. That’s why I waited for a moment when he was alone. Since it was just before homeroom, the hallway was crowded, but not nearly as many eyes were on us as in the classroom.

“I figured you’d notice. I actually managed to piss off Yuzuki.”

Akagami explained the outline of the fight.

I already knew the details, of course, but hearing it from the source provided new discoveries.

“Hahaha, did you really say it like it’s a hard thing to do?”

“No, I meant the floor was hard! My knee hit the floor and it hurt before my hand even touched Yuzuki’s chest. But no matter how I said it, she wouldn’t believe me…”

If that’s the case, you should have just said ‘Ouch!’… well, it’s funnier this way, so it’s fine.

“I don’t know what to do,” Akagami said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Isn’t the only option to just apologize?”

“You think the cause is different?”

“I already apologized. But she’s still angry, so the cause is probably something else.”

“Yuzuki has always had a difficult personality. That’s why I think she’s not actually mad about me touching her chest, but about something else entirely.”

Heh, as expected of a childhood friend.

He understands Touyama better than I thought.

“Do you have any idea what it could be?”

“That’s the thing—I have absolutely no clue.”

Then why don’t you notice Touyama’s romantic feelings? I thought, but there was no sign of that happening yet.

It would be easy to give Akagami the answer right here.

However, I am strictly a ‘viewer.’

I want to avoid having a significant impact on the development of the story.

“Could it be…”

Oh, is he going to figure it out himself?

“Is she annoyed that her childhood friend is getting along with other people on his own? She has a tendency to mistake me for her own property or something…”

“…I guess so.”

Akagami’s train of thought had veered off in a completely random direction. Why did it go there? Well, that’s why he’s interesting to watch. He has far too much ‘protagonist’ aptitude.

“If you don’t know the reason, maybe trying to confirm it with her is the way to go?”

Advice of this level is right on the borderline for a ‘viewer.’

We continued our conversation while using the urinals in the guys’ restroom.

“I’ll ask her properly for the reason this time and then apologize.”

Zipping up his pants, Akagami said this with a grin.

Now comes the best part.



I returned to the classroom with Akagami.

“Yuzuki, got a second?”

Akagami immediately called out to Touyama.

“…What?”

Touyama gave Akagami a displeased glance and then looked away.

“Just so you know, I still haven’t forgiven you.”

“I want to make up with you.”

Akagami bowed his head vigorously. Seeing this, Touyama panicked.

“Wait, what are you doing in a place like this? You’re drawing attention!”

In fact, every classmate in the room was focused on Akagami and Touyama.

“Hey, Yuzuki. Could it be that you’re actually angry about something else?”

“Eh?”

As if he’d hit the nail on the head, Touyama’s eyes widened.

“Tell me. I’ll reflect on it. I want to keep being with you from now on.”

“I—I see…”

“Yuzuki.”

Touyama blushed at Akagami’s straightforward words.

The classroom fell silent. Everyone waited for Touyama’s response.

“I just… um…”

Hesitating and fidgeting with her words, Touyama finally shouted out in desperation.

“Because you didn’t tell me I looked cute when I tried on the clothes!”

…That was the reason?

The surrounding classmates were left blinking in confusion. However, Touyama was dead serious. Akagami scratched his head awkwardly.

“I mean, because… you know, that thing.”

“What do you mean that thing? You told Ruka!”

“That’s why! It’s a bit embarrassing to say it to you, my childhood friend!”

Akagami shouted back, his own face turning red.

“I don’t need excuses! I’m probably just a girl who isn’t cute anyway!”

“That’s not true! I—I thought the summer clothes you picked were incredibly cute. But I thought if I told you, you’d get mad and tell me not to look at you with weird eyes. So…”

“…What are you talking about, you idiot.”

Touyama’s expression crumpled.

A single tear spilled from the corner of her eye.

“…Of course that makes me happy.”

…Hmm, girls in love are so cute.

A heartwarming atmosphere enveloped the entire classroom.

Aoki spoke to Touyama, who was covering her face with both hands.

“Yuzucchi. Why don’t you forgive Ko-chan now? Please?”

“…Fine. I guess I was being stubborn too.”

Hearing Touyama’s words, Akagami let out a quiet sigh of relief.

“Thanks, Yuzuki.”

With that, the matter was settled—or so it should have been.

“So, you really weren’t angry about me touching your chest after all!”

Akagami announced cheerfully, laughing loudly.

The heartwarming atmosphere of the classroom vanished instantly, replaced by a sudden uproar. Touyama’s face turned bright red. Naturally. The phrasing was far too problematic.

“I’m going to kill you!”

“Wait, wait, Yuzucchi! Calm down!!”

“Eh? Sorry. I thought for sure you weren’t mad about that part…”

“Ahaha, Kouichi-kun is so funny~”

While Aoki somehow managed to hold back Touyama as she tried to attack Akagami, Oukura laughed with delight.

“Let go of me, Yuka! He is an enemy of women!”

“I agree with that, but violence is no joke!”

As always, it was a huge commotion involving the entire class.

“What are they even doing?”

The one who muttered this in exasperation near me was a handsome guy with a frivolous air.

Masato Shidou. A member of the top-tier group and Akagami’s best friend. He always watches over the group from a step removed.

“I think it’s just great that they’re having fun,” I replied.

Shidou gave a wry smile.

“Well, I guess it’s settled for now. Those guys never cease to be entertaining.”

It might be a nuisance for the classmates, but as a ‘viewer,’ my satisfaction is high.

This particular story was quite interesting. Neither Akagami nor Touyama seemed to realize they had basically just performed a public confession, but the bittersweet atmosphere was very nice.

Suddenly, my eyes met with Oukura’s, who was near the center of the room. Oukura’s usual soft aura vanished slightly, replaced by a mysterious smile.

Her lips moved slowly. She didn’t speak, but I knew what she was saying.

How was it? She asked wordlessly.



Okay, let me organize the characters of this story once more.

First, Kouichi Akagami. The person I’ve identified as the protagonist. A handsome guy with a bright and refreshing personality, the central figure of this class. He possesses a natural charisma that leads the class. However, his optimism and denseness are his major flaws. Also, he’s shit at studying.

Next, Oukura Ruka. The innocent idol of the class. A whimsical, free-spirited girl with fluffy behavior; her most striking feature is undoubtedly her blonde hair and blue eyes. She is also tall and well-endowed. I don’t know the details, but she apparently has foreign blood and is renowned as the most beautiful girl in the year.

Then, Yuzuki Touyama. Akagami’s childhood friend and heroine of the story. She wears her orange hair in twin-tails, and she’s petite and flat-chested. With slanted eyes and a strong will, her words and actions give the impression of a typical tsundere. No matter how you look at it, she’s in love with Akagami, though she can’t bring herself to be honest about it. If this were a generic rom-com, she’d be the losing childhood friend type.

Then there is Yuka Aoki. The class mood-maker with an insatiable curiosity. She has a cheerful, bright personality and a glamorous physique. With outstanding athletic nerves, she is a member of the girls’ volleyball club.

Finally, Masato Shido. A handsome guy with a flippant air who speaks casually to everyone. He is sensitive to the atmosphere around him and skilled at navigating interpersonal relationships. I suspect he’s the ‘jack of all trades, master of none’ type—someone who can do anything reasonably well. Usually, he’s seen fooling around with his arm around Akagami’s shoulder. Lately, I’ve had the impression that he’s been watching Oukura quite a bit, though whether that’s out of affection remains to be seen.

These five are the main characters of the story.

It might be a bit many for the beginning of a youth rom-com, but there is no need for concern. As one watches this interesting tale unfold, they will naturally come to remember the characters.

By the way, I have defined the story up until now as Chapter One.

Specifically, it covers the flow from entering high school—surrounded by many strangers—to the formation of the group centered around Akagami. The only ones who had been at the same middle school were the childhood friends, Akagami and Touyama. Akagami gradually deepened his interactions with Shido and Aoki. The scene I recognize as the climax is when Akagami invited Oukura, who had been floating in a precarious social position in class, into the group. The reason many people tend to call Akagami and Oukura a well-matched couple, overlooking the childhood friend Touyama, is likely because so many witnessed that scene. Furthermore, the complicated expression Touyama wore at the time adds a certain depth to the flavor of it all.

After that, by asserting their presence during school events, Akagami and the others came to be recognized as a ‘top-tier’ group. And finally, there was the lovers’ quarrel between Akagami and Touyama just now.

One could say it was an event perfectly suited to close out Chapter One. Everything up to this point took place by June of their first year in high school.

If I were to give the chapter a title, it would be something like ‘Group Formation and the Dawn of Youth.’

As for the key points to watch for in Chapter Two, the romantic axis between Akagami and Touyama is, of course, indispensable. I wonder if the dense Akagami has noticed the affection of the dishonest Touyama. I suspect they are both conscious of each other as members of the opposite sex.

Also, how will Oukura, who is close to Akagami, get involved? That was supposed to be the highlight of Chapter Two—but there was a fatal miscalculation.

As I was summarizing the story so far in the empty after-school classroom…

“Hey, Kageyama-kun. What are you doing?”

Slipping in.

Arms wrapped around me from behind.

I felt something plush pressed against the back of my head.

“Stop it, Oukura. Don’t hug me in a place like this.”

Pushing her away and turning around, I found Oukura Ruka giggling. It was a mysterious way of laughing, different from her usual fluffy aura. If someone were to see a scene like this, I would no longer be able to remain a mob character in this class.

“That’s because, of course, I like you, Kageyama-kun.”

“I’ve told you many times. I have no interest in my own romantic life.”

“Geez, you’re so cold! Even though a girl as cute as me is making move after move!”

Hearing my response, Oukura pouted, her lips curling upward.

Right… this is exactly what I meant by ‘miscalculation.’

For some reason, the affection of the most beautiful girl in the grade is directed toward me, a class mob. While reality’s selling point is its penchant for the unexpected, this is still beyond my predictions. Moreover, it’s in the worst possible direction.

Because I am a ‘viewer.’ I do not participate in the story. And yet, if the heroine, Oukura, develops feelings for me, then I become a part of the story myself!

“So, in the end, what were you doing staying behind in the classroom?”

“…I was rewriting the summary of Chapter One in my notebook.”

“Eh, really? I want to see!”

She took the notebook from my desk and began flipping through the pages without permission.

“Chapter One: ‘Group Formation and the Dawn of Youth’… Hmm, isn’t this kind of normal?”

“Don’t nitpick my naming sense.”

There’s no point in telling her to stop now.

Yes, there wasn’t just one miscalculation. Oukura now holds my secret.

However, instead of dismissing it as creepy, Oukura’s eyes somehow sparkled.

And then, for some reason, she started cheering me on, and for some reason, she came to harbor feelings for me.
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“Are you being sarcastic?”

I can’t help it. No matter how unpredictable reality is, Kikura is particularly out there.

“Wow… your observation skills are as amazing as ever. I can’t believe you’ve grasped this much.”

I glare at Kikura, who is happily scanning through my notebook.

“The biggest unforeseen variable was that I failed to see through your true nature.”

The current Kikura is not the innocent, cheerful school idol. Her usual personality is a calculated performance; the real Kikura is intellectual and cool.

“It can’t be helped, since Kageyama-kun is the first person I’ve shown my true nature to. If you think you can see through everything just by being a bystander in the corner of the classroom, isn’t that a bit arrogant?”

Possessing superior observation skills, Kikura intentionally controls her own influence.

“But you exposed my secret.”

“That’s because you were doing the exact opposite of me, Kageyama-kun,” Kikura says with a faint smile.

“I intentionally raise my influence. But you, Kageyama-kun, intentionally lower yours. You’ve blended into the classroom atmosphere to the point where it makes no difference whether you’re there or not.”

In the end, it means Kikura was one step ahead of me.

“That piqued my interest, so I was the only one paying attention to you. That’s how I realized you were observing us. At first, I didn’t understand your intention, so I was on guard, but I never imagined that observing us was actually your hobby~”

Kikura reads the stories I’ve written with sheer delight. I was embarrassed at first, but since she’s already read them so many times, it’s too late for that now.

“Yeah, the first chapter is well-summarized. I think it’s interesting.”

“I just organized it into writing. You guys are the ones spinning an interesting tale.”

“Ahaha, true. It almost makes me feel like I’m watching someone else’s life.”

The reason I summarize the real-life story in a notebook is simply so I don’t forget. However, in a moment of stupidity, I let Kikura steal and read that notebook.

I had prepared myself for a police matter, but for some reason, Kikura declared she would support me, and that’s how we ended up here.

“I want to keep reading—the story of us!”

I have absolutely no desire to let her read it, but since she holds my secret, I have no right to refuse. If I did, Kikura would likely leak my secret to everyone.

If that happened, I’d become the class pariah. I don’t particularly care about that, but being hated means being noticed. It would be difficult to continue being a ‘viewer’ in that state.

“Just so you know, if the plot becomes mediocre and boring, I’ll change my subject of observation.”

“I think we’re fine on that front. Even from my perspective, Kouichi-kun and the others are interesting.”

Kikura speaks cheerfully as she returns the notebook to me.

“I’m really curious about what will happen between Yuzuki-chan and Kouichi-kun~”

“Hoh, you’ve got a good eye.”

“But the most interesting one is you, Kageyama-kun, you know?”

Kikura tries to hug me again, and I hurriedly dodge.

“Don’t try to drag me into the story!”

“Ahaha, only Kageyama-kun would avoid my hugs for a reason like that~”

As I put distance between us, she laughs, sounding strangely amused.

“Why do you feel affection for me? Especially after knowing my secret.”

“I’m not telling you that♪”

Kikura winks, placing her index finger over her lips.

I was confident in my observation skills, but the moment my own presence becomes a factor, everything gets thrown off the rails. The fact that she feels affection for me is, in itself, incomprehensible.

I thought she was just teasing me, but it doesn’t seem to be the case. Because…

“Hey, Kageyama-kun, do you think I’m cute?”

“Of course I do. The charm of the main characters is the most important part. Your appearance accounts for a large part of why I chose this subject. In this story, you’re my favorite.”

“…I-I see.”

Because she frequently asks questions like this and then blushes. No matter how you look at it, she’s testing the waters. Having reconfirmed my affection, Kikura is acting shy.

I’m not lying. I like Kikura as a heroine. First of all, she’s beautiful. Including her soft, fluffy aura, she’s incredibly cute. That said, my affection is strictly toward her as a character. Of course, it’s not that I actually want to date her. Kikura probably understands that much already, but just in case, I add a comment.

“You’d be a great match for the protagonist, you know?”

“I told you, I don’t like Kouichi-kun!”

What a shame. A plot where Touyama and Kikura fight over Akagami would be the most entertaining.

Kikura puffs out her cheeks. Even that face is cute—though she’s showing it to the wrong person.

“Hey, is there anything you want me to do?”

“No, my policy is not to intervene in the story. Just act as you see fit.”

“I see. Because Kageyama-kun is a viewer.”

“Yeah. If I intervene in the story, I can’t enjoy it purely.”

That is a policy I’ve maintained for a long time. Of course, there are times when I think, ‘I wish this would happen.’ But if I intervene, my position changes.

I am a consumer, not a creator.

“Besides, I think it’s a bit much to arbitrarily distort someone else’s youth.”

“I think it’s a bit much to arbitrarily watch and enjoy it for yourself~”

Kikura gives me a side-eye, but I have my own line drawn. I am merely enjoying a story provided naturally. If I were to actively interfere with the story, I would no longer be a ‘viewer.’

At that point, I’d be a ‘director.’

I won’t say I’m not interested, but it’s not something to do when it’s not requested. If I were to become a ‘director,’ it would only be when asked.

Though, such an opportunity will likely never come.

“I’m looking forward to the second chapter. I wonder what kind of developments await!”

When I say this without hiding my excitement, Kikura’s expression softens for some reason.

“Kageyama-kun really is a strange person.”

The second chapter began with an unexpected development.

The morning three days after the lovers’ quarrel between Akagami and Touyama. The classroom is unusually noisy.

“Hey, did you hear? Apparently, a transfer student is coming to our class.”

A transfer student…?

Isn’t that a big event perfectly suited for the second chapter!

“Eh, is that true?”

I join the conversation of the ‘Second-Tier’ boys’ group and voice my doubt. For the record, I’m the only one who has designated them as Second-Tier, so they probably don’t think of themselves that way. Furthermore, since there are no mixed-gender groups below the Second-Tier, I rank them by gender. That said, I’m not particularly interested in those below the Second-Tier, so it’s just a convenient classification. There are people like me whose affiliation is ambiguous, after all.

“It’s for real. Sakura-sensei was saying it when I passed by the faculty office.”

Sakura-sensei is the new Japanese language teacher and the homeroom teacher for our class, 1-2. While I don’t think there’s any reason for her to lie, transfers in high school are rare.

“And I caught a glimpse—she’s incredibly cute!”

The leader of the Second-Tier boys, Shirai, has sparkling eyes. Hearing Shirai’s comment, the other boys get hyped up.

“And… her body is insane too!”

“No way! That’s the best!”

…The fact that they don’t notice the girls giving them disgusted looks is exactly why they’re Second-Tier. Since they’re a group of loudmouths, they do have a certain amount of influence, though.

“Did you hear her name?”

“Oh, Kageyama. Since when did you… uh, I think her name was—”

When I speak to him, Shirai responds with surprise.

“—Sara Ginjou, I think.”

A blank space formed in my thoughts.

I know that name.

“Kageyama? Is something wrong?”

Shirai looks at me suspiciously, noticing my frozen state.

“Ah, no… it’s nothing. Thanks for telling me.”

“Sure thing! You’re looking forward to seeing the cute transfer student too, right?”

As I hurriedly compose myself, Shirai puts an arm around my shoulder with familiarity, wearing a vulgar smile. Shirai is actually quite handsome, but I can see why he’s not popular with the girls.

…More importantly, Sara Ginjou.

That name matches my childhood friend perfectly. Sara and I were very close a long time ago, but we haven’t been in contact. She moved to Tokyo after graduating from elementary school.

Since it’s a rare surname, the possibility of her being a different person with the same name is low.

“…She came back to Gunma after three years,” I mutter softly, sitting in my seat at the very back by the window.

As a friend of Sara, I’m happy. But as a ‘viewer,’ this is a bad development. A transfer student will undoubtedly be the center of attention for a while. If it’s discovered that I’m the transfer student’s childhood friend, I’ll be dragged into the story.

It seems best to contact her early so we can agree to keep this relationship a secret.

The classroom door, noisier than usual, slides open.

“Good morning, everyone!”

“Eh~?”

The person who popped into view was a woman with a petite build and an adorable appearance. She is Uta Sakura, the homeroom teacher of class 1-2. Despite that appearance, she’s apparently twenty-eight. I believe in the mysteries of the human body.

“Uta-chan sensei, morning~”

“Hey!! Call me Sakura-sensei!”

When Kikura waves, Sakura-sensei corrects her sternly.

“Don’t complain!”

Sakura-sensei is affectionately called ‘Uta-chan sensei’ behind her back by the students. Though only Kikura and Aoki use the nickname openly.

“Right to it, I’m introducing a transfer student today!”

As Sakura-sensei beckons, an unfamiliar female student enters the classroom. A cheer erupts in the room. It’s no ordinary level of excitement. The reason is obvious.

“Wow, she’s beautiful…!”

“She’s incredibly cute!”

“Right? I told you, she’s top-tier!”

Such words fly across the classroom. The transfer student’s appearance was clearly outstanding.

Silver hair. Skin as flawless as white porcelain. Features as refined as Kikura’s, paired with inorganic eyes. From the soft curves of her chest, her waist was tightly cinched, and long legs peeked out from a short skirt. To put it in one word: she was a peerless beauty.

“…Is that Sara?”

I mutter unconsciously. Honestly, I can’t believe it.

The reason isn’t her appearance.

“Ginjou-san, would you like to introduce yourself?”

Though she’s become more beautiful than when she was young, there are traces of her former self. Above all, natural silver hair is extremely rare. It’s proof of foreign blood.

Even though she must be the Sara I know, there is a powerful sense of incongruity. The reason is the atmosphere she wears.

“I moved here from Tokyo. I’m Sara Ginjou. Nice to meet you.”

Sara spoke concisely in a dignified, ringing voice and gives a slight bow.

Her ice-cold aura stood out like a sore thumb in the buzzing classroom.

Scary.

“…Kinda creepy, isn’t she?”

Nearby classmates whispered among themselves.

Since Sara remained expressionless, they were likely feeling a bit intimidated.

“A-hem!”

In the slightly awkward atmosphere of the classroom, Ms. Sakura cleared her throat.

“Now then, could someone please show Ginjo-san around the school?”

Ms. Sakura scanned the room and singled out one student.

“Akagami-kun, could you be in charge of looking after Ginjo-san?”

“Eh? I mean, I’m totally fine with it, but are you sure you want me?”

Akagami pointed to himself with a surprised look, but he understood Sakura-sensi’s intention.

Akagami had high social skills and a kind personality; he was the leader of the class. She likely figured that if Sara became friends with Akagami first, she would find it easier to fit in.

“…Nice to meet you,” Sara said succinctly, looking at Akagami.

“Oh, you got it! Leave it to me!”

As Akagami gave her a thumbs-up, Shido jeered, “Are you really gonna be okay?”

The classroom erupted in laughter, while Sara remained expressionless.

“…Um, where should I sit?”

“Your seat is at the very back, Ginjo-san! I’ll go grab a desk and chair from an empty classroom.”

“Ah, U-chan Sensei! I’ll help too!”

“Thanks, Aoki-san… I mean! Ms. Sa-ku-ra!”

Sakura-san, along with Aoki and Akagami, headed off to retrieve a desk and chair for Sara.

My chest felt strangely tight.

Sara’s personality was too different compared to how she used to be. Did something happen to her during those three years of middle school in Tokyo?

Sara’s seat was set up at the end of the center row. Since I was at the end of the window row, we were only two seats apart, with Aoki between us.

“Sara-chan, will you be friends with us?”

“Hey, hey! Why did you transfer here at this time of year?”

“Also, you’re so cute! What makeup do you use? I want to use it as a reference~”

“Do you have any hobbies? What about clubs?”

As soon as morning homeroom ended, Sara was immediately surrounded by girls. The circle of girls, buzzing with high-pitched excitement, left no room for the boys to approach.

Among that circle were the ‘top-tier’ members: Oukura, Touyama, and Aoki.

“…Sorry. I can’t understand when you all speak at once.”

Sara spoke with a look of slight distress, but the girls’ enthusiasm didn’t subside. Though Sara’s voice wasn’t particularly loud, it sounded strangely clear and transparent.

“Now, now~! Everyone, you’re overwhelming Sara-chan!”

Oukura cautioned the others, puffing out her cheeks in a cute pout. It was obvious she was acting calculatedly to keep the mood from souring.

“Let me introduce myself properly. I’m Oukura Ruka. I hope we can get along!”

“…Nice to meet you.”

Sara gave a small nod, but the atmosphere gradually began to crumble.

The reason was likely that Sara’s expression wouldn’t soften. She maintained a cold look throughout. It was completely different from the innocent, spontaneous aura she had as a child.

She used to be the type of person who would naturally do the kind of things Oukura did as a performance. At first, I thought she might just be nervous, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

“Um… I’m Yuka Aoki. Nice to meet you!”

Following Oukura, Aoki introduced herself and energetically reached out her hand to Sara. She seemed a bit rushed, likely trying to salvage the mood.

Immediately after, a slap echoed through the classroom.

The room fell dead silent. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Sara had swatted away Aoki’s outstretched hand.

“Eh…?”

Aoki froze, her eyes wide.

Meanwhile, Sara continued to glare at Aoki with a cold expression.

“…Don’t. Touch me.”

Those words were a clear rejection.

“S-sorry! That was too sudden, wasn’t it?”

Aoki tried to laugh it off, but the frozen air didn’t thaw.

The girls who had been surrounding Sara left the spot without a word. The boys, who had been watching the scene from a distance, began to whisper behind her back.

“Hey… isn’t she kinda weird?”

“Transferring at such a random time of year… she might have some kind of baggage.”

“What a waste. She’s got a great face, though…”
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Sara remained in her seat, staring down in silence.

Though no one was around her, every gaze in the room was fixed on her. It was like sitting on a bed of nails.

As a friend of Sara’s—and as a ‘viewer’—I hated this kind of development.

…That said, there is nothing I can do.

After all, I am nothing more than a ‘viewer’ of this story.



From her very first day as a transfer student, Sara stood out.

Rumors had spread, and students from other classes had gathered near the entrance just to get a glimpse of the rumored transfer student, but no one dared to strike up a conversation with her. She was the center of attention, yet kept at a distance.

“Ginjou-san, did you get your textbooks?”

“…Yeah, I did.”

“…Okay.”

Akagami, who had been assigned as her guide, tried to support her, but even he had his limits.

“I think the material you’ve covered at your old school might be different from ours. Do you think you’ll be alright?”

The reason was that Sara showed absolutely no desire to communicate with anyone. When spoken to, she would respond, but mostly with a simple nod.

Even Akagami was at a loss.

“I guess schools in Tokyo really are further ahead than ours~”

“…Probably.”

Despite this, Akagami didn’t abandon the role of guide that had been thrust upon him; he kept trying to find a way to connect with Sara. As always, Akagami is a good guy.

There was no doubt she was the same Sara I knew. Her face, hair, and voice all held the same traces; it couldn’t be anyone else. However, her personality was completely inconsistent with the Sara I remembered.

No matter how many unpredictable twists reality throws at you, this was a bit too extreme.

I wondered how this would play out as a story.

Now that Sara was being treated like a fragile piece of glass, she might eventually influence the ‘top-tier’ social group.

But I had a feeling it wouldn’t be a development I’d enjoy. To begin with, Sara had influenced the formation of my own personality far too much for me to simply dismiss her as a subject for observation.

I wanted to do something for her.

…I can’t believe such a genuine feeling still exists within me.

Still, I couldn’t tell what Sara was thinking. Or perhaps, this was exactly the scene she wanted. After all, if you act the way she did, it’s only natural to be disliked.

I stole a glance at Aoki, who was sitting in the seat next to me. She had been spacing out for a while.

“You okay?”

“Ah, yeah… I’m fine.”

Aoki gave a vague, strained smile.

“Really?”

She was visibly drained.

“…Yuuka.”

As I continued to stare, Aoki let her smile fade, as if giving up.

“I mean, I was a little shocked, but… it can’t be helped. It’s my fault.”

“I don’t think it’s your fault, Aoki-san…”

Hearing my cliché consolation, Aoki gave a weak smile.

Aoki likely had a far more delicate personality than her outward impression suggested. Being rejected by someone she had tried to befriend had left her deeply hurt.

Before I knew it, Touyama was standing beside Aoki.

Touyama placed a hand gently on Aoki’s shoulder and glared at Sara.

“I hate that girl.”

It was only natural for Touyama to reach that conclusion.

Touyama’s words, laced with anger, must have reached Sara, but she showed no reaction.

During the break, Sara simply read her book in silence.



Whether for better or worse, a single word from the influential Touyama decided the atmosphere of the classroom.

Sara had now become the enemy of the class. This was a bad trend. At this rate, the story might take a damp, gloomy turn. I wanted to see a sparkling, refreshing development.

“She seems to like being alone, so let’s just leave her be.”

Touyama was the type to speak and act honestly, unaware of her own influence. Therefore, she hadn’t considered how her open hostility toward Sara would shape the mood of the classroom.

“Hey, Yuzuki. Let me see your English homework for the next class.”

“Hah? Why on earth should I show it to someone like you!”

“Please! I’m begging you! You’re my only hope! You’re good at English, right?”

The one who spoke to Touyama was Shidou.

He was practically bowing in prayer, pleading with Touyama as she shouted complaints at him.

Seeing this, the surrounding classmates laughed, looking relieved.

Thanks to Shidou’s actions, the ominous atmosphere in the classroom vanished temporarily. Shidou had likely sensed the tension and acted consciously to diffuse it. However, this was merely a symptomatic treatment. Unless something was done about the root cause—Sara—this tension could flare up at any time.

Eventually, the lessons ended, and after-school arrived.

As the classmates with club activities left, Akagami spoke to Sara.

“Ginjou-san, I’ll show you around the school.”

“…No, I’m okay.”

“Now, don’t be like that. The teacher told me to show you around.”

“…Then, I’ll take you up on that.”

Akagami and Sara left the classroom together.

Touyama and Oukura watched them walk away.

Aoki (girls’ volleyball club) and Shidou (soccer club) had already left the room.

“Is there even a need to play the guide?”

“I’m sure Kouichi-kun has his own reasons~”

Oukura subtly soothed the displeased Touyama.

Glancing at them, I left the classroom.

The hallways after school were still noisy, and Sara and Akagami were nowhere to be seen in the crowds.

However, they should have turned right after leaving the classroom. Heading that way, I found them standing in front of the nurse’s office. Since the nurse’s office was at the end of the building, the area was deserted.

“This is the nurse’s office.”

“…I see.”

“The nurse, Tanaka-san, is a kind person. She sometimes lets it slide if you skip class here, you know?”

“Is that so.”

Hiding in a nearby shadow, I listened to their conversation while pretending to fiddle with my smartphone.

“…I think that’s about it for the first floor. Next, I’ll show you the second floor.”

Then, they went up to the second floor and toured the library, the physics lab, the chemistry lab, and so on.

I followed them secretly, but the conversation didn’t seem to be flowing.

It seemed that even with Akagami’s social skills, he couldn’t melt the icy atmosphere Sara carried.

Finally, after showing her the third floor, they headed back down to the first.

With no more places to guide her, a silence fell between the two.

“…Hey, Ginjou-san. Is it a nuisance for me to try and get involved with you like this?”

On the way back to the classroom, Akagami asked as if he had summoned his courage.

Sara blinked slightly, then murmured softly.

“It’s not that, but…”

“Then, is it okay if I keep talking to you from now on?”

Akagami continued, sounding slightly relieved.

“I won’t tell you not to… but I’m sure you won’t find it enjoyable.”

Hearing her words, Akagami gave a vague smile.

“…I see. My bad.”

“…No, it’s fine.”

Sara had gently rejected Akagami.

Why had she become like this?

If I didn’t know, I had no choice but to ask her herself.

Though, there was no guarantee that Sara would remember me.

“Well, I’m heading home.”

“Yeah. Thanks for today.”

By the time the two finished the tour and returned to the classroom, it was naturally empty.

Touyama and the others, who had been chatting, must have gone home long ago.

“Right, if you need anything, just let me know.”

Akagami picked up his shoes and said his goodbyes to Sara.

“See ya.”

Akagami left the classroom and turned right in the hallway. He seemed to be heading for the entrance.

He didn’t notice me, as I had been erasing my presence on the left side of the hallway. I could have hidden in a more inconspicuous spot, but that would have made it harder to hear the conversation. Besides, if I were caught in front of the classroom, it wouldn’t be a problem. I could easily explain that I’d forgotten something.

“Now then…”

Sara was left all alone in the after-school classroom.

Finally, the chance to speak with her one-on-one had arrived.

As I entered the room, for some reason, Sara was covering her face with both hands.

“…It’s no use. It’s over… everything…”

I stopped in my tracks, hearing words of unbelievable fragility.

“I-I want to die…”

Sara was enveloped in a gloomy aura.

The moment she was alone, that ice-cold atmosphere had vanished completely.

“It’s over… my high school re-debut plan…”

A dry, hollow laugh echoed through the empty classroom.

Sara finally moved her hands away from her face, but her eyes were clouded, like those of a dead fish.

Feeling the awkwardness of the situation, I intentionally made a sound.

“W-Who’s there?”

Though shaken, Sara glared at me.

Her aura shifted instantly, becoming ice-cold once again.

Despite being overwhelmed by her rejecting gaze, I spoke to her with my true self.

“It’s been a long time, Sara.”

My usual personality is a mask I formed to bury my presence.

However, there was no point in wearing that mask in front of Sara, who knew the old me.

“…Could it be, Haku-chan?”

Sara’s eyes widened, and the words spilled out of her.

Thank goodness. It seemed she remembered me.

Well, we weren’t exactly casual acquaintances, so I thought she would remember, but since I’m usually forgotten by most people, I had been a little worried.

“That’s a nostalgic nickname.”

“Haku-chan!”

Sara stood up abruptly and rushed toward me with tremendous momentum.

“Wait, Sara!”

“Oof!”

“Geez, I really didn’t know what to douuu!”

She collided with me in a hug. With a loud crash, we both tumbled onto the classroom floor. I felt my entire face enveloped by something soft and plump.

“I couldn’t do it right at all! Waaaaah…!”

Sara climbed on top of me, clutching my head as she sobbed uncontrollably. The richness of her emotions made it impossible to believe she was the same person from a moment ago.

“H-Hey, calm down!”

“And I finally transferred here…!”

But this was the Sara I knew from childhood.

A girl with volatile emotions, who laughed often and cried often.

“But… I’m so glad Haku-chan is here!”

Though she continued to cry, Sara’s cheeks relaxed in relief.

…Thank goodness. She was still the Sara I knew. It seemed she hadn’t become a different person. I felt a small sense of relief.

“Eh?”

“We’re at the same school!”

“More than that, we’re in the same class.”

That’s why.

“I’ll help you with your youth.”

Sara blinked, looking surprised.

“…You shouldn’t do that.”

She shook her head vigorously.

“If you’re seen associating with me right now, Haku-chan, you’ll end up being treated the same way I am. I don’t want to cause you that kind of trouble. I’d rather hang out with you where the school isn’t watching.”

Sara was the benefactor who had saved me when I was suffering as a child. If I could repay that debt by helping her achieve her goals, I felt that should take priority over my stance as a ‘viewer.’ Besides, I was confident that I could actually be of use to her now.

“Sorry, but I’m strictly behind-the-scenes. I have no intention of associating with you openly.”

As a ‘viewer,’ I had cultivated skills, experience, and access to every scrap of information regarding the class. By utilizing those, I should be able to facilitate Sara’s youth.

“…W-what do you mean?”

“Sara. Let me confirm the objective of your ‘High School Re-debut Plan.’”

“To spend a youth that’s like a story,” Sara said, her cheeks flushing red, perhaps feeling a bit embarrassed.

“Can you be more specific?”

“…Um, making close friends, hanging out together, having study sessions, riding the emotional rollercoaster of test scores, getting everyone hyped for the cultural festival, talking about crushes on the night of the school trip, getting a handsome boyfriend, going on dates in our uniforms, holding hands at a festival…”

As she spoke, Sara began to smirk slightly, as if her fantasies were becoming more enjoyable by the second.

“In other words, you want a youth like a rom-com.”

“…Huh?”

Snapped back to reality by my confirmation, Sara hurriedly wiped a bit of drool from her lip.

“I-I guess it’s something like that!?” she said, her face turning bright red.

“I’ll tell you now: I can’t be a part of the youth you’re wishing for.”

At those words, Sara’s expression clouded slightly.

“…Why?”

“I prefer watching other people’s youth over experiencing my own.”

“…Excuse me?”

Sara tilted her head in complete confusion, eventually asking with a look of suspicion.

“…You’re kind of weird, aren’t you?”

“Call it what you want. Regardless, I’m the crew. So, keep the fact that we’re childhood friends a secret.”

If our relationship became public knowledge, it would make it harder for me to maneuver.

“Behind-the-scenes… what exactly do you plan to do?”

I explained to the bewildered Sara.

“I’ll direct your youth.”

I would take on the role of providing the appropriate instructions from the wings.

“Y-you can actually do that!?”

“If that’s what you want.”

Sara was skeptical at first, but her expression gradually became serious.

“…You’re serious, right?”

And yet.

Sara’s High School Re-debut Plan was on the verge of collapse.

She wasn’t starting from zero—she was starting from the negatives. Making a comeback from here would be a monumental task.

“Yeah. Leave it to me.”

“That overconfidence… you’re exactly the same as you were back then.”

“Hehe.”

A small smile played on Sara’s lips.

“Alright. If Haku-chan says he can do it, I’ll believe you!”

“That tendency to believe everything… you’re the same as you were back then, too. Watch out for scammers.”

“How mean! I only believed you because you’re Haku-chan!”

Sara began playfully punching my shoulder.

“…But Haku-chan, why are you helping me?”

Then, she looked at me with a curious gaze.

If I told her it was to repay a debt, she wouldn’t understand.

Because Sara likely had no memory of the moment that made me feel so indebted to her.

“Well, we’re childhood friends. Call it the obligation of a lifelong bond.”

When I brushed it off while scratching my head, Sara murmured a relieved “I see.”

“I’m happy. That I got to meet you again, Haku-chan. And that you’re still my friend.”

“…What are you talking about? Of course we are.”

Please don’t make me say lines like they’re from a story. It’s embarrassing.

Seeing my flushed face, Sara giggled.

“Sara. Are you prepared to be the protagonist of the story?”

“…Yeah. I want to be the protagonist! I want to have a youth like a story!”

As if making a firm decision, Sara reached out her hand.

“So, Haku-chan! Will you direct my youth?”

I took her hand.

“Yeah, of course.”

And so, I decided to retire as a ‘viewer’ and transition into a ‘director.’


      
        Chapter 2 - Let's Make Some Friends!
 Since it was awkward to just stand around talking, I brought Sara to a cafe. It’s my regular spot, located near Maebashi Station. It's called Cafe Mares.

The atmosphere is great, and the coffee is delicious. More importantly, students from Nijisora dont’t stop by often. It's the perfect place for a secret meeting. According to the owner, the only high school students who frequent the place are from Ryumei, a school near Maebashi Station. It's only about a ten-minute bike ride from Nijisora—practically neighbors.

“If you want to lead a youth filled with story-like moments, first you need friends.”

I continued the conversation after ordering two coffees from the staff. I intend to pull strings in the background, but Sara is the protagonist of this story. If she can’t behave like a lead, it won't become the kind of story she wants.

“…Yeah, I know. I’ll do my best!”

Just as Sara nodded with fervent determination, our two coffees arrived.

“But, what should I actually do?”

Sara began plopping sugar cubes into her coffee (way too many cubes.)

“You need to change the way you carry yourself.”

“That’s exactly why I'm struggling!”

“The state you introduce yoursef to others—where you take on a cold attitude… let’s call it Witch Mode for now. The reason it triggers is likely rooted in some psychological trauma.”

“…Yeah, I think so.”

“I don’t know how to overcome that trauma. That's why I want to leave it to the experts.”

The psychological trauma Sara carries is a deep-rooted problem. I have some ideas, of course, but it’s better to rely on a professional's opinion.

“Experts?”

“I’ll provide an advisor.”

A story cannot be created by a director and a lead alone. You need a crew behind the scenes.

“Wait, you mean someone I don’t know…?”

Sara took a sip of her overly sweet coffee and grimaced at the taste.

“A classmate. They introduced themselves, so you might remember the name.”

“…Someone who saw that scene is actually going to help me?”

“Yeah. If I ask, they’ll probably do it.”

Especially that person, who always seems to be looking for ways to be useful to me.

“Are they Haku-chan’s friend?”

“No, not a friend.”

“Huh?”

Our relationship is simply one where they unilaterally hold a secret over me.

Sara looked bewildered.

“Anyway, they’re someone who could potentially become an ally.”

“…I guess this isn’t the time to be saying I'm scared.”

“Either way, you need a guinea pig to practice communicating with.”

Practicing with me would be pointless, since I can already talk to her normally.

“…Alright.”

Sara took a slow, deep breath and nodded.

“If it’s someone Haku-chan trusts, then I trust them too!”

After waiting for about ten minutes, the person I invited appeared sooner than expected.

“It’s rare for Kageyama-kun to invite me out~”

Oukura Ruka arrived, smiling and enveloped in her usual fluffy aura.

I imagine the sight of me and Sara alone in a cafe looked strange, but she didn’t seem shaken.

“…Oukura-san?”

Sara’s expression suddenly went blank, and she murmured coldly. As expected, the moment Oukura appeared, she naturally shifted into Witch Mode. The transition was so abrupt it was almost eerie. And it happens automatically.

“Ah, Sara-chan! You remembered my name!”

“…Because you introduced yourself.”

Sara answered in a mutter, but a hint of bewilderment was visible in her eyes.

“By any chance, are you two close?”

Oukura was still smiling, but there was a flicker of suspicion in her eyes as she looked at me.

That’s only natural. She doesn't understand the meaning of this pairing, and I haven't explained it yet. I had simply sent her the address of Cafe Mares and the meeting time via a private RINE chat.

“Sara and I are childhood friends. She lived around here until three years ago.”

“…Weren’t you going to keep that a secret?”

Sara asked, looking skeptical. However, her tone and expression were different from before—there was a certain pressure to her words. It seems that even if she’s talking to me, she enters Witch Mode if there are other people watching.

“Oukura is an exception. She’s a candidate for a collaborator.”

“…Fine then.”

With that, Sara looked away.

“C-Childhood friends… this is a formidable rival…”

Oukura’s eyes widened in surprise, and she whispered to herself.

“Well, just sit down for now.”

Following my instruction, Oukura sat next to me without hesitation. She sat quite close.

“What do you want to drink?”

“I’ll have a lemon squash, please.”

Once Oukura’s drink arrived at our table, I got straight to the point.

“So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

“Oukura, will you help us?”

I kept the request concise.

“Help? Depends on the details~”

For a split second, Oukura’s expression vanished, and her eyes glinted with a mysterious light.

“Sara, is it okay if I explain?”

After confirming, Sara nodded, still wearing her cold aura.

I then explained the general situation to Oukura.

“In other words… you actually want to get along with everyone?”

Even Oukura seemed genuinely surprised.

“I’m shocked. I totally thought you just liked being alone.”

“…That’s not true.”

Sara didn’t say much, but the conversation was somehow holding together. Since only Oukura and I were here, perhaps her symptoms were slightly alleviated.

“And that’s the situation! So, will you help us?”

“I mean, you’re proposing this like it's some casual small talk~”

Oukura gave a troubled, wry smile.

“You’re the right person for the job, Oukura.”

“Why do you think so?”

“Since you’re someone who plays the popular girl character, you can be Sara's advisor, right?”

Oukura’s gaze sharpened. It was likely because I admitted she was ‘playing the popular girl character’ in front of Sara. I'm the only one who knows Oukura's true nature—the rest of the class is clueless.

Oukura let out a deep sigh and shifted her expression. She transformed instantly from a fluffy, airheaded girl into an intellectual little devil.

“…A story-like youth, huh. I suppose Kageyama-kun might be able to direct that.”

Apparently, she decided to stop pretending. Oukura narrowed her eyes, sizing Sara up.

“Sara-chan isn’t really suited to be a protagonist, is she?”

The atmosphere in the air tightened as she bluntly dismissed her.

“Besides, this is quite a sudden change of heart, isn’t it?”

Oukura glared at me with a flat, judging look.

“Weren’t you the viewer of the story called reality, Kageyama-kun?”

“Until now, I was. But starting today, I’m switching to being the director.”

I will direct the youth story where Sara is the lead.

“And here I thought you said something like, ‘distorting someone’s youth on a whim is probably a bad idea’?”

“…Because I was the one who asked for help.”

Sara cut into the conversation between Oukura and me.

“…And just because of that, Kageyama-kun is going to twist his own way of life?”

Oukura continued to press me.

Indeed, the transition from ‘viewer’ to ‘director’ is a major life event. It is the shift from being a consumer to a producer.

“What’s the merit for Kageyama-kun in helping Sara-chan?”

“I thought it wouldn’t be so bad if I could create the story I want to see with my own hands.”

“Is that really all?”

“…Sara is my childhood friend. I want to help her.”

The biggest reason was to repay the debt I owed her.

“Hmm. You really like Sara-chan, don’t you~”

Oukura glared at me with a heavy, damp gaze.

“As a friend, I mean!”

“I wonder~”

Meanwhile, although her expression hadn’t changed, Sara seemed confused by the rapid turn of events.

“…Does Oukura-san like Haku—I mean, Kageyama-kun?”

“Of course I do~. In a romantic sense♪”

Oukura smiled brightly as she took hold of my arm. She was clearly making a statement and Sara looked puzzled.

Even when her expression was frozen in Witch Mode, if you looked closely, you could read the subtle nuances. However, that was only because I knew Sara well. Anyone else looking at her right now would probably just see a permanently terrifying expression.

“I’ll provide compensation.”

“And? Even if I become this girl’s advisor, what's in it for me?”

“Listen, it’s not like I'm struggling for money. Ordinary compensation won't—”

“Depending on your level of contribution, I’ll grant your requests.”

“Does that mean a date is okay too?”
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“Yeah. Of course, if you contribute that much, I will.”

“Fine, geez. I’ll do it!”

She answered immediately.

I don’t particularly enjoy making myself the bait, but I've only just decided to transition from a ‘viewer’ to a ‘director.’ I'll do whatever I can. Even if it means becoming a part of the story myself.

“I’ll help Sara-chan out too, so she can go on a date with Kageyama-kun.”

Oukura reached out her hand to Sara in a testing gesture.

Despite having witnessed Aoki’s hand being slapped away right before her eyes, Sara's expression remained unchanged—though, upon closer inspection, her eyes were wavering.

Sara remained frozen, clutching her own hands together.

“Is the fact that you aren’t slapping my hand away a sign of growth?”

“It was probably a matter of momentum. Aoki closed the distance all at once back then.”

“I see… so it was a reflexive reaction.”

Oukura gazed at Sara as if analyzing her.

Sara kept her silence, casting her eyes down, looking uncomfortable.

“I look forward to working with you, Sara-chan,” Oukura said with a smile, as if to put her at ease.



After that, Sara practiced her communication skills.

“What things do you like, Sara-chan?”

“…Ramen.”

“Oh~, that’s unexpected. What kind of ramen do you like?”

“…Tonkotsu ramen.”

“I get that! Around here, Maura-ya in the third district is delicious~”

“…I know.”

“Eh…”

“Ah, right. You used to live around here, didn’t you?”

Sara gave sporadic answers to Oukura’s trivial questions.

You could almost say the conversation was functioning. However, that was only because Oukura continued to speak without being bothered by Sara’s cold demeanor.

“Now, tell me some stories about Kageyama-kun from back in the day. I want to hear something~”

“…I-I don’t know.”

If Oukura weren’t a collaborator, she would have given up on the conversation instantly.

To live a youth like something out of a story—for Sara to achieve her goal, improving her behavior was essential.

That said, her symptoms had deteriorated to the point where she was called a witch—there was no way she could suddenly make friends. The plan was to overcome her psychological trauma bit by bit.

“That’s enough for today.”

I called an end to it once fatigue began to show on Sara’s face.



By the time we left the shop, the sky was pitch black.

“Well then, you two. See you tomorrow~”

Since we were heading in opposite directions, I parted ways with Oukura immediately.

“Whereabouts is your house?”

“Almost the same as before.”

“I see. Then we’re heading the same way.”

And so, I ended up walking home alone with Sara.

When we were children, the reason we started playing together was simply that we lived close by. If it was almost the same as before, her place should be about ten minutes or so from my house.

“I couldn’t talk with her at all!”

The moment we were alone, Sara began to fuss, her eyes brimming with tears.

She looked like a cat, but she had a certain puppy-like lovability to her.

Now that Witch Mode had been deactivated, Sara’s expressions had suddenly become rich.

“Hmm… as I thought, there needs to be a condition…”

“Even though she tried so hard to talk to me…”

“What did you think of Oukura?”

“That she’s a really nice person! Even with my attitude, she kept talking to me with a smile.”

Sara continued, clutching her hands tightly against her chest.

“…But, I’m scared.”

Had she been clutching her hands to her chest all this time to hide the shaking?

“Can you explain how you’re scared?”

“Um… when I talk to Oukura-san, the people who bullied me in middle school come to mind… It’s not that she's like them… but because of that, I can't behave properly.”

She understood it in her head, but her body couldn’t keep up.

“Do you want to talk to a counselor? I have a few connections.”

Considering the severity of her symptoms, I felt it wasn’t wise to act based on an amateur's judgment.

“N-No, I can’t!”

However, Sara shook her head vigorously.

“Because… it costs money.”

“…I suppose that’s true. But…”

“I don’t want to make my dad and mom worry anymore!”

Sara spoke in fragments.

“My dad and mom know I was bullied in middle school, so if I see a doctor, I’ll have to tell them about these symptoms too. I can't do that. I don't want to see their sad faces anymore. I managed to hide it in my previous high school, too. That's why…”

I understood the feelings behind Sara’s desperate plea.

“…I get it.”

So, I nodded for now. Even while respecting Sara’s feelings, there were still a few options.

“Sorry, Haku-chan. For being selfish…”

“Don’t be so down. Let's just try a few things first.”

“But I have to go to school tomorrow…”

Sara was likely concerned about a development where things would fall into an even worse state. In truth, with her current negative communication skills, the possibility of that happening was not low.

“I have a plan.”

When I told her that, Sara’s expression brightened instantly.

“W-What should I do?”

“Do nothing.”

“Eh!?”

“I’m not sure, but that's probably the best way.”

Sara’s eyes widened in surprise at my instruction.

“It’s to prevent any further negatives. Looking at you today, there probably aren't any people who will proactively try to talk to you. So, do nothing. During breaks, just read a book or something.”

“…What if someone does talk to me?”

“I’d want you to respond kindly… but you can't do that yet, right?”

When I checked, Sara looked down despondently.

“In that case, it’s better not to try and force a friendship.”

“…Why?”

“To give meaning to your action of slapping Aoki’s hand away. There's no undoing what's already been done. We'll go with the image of ‘the solitary beauty who rejects interaction with others.’”

“I-Is that really okay?”

“It’s important to establish a character for now. As you gradually deepen your interactions with your classmates in the future, the wall you've built between yourself and others will break down, and a sense of approachability will be born.”

Or rather, thinking by process of elimination, no other option existed.

“As you are now, you can’t interact with others.”

If every action produces a negative result, it’s better to choose zero—doing nothing.

“T-That’s true…”

“What is it?”

Sara was depressed, her eyes teary.

“Hey, Haku-chan, can I ask one thing? What did Oukura-san mean by viewer earlier?”

“It’s about how I live. I enjoy watching the stories of reality.”

“…Sorry. What does that even mean??”

To the bewildered Sara, I explained the details of being a ‘viewer.’

That for the three years Sara was gone, that was how I had lived.

“T-That’s a strange hobby, isn't it…?”

Even after hearing the explanation, Sara frowned with suspicion. Well, I’m aware that it's a hobby difficult for ordinary people to understand. That's why it's a secret.

“Only you and Oukura know about my hobby. Don’t tell anyone.”

“Yeah, I understand.”

“Our relationship between the three of us—let’s call it the ‘Youth Production Team’ for now.”

“Youth Production Team… ehehe, that sounds fun…”

Sara’s cheeks relaxed into a loose smile.

I captured that smile of hers with my smartphone.

“Why did you suddenly take a picture!?”

Sara complained, her cheeks flushing red.

“This is also the work of a ‘director.’ I’ll tell Oukura that you're fine when you're talking to me.”

I created a group chat on RINE for Oukura, Sara, and myself. I abbreviated the group name to ‘Youth Prod Team.’ I sent the photo I had just taken of Sara to that chat.

“Uuu… it’s embarrassing.”

While blushing, Sara sent a message saying, “Nice to meet you/Looking forward to working with you.”

Oukura reacted to the photo with, “She’s smiling!”

To that, Sara replied, “Sorry for being a nuisance.”

Oukura was doubly surprised, messaging, “She’s talking normally!”

“So you’re okay with text-based media?”

“Yeah. Human communication via written notes! I have no problem with that…”

“A world where people have lost their voices.”

“Fufu, sounds like sci-fi, right?”

Sara let out a small laugh, saying something silly.

Regardless, the fact that text exchanges were no problem was a win.

“Hey, Haku-chan, do you remember? We used to walk this road together a lot!”

We were gradually approaching my house. I had used this residential area as a route home back in elementary school as well.

“I remember you running around, tripping, and wailing.”

The nature of it was different, but she had been a nuisance since those days.

“T-That was at the beginning of elementary school! I didn’t do that when we got older!”

Sara countered, looking miffed.

“I wonder about that.”

“That’s just how Haku-chan is…”

“That’s just how I am?”

“…Um, even though you used to comfort me when I was crying!”

“That’s because you were crying.”

It seemed she couldn’t find any complaints to level against me.

“Haku-chan was perfect back then… first place in everything…”

In elementary school, I was the leader who kept the class together, and Sara was the troublemaker who caused one problem after another. Unwillingly, I was treated as Sara’s caretaker.

Thinking about it, the current situation isn’t all that different from back then.

“Why did the current Haku-chan stop being a leader?”

“Because I realized. That watching is more interesting than being the protagonist.”

The catalyst for that lay in events from middle school that Sara didn’t know about. There was no point in recounting them here.

Sensing that I had no intention of going into detail, Sara murmured, “I see.”

Then, she checked one more time.

“Then… is it okay? For you to become a ‘director’ for my sake?”

“If moving to the background allows me to watch a more interesting story.”

In other words, it depended on Sara.

Sensing the meaning behind those words, Sara clenched her fist and spoke.

“I’ll do my best! For Haku-chan's sake too!”

“You look like you’re having fun.”

“That’s because Haku-chan is with me!”

Over the last three years, many things have changed, but some things remain the same.

Sara Ginjou had always been the kind of girl who could say things like that without a shred of bashfulness.



The next day, Sara’s second day since transferring.

Sara was treated the same way as yesterday, handled exactly like a ticking time bomb. No one gathered around her—they kept their distance.

Following my instructions, Sara spent her time reading a novel at her desk.

“Some real piece of work transferred in, huh?”

Shirai, the ringleader of the second-tier boys’ group, scratched his head absentmindedly.

“Weren’t you the one who seemed thrilled about it?”

His looks were as good as ever, but with that personality…

“…”

When a boy from his group called him out, Shirai shrugged with a look of annoyance.

“Maybe she’s just a kid who wants to be alone?”

I chimed in, blending naturally into the group’s circle.

“Well, probably. In fact, she seems to be spending her day quite comfortably.”

Shirai nodded at my words, glancing over at Sara.

Sara actually did look a little happy. Perhaps the novel she was reading was interesting.

It seemed that as long as she didn’t have to interact with others, her symptoms eased slightly.

“Let’s just leave her alone for a while.”

I proposed a future course of action in a perfectly natural flow.

“Well, Kageyama’s right. It's only the second day—waiting and seeing is the right move.”

Shirai reached that conclusion. Exactly as I intended.

This was my first time operating behind the scenes, but it wasn’t that difficult.

There had been countless opportunities to intervene until now—I had simply chosen to do nothing.

Once the second-tier boys’ conversation shifted to more trivial topics, I stepped away.

Next, I casually joined the circle of the first-tier group, including Akagami and the others. My eyes met Oukura’s.

“Hey, Kouichi-kun. You showed Ginjou-san around the school yesterday, right? How was it?”

Oukura, who had been talking about a drama she watched last night, changed the subject.

It seemed she had picked up on my intent. She was a capable collaborator.

“How was it, you ask… we didn’t really hit it off.”

Akagami crossed his arms with a troubled expression.

“I see… so she really does feel like she doesn’t want to talk to people?”

Oukura gave a transparently fake response.

“At the very least, I don’t think she has any intention of getting along with us.”

Since the socially adept Akagami had reached that conclusion, it was clear just how fatal Sara’s behavior was. No one could tell that she was actually trying to make friends.

“Anyway, I’d pass on her. A girl like that.”

Touyama let out a displeased snort.

Yuzuki Touyama had a strong sense of camaraderie toward the first-tier group.

Therefore, I knew she would react this way the moment Sara had hurt Aoki. Touyama viewed Sara as an enemy. She would likely become the greatest obstacle in Sara’s story.

“No, that was my fault! Yuzu-chi, you don’t have to worry about it!”

Aoki hurriedly tried to soothe Touyama, but Touyama’s attitude didn't change.

“Hmm, maybe she just reacted instinctively because it happened so fast?”

Oukura defended Sara in a soft, airy tone.

The evaluation of the first-tier group determined Sara’s caste in this classroom.

Oukura likely spoke up knowing this, but it was like throwing a cup of water on a blazing fire.

“Ruka, you see too much of the good in people.”

Touyama snorted again and looked away.

As if to calm Touyama’s anger, Shidou shrugged his shoulder.

“Either way, leaving her alone is the best bet. If we show blatant hostility, it’ll create an atmosphere of bullying. Yuzuki, you wouldn't want that, right?”

“…I suppose so. Even if she’s the one in the wrong!”

Though looking displeased, Touyama agreed with Shidou’s words.

She simply had a strong sense of loyalty—it didn’t seem she harbored personal malice toward Sara.

As expected, Shidou was excellent as the group’s mediator. He was always objective and aware that they were the first-tier group with strong influence over the class.

Since they reached this conclusion on their own, there was no need for me to speak.

“That girl, isn’t she just annoying?”

“I know, right? She’s a transfer student and she's already acting so high and mighty.”

The ones spitting out typical lackey-like lines were the second-tier girls’ group, centered around Kurosawa.

In short, a group of noisy gyarus.

“It feels like we need to teach her where she stands in the pecking order.”

Kurosawa said this with a smirk. Unlike Touyama, this was simple malice.

Currently, these girls were the most troublesome. Though they were mere small-fry, they had a fair amount of influence. And unlike the second-tier boys, they were difficult to intervene with.

While I was on reasonably good terms with everyone in the class, cutting into a girls’ group would feel out of place. In other words, I would draw attention. If that happened, it would be harder to operate in the shadows.

“Oukura.”

“What’s the plan?”

When I spoke to Oukura in a whisper, she responded, understanding the situation.

The classroom during lunch break was filled with a noisy clamor.

In this environment, no one would notice if Oukura and I talked for a short while.

Of course, it wasn’t that there would be a problem if we were noticed, but still.

“If it looks like it’s turning into bullying, I'll intervene.”

“Roger that♪”

I absolutely had to avoid the direct cause of the trauma Sara carried.

Besides, I simply hated those kinds of bleak stories.

Since Oukura was on good terms with Kurosawa and her group, she should be able to control them effectively.

“If it’s just a bit of bad-mouthing, we'll wait and see.”

“…Well, it is a fact that Sara-chan is ruining the atmosphere of the classroom.”

“Yeah. Regardless of how she feels, it can’t be helped that the current Sara is disliked.”

“Talk about hard mode.”

“But we have to do something about it.”

“You’re really motivated, aren't you?”

“Stories are more interesting when there’s a gap between the beginning and the end.”

A girl who was treated like a ticking time bomb eventually gains a youth that feels like a story.

This is that kind of story. I will direct it so that it becomes that kind of story.

“Do you really think we can do it?”

However…

“I’m confident. As long as you cooperate.”

Admittedly, it would be difficult for me alone.

But with the help of Oukura, who was also a main character, it shouldn’t be impossible.

“Fufu, I’m happy that you're relying on me♪”

Oukura smiled happily and secretly squeezed my hand.

“Hey, idiot, we’re in the classroom…!”

“It’s fine, no one's looking.”

Our hands were hidden by the shoes placed on the desk, invisible to everyone.

“I’ll have to receive appropriate rewards for being worked so hard, right?”

If all she wanted was to hold hands with someone like me, she could do it as much as she liked.

“Just stop when it looks like we’ll get caught…”



While I operated in the shadows, the end of the school day arrived.

During that time, no one had spoken to Sara.

The fact that even Akagami didn’t call out to her was likely because he believed he had been rejected by her yesterday. In reality, it was a simple misunderstanding, but correcting it now would be meaningless. Ultimately, the story cannot begin until Sara becomes capable of communicating properly with others.

And so, today marks the official start of Sara’s lessons.

I sent the meeting location to the ‘Youth Production Team’ and then stood up.

It was a shame to miss the story of Akagami and the others chatting after school, but I was no longer a ‘viewer’ of their story—I was the ‘director’ of Sara’s. Feeling a slight tug of nostalgia, I left the classroom.

I had designated the same cafe as yesterday, Cafe Mares.

Arriving first, I secured a seat in the back and ordered coffee. As I drank my coffee while gazing out the window, Oukura and Sara entered the shop at the same time.

“Did you come together?”

“No, we only met up in front of the shop.”

Oukura shook her head at my question.

“…Our relationship is a secret. That’s why we walked at a distance.”

Sara, whose expression remained stiff as ever, answered in a mumble.

“When we met in front of the shop, I made sure no one was watching.”

“That’s fine then.”

This seat was in a blind spot from the entrance. Even if someone from Nijisora walked in, it wouldn’t be easily discovered.

“So, Kageyama-kun. What are we doing today?”

“Oukura, I want you to be the practice partner to deactivate Sara’s Witch Mode.”

I had her try it a bit yesterday, but today was an extension of that.

“Specifically?”

“I’ve devised a lesson menu.”

I handed the documents I took out of my bag to Oukura.

“…‘Operation Curse Exorcism’?”

Oukura read the title of the documents aloud.

“It’s a provisional operation name. It's better to have a name for it.”

“What does it mean?”

“Sara’s Witch Mode is a result of the bullying she experienced in middle school. In other words, it's like a curse. We will remove that curse and bring back the original Sara. That's why it's Operation Curse Exorcism.”

“…Cool.”

Sara murmured softly, though her face remained expressionless. I felt as if her eyes were sparkling, just a little.

“Uh… really?”

However, Oukura had a dubious expression regarding my perfect naming sense.

“Anyway, the key to Operation Curse Exorcism is you, Oukura. Got it?”

I had decided on the lesson menu last night after consulting with a counselor I knew.

The network I had built to gather information as a ‘viewer,’ and the ‘favors’ I had created with various adults, were now serving me as a ‘director.’

Ideally, it would be best for Sara to consult directly, but this was the result of respecting her own will.

After reading through the documents for a while, Oukura nodded.

“Well then, shall we start right away?”

“…Okay.”

Upon being told this, Sara looked somewhat anxious.

“First, about your past, Sara-chan. I know it’s hard to talk about, but will you tell me?”

Sara gave a small nod.

Of course, I had already explained the circumstances to Oukura.

But it was important for her to tell her past in her own words. After all, psychological issues ultimately depend on how the person perceives them.

“…Yeah.”

“I moved to Tokyo right after graduating from elementary school…”

Sara began to recount the details of her past in fragments.

“I couldn’t fit in with my classmates, and before I knew it, I was all alone…”

Sara’s words were disjointed, but Oukura offered gentle nods of encouragement.

“At first… my shoes started disappearing from my locker…”

Because she was in Witch Mode she sounded grumpy, but Sara was speaking with desperate intensity.

“Then, the whole class started ignoring me…”

Oukura understood. She didn’t rush her, listening to Sara's story with a calm demeanor.

“After that, it became a game in class to pretend to hit me.”

My face involuntarily contorted.

The words Sara murmured so flatly were far too hideous.

“…I think they enjoyed it because I had a big reaction. I eventually got used to it and stopped reacting so much… and then, they actually started hitting me.”

“…So that’s why you were so scared,” Oukura murmured softly, as if it all finally clicked.

“…I know Aoki-san doesn’t mean any harm. But…”

“Your body reacted on its own?”

Sara gave a small nod in response to Oukura’s confirmation.

“It’s okay, don't worry. At the very least, I'm on your side, Sara-chan,” Oukura said with a bright smile.

However, Sara cast a suspicious glance toward her.

“…That’s just so you can go on a date with Kageyama-kun, right?”

I believe that was a question the old Sara would never have asked.

But the current Sara had reached a state where she couldn’t easily trust others. To Sara, Oukura was ultimately a stranger. She wasn't like me, her childhood friend. Even if she said she would trust someone I trusted, the suspicion was likely a defense mechanism.

“Yep, that’s right.”

Oukura nodded honestly to Sara’s confirmation.

“Isn’t it easier to trust someone with a vested interest than someone who's an ally for no reason?”

“…Maybe so.”

“…Phew.”

Oukura’s true nature was dry and calculating. Her words were blunt, but because of that, they seemed to be persuasive.

Perhaps from the mental strain of recounting her past to Oukura, Sara’s complexion was pale. She looked utterly exhausted. I made eye contact with Oukura and decided to end the lesson.

“Sara, that’s enough for today.”

“…Eh? I only just started talking about the past.”

“How are you feeling?”

“…Yeah.”

“…I feel a little sick.”

If she pushed herself, things might get worse. Sara’s mental state required a cautious approach.

“Then don’t rush it. Just take your time getting used to things.”

Sara’s expression remained frozen like ice, but I'm sure she felt frustrated deep down.



On the way back from Cafe Mares, the moment Oukura disappeared, Sara burst into tears.

It was as if a dam had broken—her expression suddenly became vivid. Her face was instantly drenched in tears.

“Waaaaah! It’s not going well at all~!”

She tried to cling to me in that state, so I hurriedly grabbed her shoulders to stop her.

“Stop it! You’ll soak my uniform!”

“But…!”

“No ‘buts’!”

Sobbing, Sara began to walk away with a pout.

The difference in her character from a moment ago was so extreme that even I was startled by the gap. Oukura, observing from the shadows of the trees, was likely just as surprised.

I understood intellectually that Witch Mode wasn’t Sara's true nature, but you can't truly feel it until you see it for yourself. Seeing is believing. That was why I had secretly given Oukura instructions.

I told her to pretend to go home but to tail us.

Of course, Sara had no idea Oukura was watching her right now.

“I’m so tired…”

“I know. You did your best.”

“…Thanks, Haku-chan.”

If she knew, she would have reverted to Witch Mode. If she noticed Oukura tailing us, her mental stress would increase. That’s why I told Oukura to head home immediately once she had confirmed Sara's true nature.

“Haku-chan, I want some healing.”

“Healing?”

“Come over here.”

Following Sara as she suddenly veered off the path home, we arrived at a park. It was a small park where we used to play together long ago. It was completely dark now, and the park was deserted. The surrounding streetlights cast a dim glow over the area. The equipment consisted of just a few swings, a slide, a jungle gym, and a sandbox, with a row of benches along the edge.

“This place hasn’t changed!”

Sara said nostalgically as she sat down on a bench.

“You used to trip in the sandbox all the time and get covered in mud.”

“I remember you spraying me with the hose, Haku-chan!”

“That’s because you tried to hug me while you were covered in mud.”

Reminiscing about the old days, I sat down next to her.

Looking at her again, her stunning beauty stood out even in the dim night.

The last time I had seen Sara was on the day of our elementary school graduation. Back then, she was still a child. But now, at least in appearance, she had the poise of an adult.

To think a person could grow this much in just three years. It’s late to be surprised, but I still was.

“…What are you doing?”

“Pat my head.”

“Huh?”

Noticing my gaze, Sara for some reason thrust her head toward me.

“I want healing!” she said with a pleading look.

Unable to withstand the pressure of that gaze, I stroked her hair.

“Hehehe…”

Sara’s cheeks relaxed into a loose smile. The way she laughed was exactly the same as when she was little.

Though her behavior was the same, her appearance was different from those days. That’s why my heart raced a little.

Just a little.

“If someone saw us like this, they’d think we're a couple.”

“…I wouldn’t mind that, really,” Sara said with a blank expression.

“I’m the one who'd be troubled. If I had such a conspicuous girlfriend, I'd attract too much unnecessary attention.”

“S-sorry…”

Sara looked completely crushed.

“I’m weird, aren't I?”

Apparently, she had misunderstood the meaning of ‘conspicuous.’

However, it felt too embarrassing to correct her, so I changed the subject.

“More importantly, we have another lesson tomorrow. If it’s too mentally taxing, tell me right away.”
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“…Yeah. Thanks. If I’m with Haku-chan, I feel like I can do my best.”

Sara gazed up at the night sky.

Beautiful.

“…Beautiful,” she murmured.

Following her gaze, I looked up to see the stars shimmering in the night sky.

“Come to think of it, you always liked the stars, Sara,” I said.

“You remembered that?”

“Do you still like them?”

“Yeah. Back in middle school, I actually… wanted to join the astronomy club.”

I wasn’t stupid enough to miss the implication of those words.

Sara hadn’t been able to join the astronomy club. Or rather, she hadn't been allowed in.

“Do you know that star?”

Sara pointed toward a star that shone with particular intensity.

“The Summer Triangle, right?”

As expected.

“Haku-chan knows it too, I see.”

“You’re the one who taught me.”

I remembered hearing that Sara hadn’t come home even after nightfall, so I had gone to look for her.

I found her in a nearby park, blankly staring up at the stars, completely unaware that everyone was searching for her. When she saw my face, she had invited me, asking, “Want to watch them with me?”

Even though I knew I had to report back to our parents quickly, before I knew it, I had accepted her invitation. Sara pointed at the stars and told me their names. Eventually, both of us got scolded.

Now, it was a fond memory.



After parting ways with Sara, I headed home.

My house is a large two-story detached home, one of the bigger ones in the surrounding residential area.

I unlocked the door and stepped inside. There wasn’t a single pair of shoes in the entryway.

Both of my parents work, and they always come home late. That said, thanks to them earning plenty of money, I live without any hardships, so I have no complaints.

I went up the stairs and entered my room.

It was an ordinary room furnished with a desk, chair, bed, bookshelf, and plastic storage drawers. There was nothing particularly noteworthy about it. I placed my bag on the desk and sat on the bed.

Checking my phone, I saw a RINE notification. It was from Oukura. Before checking the content, I called her.

“I saw it~. So that’s Sara-chan's true nature. I was quite surprised.”

“It’s completely different from that, isn't it?”

“Yeah. Which is exactly why I think it’s such a pain.”

“…Well, I suppose so.”

“Speaking techniques?”

“Exactly.”

A curse that brings about such a drastic change. No matter how you look at it, it wasn’t normal.

“What did the counselor Kageyama-kun consulted say?”

“That the only way is to gradually get used to it by interacting with Oukura.”

“Hmm, it can’t be helped, but it sounds like we'll need to think long-term.”

“That’s why I'm going to have Sara acquire speaking techniques.”

“Yeah. The reason it sounds like Sara is rejecting people is because there’s no emotion in her voice. Her tone is always cold. That's why she's hard to approach. She sounds moody.”

“If we improve that, she might be able to make friends even as she is.”

This wasn’t about overcoming the fear of others that Sara harbored, but rather a method to improve her Witch Mode. If she could gradually interact with others that way, it would be a shortcut to overcoming her trauma. When I explained my reasoning, Oukura sounded convinced.

“If it’s techniques, I can teach her.”

“Yeah. Oukura, I’m counting on you.”

“Sure thing~. But in exchange, I’m expecting a little something as a reward♪”

“What do you want?”

“Hmm, maybe the right to one date?~”

“…Fine.”

“Hehe♪ Then I’ll be looking forward to it!”

After finishing the call with Oukura, I lay back on my bed.

Since becoming the ‘director,’ I’ve had more to think about.

When I was just a ‘viewer,’ I simply enjoyed the story unfolding before my eyes. But now, it’s my job to direct an interesting story, and whether the lead, Sara, can obtain the youth she desires depends on my direction skills. The responsibility is heavy, but I feel a sense of fulfillment.



The third day of transfer was just like the second.

I controlled the classroom to ensure no one approached Sara. As a result, the after-school hour arrived without any major incidents, so I called the two of them to an empty classroom.

If we went to Cafe Malle every day, I’d run out of money. After all, I'm on a high schooler's budget. For that reason, I had been looking for a place we could use for secret lessons for free. Since Nijizora high-school is quite large, there are several empty classrooms, but there's a high chance someone would recognize the voices if they passed by. However, the empty classroom I selected was in a corner of the school. It was unlikely anyone would come by.

Since the lessons were primarily between Oukura and Sara, I stayed on guard just in case.

“Today’s lesson is on how to speak, Sara-chan.”

Oukura proceeded with the lesson exactly as she had explained over the phone yesterday.

“I heard that Sara-chan can speak normally in front of Kageyama-kun and her family, so you probably can do it, but… let’s practice so you can speak normally even in your current state.”

“…I’m always trying to, in my heart.”

“I always do it using techniques, so you should give it a try.”

Oukura suddenly shifted the aura surrounding her and spoke to Sara.

“Oh, Sara-chan! Hello~”

Her voice and expression shifted instantly to something soft.

This was the fluffy Oukura everyone saw when she talked to people at school.

Oukura’s expression snapped back instantly, and she said succinctly, “Like that.”

“From now on, Sara-chan, you’re going to become a riajuu through technique and calculation!”

 Riajuu is a Japanese slang term for someone who is popular and has a fulfilling social life, roughly equivalent to the English term normie.

“Technique and… calculation…”

“The trick is to wear a mask. Create another personality inside yourself. In your case, that Witch Mode, right? I think it’s best to imagine you're modifying that mode.”

Even if Sara were somehow able to show her true nature in front of everyone, it was doubtful she could lead a youth like something out of a story. She was naturally a ‘home-brave, street-timid’ type to begin with.

Therefore, I believed that the technique to become a riajuu was necessary for Sara’s goal regardless.

“The modified Witch Mode shall be named… Saint Mode.”

“…S-Saint Mode?”

Sara seemed moved by my perfect naming sense.

“Well, don’t worry about the name,” Oukura said, dismissing my comment as she continued.

“First, we’ll improve the tone of your voice! So, let's start with vocal exercises!”

“Vocal exercises… how do I do those?”

“First, let’s take a slow, deep breath. In through the nose, out through the mouth.”

Sara followed Oukura’s instructions.

They progressed step-by-step through lip rolls, vowel pronunciation, and long tones.

The first stage of ‘Operation Curse Exorcism" was ‘Saintification.’ I had planned the basic menu for this. Within that framework, we would incorporate Oukura’s style of lessons.

“You’re quite experienced,” I noted.

“I used to do this too.”

It seemed that a considerable amount of training lay behind the position Oukura currently held.

“Though, unlike me, who couldn’t speak to people properly, Sara-chan can produce sound correctly, so all that's left is to add emotion. Next, let's try adding inflection to your voice.”

“Inflection…”

Sara struggled visibly during this step.

“A, ah—…”

She was trying to add inflection, but it kept coming out the same.

Still, as the lessons repeated, slight growth became visible. Her voice began to subtly convey joy, anger, grief, and pleasure. Well, it was at a level where only I would notice.

“I think that’s it for today.”

When the sky had turned the color of twilight, Oukura announced the end of the lesson.

“…Um, Oukura-san.”

Sara spoke to Oukura.

“…Thank you.”

The words were brief and the tone flat, but it sounded as if a tiny bit of emotion had been carried.

“You’re very welcome~”

Oukura gave a small giggle and left the empty classroom first.

Since the ‘Youth Production Team’ was a secret relationship, it wasn’t ideal for us to walk home together. There were students in the building for club activities—if we encountered an acquaintance, our secret relationship would be discovered.

“Haku-chan, shall we go home together?”

With her Witch Mode deactivated, Sara smiled softly.

“No, today… I’ll pass. It only increases the risk of getting caught.”

As I tried to tell her that, the expression on Sara’s face sank visibly.

“…Walk a bit apart from me until we’re away from the school.”

“Okay!”

With a smile that bloomed like a flower, Sara nodded.

…It couldn’t be helped. It certainly wasn't because I had been swayed by Sara. Keeping the lead actress in a good mood is also part of the crew's job.



“…Sorry.”

Sara had been practicing her lessons every day, but things weren’t progressing as hoped. She had become able to put a small amount of inflection into her voice, but it wouldn't go any further than that.

Sara bowed her head.

Thanks to the lessons, she actually sounded a little apologetic.

That said, it was a difference only someone like me or Oukura—who observed her closely—would notice.

“Let’s move on to expression lessons for a bit,” Oukura said, pulling at her own cheeks with both hands to reveal her white teeth.

“Like this! A smile!”

“…I’ll—I'll try.”

“Hmm…”

Sara pulled her own cheeks with both hands, forcing her expression to change.

It just looked like she was making a funny face. Her facial muscles hadn’t budged an inch, and the sight of her forcing them to move with her hands was far too unbalanced. She was being sincere, but honestly, it was a bit funny.

“Ahaha! Sara-chan, you’re too funny!”

Oukura seemed to have hit a comedic nerve and burst out laughing, clutching her stomach.

“Eh…?”

Sara, on the other hand, looked shocked. After all, she was being serious.

“Wait a second.”

Oukura took a hand mirror out of her bag and handed it to Sara.

“This is the expression Sara-chan has in front of everyone.”

“…My expression is this cold?”

Sara looked at her face in the mirror and seemed surprised.

“You rarely look in a mirror when other people are around, right?”

When I asked, Sara nodded.

“…When I’m alone, my expression is more natural.”

“This is what your Witch Mode is.”

“…No wonder people don’t approach me.”

Her expression remained cold, but she seemed to be feeling down. The fact that her voice sounded slightly dampened could be considered a result of the lessons up until today.

“And that’s why we're going to practice expression management while looking in the mirror!”

Oukura began switching her expressions one after another. One moment she was smiling, then angry—then crying, then surprised.

“…Like an actress.”

“If you can’t produce expressions naturally, just do it mechanically. Pattern your expressions and bring them out at the appropriate moments. I believe that if you practice, you can definitely do it.”

Oukura’s expression vanished instantly, and she explained the process to Sara in a flat tone.

“I have hundreds of expression patterns, but I think it takes years of practice to master them, so let’s just have you memorize the ones you'll use most often.”

Oukura softened the corners of her eyes and slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

“First is ‘Smiling.’ As long as you can do this at a minimum, your impression will improve. Even if you’re at a loss for words in a conversation, you won't go wrong if you use this expression. It's probably the one with the highest frequency of use.”

“I see…”

Seeing Oukura actually smiling gave her words incredible persuasiveness. Sara, remaining expressionless, took notes in her notebook.

“Next is ‘Joy’—Ahaha!”

Oukura beamed, as if a flower were blooming.

“In short, a grin. You’re in a strong position if you can use this pattern at key points in a conversation.”

Oukura’s explanation felt somewhat like a card game. In fact, for Oukura, it probably felt like playing a card from her hand.

Finally, “Surprise—Eh?!”

Oukura rounded her eyes and placed a hand over her mouth.

“…I understand.”

“As long as you can do these three patterns, basic communication will work. Patterns like ‘Sorrow’ or ‘Anger’ aren’t necessary for daily life. In Sara-chan's case, your default expression already looks like you're angry, so I think when you want to be angry, you can just go back to normal.”

Sara gave a small nod and began her lesson while looking in the mirror.

As Sara struggled with the fact that her facial muscles wouldn’t move properly, Oukura provided timely advice. Since Oukura created her expressions through technique, her advice was always precise.

As a result of repeating these lessons…

“Oh! You did it! You’re properly smiling, Sara-chan!”

Sara had become able to ‘smile’ even in front of Oukura.

However, the smile was slightly unnatural, and her lips were trembling.

“…L-limit.”

Sara’s expression immediately returned to normal.

“…Tiring.”

Apparently, ten seconds was the limit for maintaining a ‘smile.’ Sara looked exhausted, despite her expressionless face.

“That’s huge progress, Sara-chan!”

Oukura, meanwhile, was in high spirits. She seemed happy to see visible results. The teacher was more pleased than the student. Or rather, that’s just how it looked.

“…But I can’t maintain it for long.”

“Just ‘smiling’ at key moments will make your impression much better than before.”

After that, she had also become able to ‘laugh’ or ‘look surprised,’ if only for a fleeting moment.

“The lessons are paying off.”

“…Thank you.”

Sara ‘laughed’ awkwardly.

Even if it was only for a moment, the fact that her expression changed made her feel much more approachable.

“It seems like we could move to practical application, but I want to do a lesson on behavior first,” I suggested, and Oukura explained.

“Behavior?”

“Because Sara-chan’s behavior is too proper.”

“Too… proper…?”

Sara was likely just wondering what that meant, but her expression was scary. Because she was slightly knitting her brows while remaining expressionless, it looked like she was glaring at Oukura.

Well, she had only barely mastered a few basic patterns—she hadn’t practiced detailed expressions like ‘frowning." The goal of Saint Mode was still far off.

“I’ll show you a demonstration now. This is Sara-chan's movement.”

Oukura’s aura shifted suddenly. With stiff, precise movements, she walked around Sara.

“Next is me.”

Oukura’s walking became soft and supple.

The former was undoubtedly more ‘correct,’ but the latter was far more approachable.

“Do you see the difference?”

“Oukura-san is… cuter.”

Sara murmured softly. She seemed depressed.

“Hehe, thanks. Sara-chan’s movements are proper, but they're so perfect that they're hard to relate to. That behavior forms that ice-cold atmosphere around you.”

“So you’re saying that because her movements are perfect, she's even more unapproachable.”

“Exactly. Kageyama-kun is correct.”

“…In high school, I practiced etiquette… so I wouldn’t be bullied…”

“You don’t have to change the way you behave entirely. But just like with expression management, don't you think you could insert ‘adorable gestures’ at key moments?”

“‘Adorable gestures’…?”

“Something like this! Ehehe~”

Oukura laughed while touching her own cheeks with both hands. It was indeed adorable.

“Ehehe… like this?”

With a completely serious expression, Sara touched her own cheeks.

It was a surreal sight, as always. Oukura was barely suppressing a laugh.

“A-hem! First, a simple and effective gesture—‘Tilting the head’!”

“…L-like this?”

“That’s just a ghost who's been hanged!”

I watched the lesson while sitting on a desk in the empty classroom.

Oukura, who played the part of a riajuu through technique and calculation, could indeed train Sara. I had thought as much, but she was more capable than I expected. Sara was also growing steadily.

…That said, there were still mountains of difficulties to overcome.

To begin with, for Sara, Oukura was currently transitioning from a ‘stranger’ to an ‘acquaintance.’ Therefore, there was no guarantee she could execute the results of the lessons against a true stranger. There is experience that can only be gained through practice.

It’s about time to start the story in earnest.



Two weeks had passed since Sara transferred in. Summer had truly arrived and the air conditioning in the classroom was blasting.

Having successfully (?) established her position as the loner, Sara was spending her day in peace. The class had grown used to Sara’s presence, and the attention itself was fading.

In other words, Sara was being accepted by the class as ‘that kind of character.’

Of course, that was also the result of me working behind the scenes to adjust her favorability.

When lunch break arrived, I casually walked past the seat where Oukura was sitting.

“Empty classroom,” I whispered softly before leaving the room.

Shortly after I entered the empty classroom, Oukura arrived.

“It’s rare for Kageyama-kun to call me during lunch.”

Since there are too many students in the school building during lunch, we usually avoid using the empty classroom. However, since we have lessons after school, the three of us end up together.

“You wanted to talk just the two of us, didn’t you?”

“That’s the case.”

“Then let’s eat lunch together!”

Oukura cheerfully held up her lunch box.

“I’m a convenience store guy.”

“I know. That’s why I bought some for you. Even the bread Kageyama-kun likes.”

In her other hand, she held a plastic shopping bag.

“Depending on the level of my contribution, you’ll grant my requests, right?”

“I thought you wanted a one-day date ticket?”

“I can’t be satisfied with just that~”

Seeing Oukura smile like a little devil, I sighed.

“…Fine.”

We pushed two desks and chairs together in the empty classroom and began eating.

“Here, say ahh.”

Oukura offered a piece of rolled omelet with her chopsticks.

“I made this lunch myself. I’m proud of my rolled omelets.”

“…You want me to eat this?”

“Of course♪ Did you really think we were just going to eat lunch together?”

…Oukura’s level of contribution is beyond my expectations.

Unable to do anything else, I opened my mouth, and Oukura happily stuffed a piece of rolled omelet inside.

“Hehe, how is it? Tasty?”

As I chewed, I noticed the fluffy texture and a refined sweetness.

“You can cook, too?”

“It’s a secret♪~ I practiced properly. Just like I did with my other skills.”

“…What on earth made you go that far?”

When I ask, Oukura places her index finger over her lips.

Oukura is a character shrouded in mystery.

Even I, as a ‘viewer,’ haven’t grasped the full picture. I'm curious about her past, but she probably wouldn't answer even if I asked.

“So, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

“Sara has reached a certain standard in terms of speaking style, facial expression management, and behavior.”

“Yeah, I guess she has.”

“I want to move to the second stage of the Curse Exorcism Operation.”

“In other words, it’s time to put it into practice, right? I agree.”

Oukura let a slight look of anxiety peek through.

“Though, the biggest problem still remains, right?”

“…Sara can’t let other people touch her.”

“If something like what happened when she brushed away Yuka-chan’s hand happens again, it'll leave too bad of an impression.”

Oukura is right. That is the decisive reason why Sara is being treated like a fragile piece of glass.

“However… I think this is the part closest to her trauma.”

The background of Sara entering Witch Mode involves past bullying.

That is the direct cause of her fear of others.

Therefore, for Sara to become able to have physical contact with others is the very act of overcoming her trauma.

“…Let’s try it out first.”

Considering Sara’s goal, it's a path she cannot avoid regardless.

A slap sound echoed.

“Ah…”

It was the sound of Sara brushing away Oukura’s hand.

“No, don’t worry about it.”

Oukura shook her head at the crestfallen Sara.

“I knew I couldn’t do it.”

“Your body just reacts on its own, doesn’t it?”

“I’m sorry…”

Whenever Oukura reached out her hand, Sara would either reflexively brush it away or flee. No matter how many times they repeated it, the result didn’t change.

Unlike the previous lessons, there was no growth in Sara.

On the contrary, it almost looked as if she were getting worse.

“Haa, haa…”

Even though she wasn’t exercising, Sara's breathing gradually became ragged.

“Let’s take a break for a bit.”

As expected, the symptoms are severe. Oukura looked at me with a troubled expression.

“This is… maybe it’s beyond our capabilities…”

“…Relying on a counselor is… no good.”

Despite her labored breathing, Sara shook her head vigorously.

I understand the desperation in Sara’s plea, but Oukura's judgment is also reasonable.

That said, I had anticipated this situation from the start.

“Here’s a compromise. We'll move to the second stage as planned.”

The second stage means actually making friends in class.

“I’ll spread a rumor that she's bad with physical contact.”

If I do that, it will provide an explanation for why she brushed away Aoki’s hand.

If we are to realize the youth that Sara desires, she will eventually need to overcome her curse. However, for now, I think it would be best to move the story forward and hope it has a positive influence on Sara’s heart.

“And so, we’re going to start the story in earnest.”

“…What should I do?”

“First, I want you to make a friend.”

“…If I could do that, I wouldn’t be struggling.”

Sara looked somewhat sullen. But we can’t start until she clears this hurdle.

“Specifically, I want you to become friends with Aoki.”

“The person whose hand I brushed away?”

“Yeah. That’s exactly why I want you to make her a friend. It's the quickest way.”

Oukura agreed with my policy.

“I think she’s the right person. Yuka-chan is a really good person. She probably thinks the reason her hand was brushed away was her own fault. She shouldn't have a bad impression of Sara-chan.
If Sara becomes close with Aoki, the reason for her being treated like a fragile object will disappear.
Since Aoki is kind, if I leak the information that ‘Sara is bad with physical contact,’ I think she’ll understand the incident with the hand. In fact, she'll likely feel guilt toward Sara.”

“Oukura and I will do the groundwork. Can you do it?”

“Mm. I also want to apologize to Aoki-san for what happened then.”

As if summoning her courage, Sara nodded.



While I was at home thinking about the script for the story, my phone vibrated.

The screen displayed ‘Oukura Ruka.’ I answered the call.

“What do you want?”

“Hmm~? I just wanted to hear your voice~”

“I’m hanging up.”

“Is that any way to talk to me? After I’ve been helping you out so much.”

When she puts it that way, I can’t argue.

Lately, my position relative to Oukura has been far too weak. Especially since she holds my secrets…

“Can we switch to a video call?”

“…Fine.”

I propped my phone against a book on my desk, and the screen switched.

Oukura looked like she had just stepped out of the bath. Her complexion was flushed. Her hair seemed freshly dried, and she was wearing fluffy pajamas. It looked hot for summer.

“You look surprised?”

“Do you wear glasses at home?”

She looked different from the usual Oukura. The biggest factor was the glasses.

“I do~. My eyesight is actually pretty bad. I wear contacts at school.”

Partly because she was speaking naturally, but just wearing glasses gave her a suddenly intellectual impression.

Oukura appeared on screen, lying down on her bed.

Due to the angle, her cleavage was partially visible. She was likely doing this on purpose.

“Don’t you have something to say?”

“…Eh?”

“Stop flaunting your cleavage.”

Looking bewildered, Oukura looked down at her chest.

Her face turned bright red, and she pulled up the collar of her pajamas.

Apparently, it had been unconscious.

“W-where are you looking?”

“No, sorry. I just assumed you were doing it on purpose…”

“As if! Kageyama-kun, what do you think of me?”

Oukura gave me a sidelong glare. She really is cute.

No, no, this is no time to be thinking about that. Let’s get to the main point.

“…Thanks. For helping Sara.”

I expressed my gratitude to Oukura once more, she has truly been helping us devotedly.

Given how many friends she has, she must have plenty of invitations after school.

“Well, that’s because Kageyama-kun said he'd do anything for me, right~?”

But Oukura’s devotion doesn't seem to be for that reason alone.

“I didn’t say anything… but is that really the only reason?”

I asked, but Oukura averted her eyes, looking a bit awkward.

I don’t think her liking me is a lie.

“…Because I couldn’t stand to watch. A girl who looks like the old me.”

The whispered mutter was strangely quiet and cold.

“I see.”

“…Sorry.”

“Though, the effort and reward really aren’t balanced, are they~?”

When I apologized, Oukura wore a mischievous grin.

“So, can I request a reward? Separate from the one-day date ticket.”

In reality, I don’t think I've been able to return a reward commensurate with Oukura's level of contribution.

“Alright. What do you want?”

“Kageyama-kun, you call Sara-chan by her first name, right?”

Oukura spoke in a roundabout way, her cheeks flushing.

“Well, we’re childhood friends. What about it?”

“Then, call me by my name too. Ruka.”

As she declared this with determination, Oukura was, honestly, incredibly cute.

The biggest problem was that she was saying this to the wrong person. I’m the one behind the scenes.

“…Are you sure you’re okay with just that?”

“Yeah. That’s exactly what I want… Haku-kun.”

Oukura called me by my first name, sounding a bit shy.

“Is it okay?”

“I don’t mind that much… Ruka.”

When I called her by her first name, Oukura—no—Ruka—smiled happily.

“However, in front of everyone, I’ll keep calling you Oukura.”

“I know. Our relationship is a secret from everyone, after all.”

“That’s how it is.”

“Hehe… see you later, Haku-kun♪”

I said goodbye to a satisfied Ruka and ended the call.

A main character and a backstage hand. Oukura, wearing two hats, is a powerful pawn.

I wondered what would happen when my secrets were revealed…

Now, the story begins in earnest tomorrow… how should I direct it?



“It seems Ginjo-san is bad with physical contact.”

With me and Ruka, spreading this information to the class won’t be difficult.

It also aligns with the character Sara has established over the past two weeks. There’s no reason to deny it.

Eventually, the rumor reached Aoki, who sits in the next seat.

“So that’s what it was. I feel bad now…”

In the morning classroom, Aoki looked crestfallen.

Few students had arrived yet. It was a time when I could talk to Aoki leisurely.

“Ahaha, you don’t need to worry about it that much.”

While giving a casual response, I sent a message to Sara in the our group chat.

Then, Sara, who had been waiting outside the classroom, opened the door and entered.

The few students in the classroom stirred slightly, likely due to the rumor.

“Ah, Ginjo-san…”

“Eh?”

Since the person in question had entered, Aoki reacted.

“Speak of the devil, right?”

I replied vaguely while making eye contact with Sara.

Sara walked past her own seat and headed toward us.

“…Um.”

The silence was heavy.

While Aoki looked bewildered, Sara’s aura was as cold as ice.

I wondered if it was just my own nerves, but she felt even more intimidating than her usual Witch Mode.

Eventually, Sara came to a stop directly in front of Aoki.

She stood in a position that looked down upon Aoki, who remained seated.

“W-what is it, Ginjo-san? Do you need something from me?”

Aoki was visibly shaken, paralyzed by surprise.

The few classmates present were also paying close attention to the strange tension between the two.

Calm down, Sara. Relax your shoulders. As I prayed this in my mind, my eyes met hers.

At that moment, Sara’s expression softened ever so slightly. At least, I felt like it did.

She had already decided what to say first. The grown-up Sara of today should be able to do this.

Since it was still early in the morning, there weren’t many people around.

I didn’t know if it would actually help, but I was right there by her side.

In the tension-filled classroom, Sara opened her mouth.

“It’s a bit late now, but… I'm sorry about the other day.”

In the silence of the classroom, even Sara’s small voice carried.

Sara bowed her head with formal precision. Aoki’s eyes widened.

“N-no way! Please don’t worry about it, it's totally fine!”

Aoki scrambled to her feet in a panic, urging Sara to look up.

“If anything, I’m the one who should apologize! After all, you're not very good with physical contact, right?”

“…Yeah. I just… reacted instinctively and pushed you away…”

Up to this point, everything was proceeding exactly according to the conversation simulation Ruka and I had devised.

“…But, it’s not that I don't want to be involved with people.”

Sara spoke while using the ‘smile’ she had practiced over and over.

Though it was slightly awkward, the change in her expression softened her overall aura.

“Really? Oh, thank goodness…”

Aoki gave a happy smile and continued the conversation.

“…Then, would you like to be my friend?”

Sara was shaken by Aoki’s sudden proposal.

Our eyes met for a split second, and I gave her a small nod.

She was probably just surprised that she had achieved her goal so abruptly.

“…Is that okay?”

“Of course! I look forward to getting to know you, Ginjo-san!”

Aoki must have been truly happy, as she beamed like the sun.

“…Yeah.”

Watching this scene, the atmosphere in the classroom shifted into something peaceful.

“Huh? Yuka-chan and Ginjo-san are talking?”

Entering the classroom at that exact moment was Ruka.

Of course, it wasn’t a coincidence. I had signaled the timing to Ruka via our group chat.

As Ruka approached, Aoki raised her hand.

“Ruu, morning! Actually, Ginjo-san and I became friends!”

“Eh, really~? I’m so jealous~. I want to be friends with Ginjo-san too!”

“…Yeah, sure.”

And so, the girls began chatting excitedly.

Sara was as taciturn as ever, but the conversation was somehow holding together.

“Ah, but approaching Ginjo-san is forbidden!”

Aoki crossed her arms in an X over her chest, as if protecting Sara from Ruka.

“Eh~? Why?”

“…Because she’s not good with physical contact.”

“Is that so?”

“…Yeah.”
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Of course, Ruka knew, but she pretended not to and acted surprised.

Because Sara had stated it clearly with her own mouth, a mere rumor transformed into truth.

Since Aoki and Ruka were prominent figures, everyone in the classroom had likely heard.

There weren’t even ten people watching, but it was more than enough for the information to spread: Aoki and the others have become friends with Sara and The rumors about Sara were true.

“Is this distance okay?”

Sara nodded at Ruka’s confirmation.

“…Yeah.”

“Got it. Then, is it okay if I talk to you normally from now on~?”

The questions Ruka was to ask Sara had been shared beforehand. Since Sara basically only had to nod, the flow of conversation remained smooth.

“Hey, hey, can I ask you a bunch of things about Ginjou-san?”

Sara nodded while using the ‘Smile’ skill in response to Aoki, who asked with a look of delight. She had also simulated her responses to Aoki in advance.

“Your previous school was in Tokyo, right? What are schools in Tokyo like? Are they really big?”

“…I don’t think so. They're smaller than the school here.”

“Eh, really?”

“…And there are too many people, so it’s exhausting.”

“Ah~, the trains get packed too, right? I’ve seen that.”

So far, Aoki’s words and actions hadn't deviated from our expectations.

Still, perhaps due to the tension of the actual practice, Sara’s responses were stiff.

“Coming in early once in a while really does bring good things~”

“Come to think of it, it’s rare for Ruu to be here this early, isn't it?”

“Ehehe~, I went to bed early last night. Lights out at ten!”

“Yes, yes, good girl.”

Sara was overwhelmed by the energy of Ruka and Aoki, but she managed to get through it by using the ‘Smile’ skill set at key moments. The lessons are paying off.

Even without Sara speaking much, the conversation proceeded smoothly.

This should be fine. If anything happens, Ruka will surely follow up.

I quietly left my seat. If I stayed there, I might get dragged into it. As someone working behind the scenes, that’s undesirable. The role of the ‘director’ is to make the protagonist of the story stand out.

“Huh? Those two…”

A few minutes later, Shidou arrived at the classroom.

“Looks like they’ve gotten pretty chummy with the transfer student, huh?”

I called out to Shidou as he let out a whistle.

“Morning, Shidou-kun. Surprising, isn’t it?”

“Yo, Kageyama. What on earth happened there?”

“Actually, Ginjou-san apologized to Aoki-san. And then—”

I explained the situation to Shidou exactly as I had seen it.

“Ginjou-san actually wants to get along with everyone.”

“Heh, is that so? Guess there was a misunderstanding about the transfer student.”

Though he said this, Shidou’s eyes clearly showed he found it amusing.

“Think I should jump in too?”

“Hmm, she seems nervous just talking to those two.”

“Well, I’ll pass for now then.”

“Probably for the best. If you talk to her, it’ll look like you're hitting on her.”

“Hey, Kageyama. What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Ahaha, just kidding.”

The reason I spoke to Shidou here wasn’t just to explain Sara's situation, but to ensure he didn't intervene. To begin with, Sara is in a state of panic just talking to Aoki and Ruka at the same time. If Shidou joined in, she wouldn't be able to say anything at all.

That’s why I'll keep Shidou under control.

That said, as the time approached, classmates began appearing in the classroom one after another.

“Eh, wait…”

“Whoa, Ginjou-san is…”

“She looks like she’s having fun.”

The arriving classmates looked at Sara and the others in surprise before taking their seats.

Sara, chatting happily with Ruka and Aoki, members of the ‘top tier.’

It was important for the classmates to perceive this image.

Once the recognition that Sara is friends with Aoki and the others spreads, it will be harder for people to casually speak ill of her.

This was also a countermeasure against Kurosawa and her group of ‘second-tier’ girls. Until now, Ruka and I had managed to control them, but since Sara had made such a bold move, there was a possibility Kurosawa and her group might try something.

As I was thinking this, Kurosawa herself entered the classroom.

Seeing the state of Sara and the others, Kurosawa groaned with distaste.

“Morning, Kurosawa-san.”

I greeted Kurosawa while pretending not to hear that groan.

“Kageyama. What’s the deal with that?”

“Apparently, they’ve become friends.”

“Hah? With that transfer student? Why?”

“What does it matter? It’ll make the class atmosphere better,” Shidou interjected.

“Since it wasn’t exactly a great atmosphere until yesterday.”

Shidou’s words sounded like a warning to Kurosawa.

“…I guess.”

Kurosawa replied, looking slightly awkward.

Shidou is overwhelmingly strong against Kurosawa. Probably because Kurosawa likes him.

“Well, everyone getting along is for the best, right?”

Shidou navigated his surroundings well.

He probably intended the warning to Kurosawa as well. While I appreciated that, he is a troublesome existence. With his keen observational skills, there’s a high chance Shidou will notice my secret maneuvering.

I’ll need to be more careful than usual when talking to Shidou.

After that, Akagami and Touyama arrived together.

“Morning, everyone.”

“Mornin~”

The two of them basically always commute together. Apparently, Touyama goes to pick up Akagami, who is very tired in the mornings. They’re way too much like childhood friends. I almost want to hear their conversations on the way to school.

However, since I’ve taken on the role of the support for the story starring Sara, I have to lower the priority of observing Akagami and the others. It's sad, but I only have one body.

Entering the classroom, Touyama doubted her eyes upon seeing Sara and the others.

“…Huh?”

“Wait, what’s going on?”

Touyama asked for the situation, looking at us near the classroom entrance.

“Apparently, they’ve become friends.”

I repeated the same explanation I gave Shidou.

I feel like I’ve become an RPG village NPC. Welcome to the town of XX!

After finishing the explanation while thinking about such nonsense, Touyama let out a hmph through her nose.

“So Ginjou-san was the one to reach out…”

Akagami breathed a sigh of relief, stroking his chest. He’s too good of a guy.

“I haven’t forgiven her yet.”

However, Touyama remained stubborn. As expected, Touyama’s impression isn't so easily overturned.



Five minutes before homeroom.

The morning classroom was noisier than usual. The reason, of course, was that Sara was chatting with Aoki and the others.

“…I’m just going to the restroom.”

Sara, who had been conversing while occasionally using ‘Smile,’ exited the circle.

Looking closely, her lips were trembling. It seems her mental points have hit their limit.

Meanwhile, Ruka and Aoki naturally merged with Akagami and the others.

“Hey~!”

“Ehehe~, I got to talk with Ginjou-san!”

“It was fun! She was easier to talk to than I thought!”

The phone in my pocket vibrated.

It was a message from Sara:

Empty classroom.

I left the classroom and entered the usual empty room at the end of the school building.

Leaning her back against the wall, Sara was sitting in a fetal position. Her expression was gloomy.

“Why are you depressed?”

“…I couldn’t speak well at all.”

It was a scene where a ‘thump’ sound effect would have looked natural appearing above her head.

“From the outside, it looked like you were all getting along great.”

“That’s because Oukura-san was supporting me.”

“Even so, if you were able to communicate, it’s proof that you're growing.”

When I told her that, Sara looked up at me with a dissatisfied expression.

“…Haku-chan, you’re too soft on me, aren't you?”

“That’s not true.”

I instinctively looked away, but I intended to give a flat evaluation.

We were certainly the ones who set the stage, but today’s Sara was fitting for the first step of the story.

“We finally created an opportunity. We can’t let this chance slip away.”

“Yeah. I want to become closer with Aoki-san. …Do you think I can?”

“Ruka and I will cover for any minor failures. Just take the plunge. Got it?”

When I gave the instruction, Sara’s expression became relieved.

“Thanks, Haku-chan.”

“It’s only just begun, you know?”

“Even so, it’s thanks to Haku-chan.”

“If you’re grateful to me, then fulfill your duty as the protagonist.”

“…Yeah. I’ll do my best!”

Taking a slow, deep breath, Sara declared her intention as if resetting her mood.

It seems her spent mana had somehow recovered.

What matters is today, the day the spark was lit.

Sara is well aware of that too.



When lunch break arrived, Sara started moving on her own.

Everyone’s attention focused on the movements of Sara, who had been the center of conversation since morning.

However, as Sara approached Aoki’s seat, she stopped, perhaps out of nervousness.

That said, approaching Aoki’s seat also meant she was close to mine.

“…Ginjou-san, is something wrong?”

When I called out to her naturally, Sara answered.

“…Um, I wanted to eat lunch with Aoki-san.”

When I looked toward the neighboring seat, Aoki was, naturally, paying attention to us.

“Of course! Ginjou-san, let’s eat together!”

Hearing Aoki’s response, Sara seemed relieved.

“I’m going to the cafeteria, so you can use this seat.”

When I prompted her to sit, Sara sat in my seat with a natural motion.

“Thank you, Haku… Kageyama-kun.”

Aoki looked at us, appearing bewildered.

“Are you two actually close?”

Sara was blatantly shaken, her shoulders trembling.

“…W-Why?”

“No, it’s just that the vibe between you two feels natural…”

Sara looked at me helplessly. Stop it. That gaze is already relying on me.

“Ahaha, you think so? I hope that’s the case.”

I brush it off with a generic response and a polite, fake smile.

The relationship of the ‘Youth Production Team’ is a secret, and as the support staff, there’s no need for me to draw attention to myself.

“…I’m not getting along with Kageyama-kun at all.”

Sara declared this with a straight face, but she went too far. Now she’s just standing out more.

“When you put it like that, it’s actually a little sad…”

“…S-sorry.”

Though her expression remained unchanged, Sara’s gaze began to wander.

Aoki, who had been watching her, let out a small chuckle.

“I think I’m starting to get a feel for Ginjo-san. You're just socially awkward, aren't you?”

“…Maybe?”

Sara answered with a cold expression. She probably thought using the ‘Smile’ skill would be weird here.

“Ah~, sorry.”

Aoki seemed to realize he had rubbed her the wrong way, and he hesitated over his next words.

Just as a slightly awkward atmosphere began to drift over them, Ruka approached.

“I want to eat lunch with you guys too~!”

A perfect save. Sara nodded, looking relieved.

The three of them began eating their bento boxes in a friendly atmosphere, just as they had been doing that morning.

“Mind if we join you?”

It was Akagami who called out to Sara and the others.

He was accompanied by Shidou and Touyama. The first-tier group had arrived in full force.

Touyama looked dissatisfied, but Akagami had likely persuaded her to come.

“Ginjo-san, what do you think?”

Ruka gauged Sara’s reaction. In reality, she was likely checking to see if Sara was actually okay with this.

Ruka looked at me. I gave a small nod.

If the number of people in the conversation suddenly increased, Sara might get too nervous and faint.

That said, if we refused now, it would leave the impression that she was difficult to deal with.

“It’s okay, right, Ginjo-san?”

Ruka asked, and Sara gave a small nod.

“Then, do you mind if we borrow some of the seats around here?”

Akagami asked the classmates sitting near Sara for permission.

“Sure, we’re heading to the cafeteria anyway.”

“Thanks.”

The fact that they got permission so easily was a testament to their top-caste status.

So far, so good. It would be ideal if she could become a member of the first-tier group, but Touyama’s affinity is low, so it won't be that simple. I need to think of a strategy to win Touyama over.

I bought some bread at the school store and headed to the roof.

Leaning my back against the wall of the stairwell, I sent instructions to Ruka via RINE.

Connect the call.

Ten seconds later, Ruka called me. As soon as I answered, I could hear voices.

“What’s up, Ruka?”

“Hmm? Nothing at all~”

I could now clearly hear the voices inside the classroom.

“So, Ginjo-san, you moved back here?”

“…Yeah. I was in Tokyo for middle school. But I was here for elementary.”

“Which elementary school did you go to?”

“Momose Elementary.”

“Oh, that’s close!”

Meanwhile, I could hear the conversation between Akagami and Sara.

…

…

It was trivial chatter, but as expected of Akagami, he managed to make it sound lively.

“…Which elementary school did Akagami-kun go to?”

Sara was struggling, but she was doing her best to keep the conversation going.

“Yuzuki and I were at Kyohoku. Masato was at Kyonan, Yuka at Chuo, and Ruka was at Mizuki, I think?”

“I see… Thank you?”

What a blunder… Don’t express gratitude as a question.

Akagami laughed amusedly at her response.

“Haha, you’re funny, Ginjo-san. You might be a little like Ruka?”

“Eh~? You think so?”

Ruka laughed it off when Akagami turned the conversation to her.

Immediately after, my phone vibrated. It was a private chat from Ruka.

We are not alike at all.

Why are you arguing with me? It’s because you're playing the ‘airhead’ character.

Meanwhile, the conversation among Sara and the others died down.

For a moment, there was silence.

No matter how much of a ‘social butterfly’ someone is, conversations don’t flow forever. Especially since they were talking with Sara, whom they had barely spoken to before—a bit of awkwardness was inevitable.

However, unable to bear the silence, Sara spoke up.

“…The weather is nice, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is.”

She actually brought up the weather. Sure, it was a cloudless, sunny day, but as a conversation starter, that’s way too weak!

Akagami gave a generic agreement. He was probably at a loss too.

As a ‘director,’ this was a stressful moment, but as a ‘viewer,’ it was honestly entertaining.

My phone vibrated again. This time, it was a private chat from Sara.

Need topics.

The brevity of the message showed how panicked she was.

For now, I chose the safe topic of ‘hobbies’ and replied.

“…What are your… hobbies…?”

“Hmm…”

Sara immediately asked Akagami about his hobbies. Is this a matchmaking interview?

“For me, it’s soccer. I played in a club until middle school.”

Despite being the one to ask, Sara gave a response that sounded uninterested.

“How about you, Ginjo-san?”

“I… read?”

Why is that a question?

“True, you’re always reading. What kind of books do you read?”

“Not light novels, but things like Dostoevsky’s ‘Crime and Punishment’.”

Don’t try to show off unnecessarily.

“You read some difficult books,” Akagami murmured, sounding impressed. Hey, don’t be fooled.

“I’m not good at reading. I get lost when I follow strings of text~”

Ruka joined the conversation in her fluffy tone. That’s a total lie. She read through my story summary notes in an instant. We have a competent person playing a klutz, and a klutz playing a competent person.

Listening to the conversation through my earphones, I munched on the bread I bought at the store.

The roof was deserted. It’s an off-limits area, after all. A few people, including myself, know that the lock on the roof is broken, but it's summer. No one in their right mind would choose to be outside in this blistering heat. Even in the shade of the stairwell, sweat was dripping down from my forehead.

I considered using the usual empty classroom, but using it too often increases the risk of being discovered.

I know several unpopular spots in the school—the roof is one of them, and it’s just as good.

Regardless, with Ruka’s help, Sara is achieving better results than expected.

Akagami and Aoki are just too nice. I didn’t expect them to be this welcoming toward her.

However, Akagami and the others’ motivation is likely just to help Sara, who had been treated like a social leper in class, fit in. Whether they actually want her in their friend group is another matter entirely.



“I became friends with Aoki-san!”

On the way home, once we were alone, Sara’s eyes sparkled.

“I couldn’t talk very well, but I got to talk to Akagami-kun too!”

Unaware that I had been eavesdropping through Ruka, Sara continued to talk in high spirits.

“What did you think?”

“I thought they were such good people, being so considerate of someone like me.”

Naturally. That group is a collection of characters so attractive that I’m interested in watching them. There isn't a single unpleasant person among them. That's why I feel like I can entrust Sara to them.

However, jumping straight into the first-tier group is a high risk.

“I didn’t get to talk much with Shidou-kun or Touyama-san, though…”

“If you got along with Aoki and Akagami, that’s enough for the first day.”

No matter how much Ruka is there or how friendly Akagami and Aoki are, I can’t be sure about Shidou and Touyama.

Especially Touyama. Since they ate lunch together, her attitude should have softened slightly, but there was no direct conversation between her and Sara. Setting aside the passive Sara, Touyama didn’t initiate any conversation either. Shidou only chimed in occasionally and didn't talk much with Sara.

It would be a stretch to say they’ve become friends.

Furthermore, she’ll likely draw resentment from other classmates. I don't know how Kurosawa and the other girls in the second-tier group will react.

The road ahead is fraught with difficulty, but there’s no doubt she's taken the first step.

Perhaps because she was so happy, Sara kept wearing a grin.

As always, once her Witch Mode deactivated, her expressions shifted rapidly.

“I hope I can talk even better tomorrow.”

If everyone could see the current Sara, I wouldn’t even need to operate from the shadows.

“I want to do something to thank you, Haku-chan.”

“As long as the story where you’re the protagonist becomes interesting, that's enough for me…”

“But Haku-chan is the one paying Oukura-san a reward, right?”

“…Well, yeah.”

Though I haven’t used the ‘one-day date’ ticket yet.

“Then, I want to pay Haku-chan a reward.”

I hurriedly stopped Sara as she tried to take out her wallet.

“Hey, I don’t want money. I'm not struggling for it.”

“Muu… then, what should I do?”

Sara seemed determined to give me something in return.

“Is there anything you’re struggling with?”

“…Let’s see. If I had to say…”

I looked over Sara’s frame, thinking.

Sara’s cheeks flushed slightly, and she fidgeted.

“Um… Haku-chan…?”

I don’t know what she was imagining, but something came to mind.

“Huh?”

“Sara, can you cook?”

Sara tilted her head curiously. She was likely unconsciously utilizing the ‘adorable gestures’ Ruka had taught her.

Inadvertently, I thought she was cute.

Of course, that’s just my feeling toward a character in a story!



It felt strange having Sara in my kitchen.

Wearing an apron, Sara was humming a song while preparing food.

She was making hamburger steaks. We had stopped by the supermarket earlier to buy the ingredients. The reason she chose hamburger steaks was that I had mentioned it was a food I liked.

“I know it’s late, but your parents really aren't coming home, right?”

“Yeah. Both of them won’t be back until after midnight.”

“Their jobs must be very demanding…”

What Sara was worried about was suddenly bumping into my parents.

She must have spoken with my parents a bit when we were young, but as things stand now, they might as well be strangers.

Whether or not Witch Mode will activate is basically a toss-up.

“Still, eating convenience store bento every day isn’t good for you.”

Sara says this while looking at the remains of the convenience store meals I’d stuffed into a trash bag.

Not to brag, but I can’t cook. Or rather, I have no intention of cooking, mostly because I have very little interest in my own daily life.

Since I receive plenty of money for food from my parents, I basically lived on school store snacks for lunch and convenience store bento for dinner. I had no complaints about that in itself… but if I had to put it into words, I found myself wanting to eat something homemade. It might be because I recently had some tamagoyaki made by Ruka.

That tamagoyaki was delicious.

Though, that doesn’t necessarily mean Sara is as good a cook as Ruka.

“From now on, I’ll be managing Haku-chan's nutritional balance!”

However, Sara, burning with a sense of mission, looks quite practiced in her movements.

“You don’t have to go that far. Just this once is enough.”

“Nope. Our houses are close, so even if every day is impossible, I’ll come over to cook for you regularly.”

“That’ll be a pain for you.”

“Haku-chan does things for me that are much more of a pain.”

Seeing how stubborn Sara is, I let out a sigh.

“…Do whatever you want.”

“Thanks, Haku-chan!”

Smiling happily, Sara carried the plates to the table.

Hamburger steak, rice, and salad. It seems she also made a pot-au-feu packed with vegetables.

Even for someone like me, who isn’t very interested in food, it looks delicious.

“What about your own portion?”

Sara had only prepared enough for one person.

“Yeah. When I go home, my mom will have dinner ready.”

I see—so that’s how a typical household works.

“Itadakimasu.”

As I put my hands together, Sara stares at me intently from across the table.

“…It’s hard to eat while you're doing that.”

“I don’t usually serve my cooking to anyone outside my family, so I'm curious about your reaction…”

Even after I point it out, Sara keeps glancing at me. Is she really that curious?

For now, I take a bite of the hamburger steak.

“…It’s good.”

The juices flood my mouth. The doneness is just right, and the demi-glace sauce is outstanding. This might be the best hamburger steak I’ve ever eaten.

“Really?”

Sara’s expression brightens instantly.

“Yeah.”

Nodding, I take a spoonful of the pot-au-feu. This is also well-seasoned and delicious.

After eating something this good, I feel like I won’t be able to go back to convenience store bento.

In terms of cooking skill, it looks like Sara might have the edge over Ruka.

“When did you learn how to cook?”

“My mom taught me. Back in middle school, I spent all my long breaks at home… I think she was worried about me shutting myself away in my room and wanted me to find a hobby.”

Every single one of her anecdotes is so heavy.

“Cooking is fun. Because people are happy when they eat it.”

Sara beams as she watches me eat.

I can’t quite fathom what's so interesting about it, but it's not like the food is disappearing just because she's watching.

Regardless… this really is delicious.


      
        Chapter 3 - Join the Group!
 A week had passed since then.

By becoming friends with Akagami and Aoki, Sara had secured a certain standing in the class social hierarchy. She was in the process of gradually getting closer to other classmates as well, but it could be said that she had acclimated to the class to some extent. Her communication skills in Witch Mode were also improving bit by bit.

“Let’s move to the next stage.”

“The next stage?”

“…Right.”

After school, in the usual empty classroom, I made the declaration to the two of them.

“Let me confirm once more. What is your goal, Sara?”

“…‘To spend a youth like something out of a story.’”

“To achieve that, you’ll need to join a friend group.”

As things stood, Sara was no longer treated like a social leper as she had been before. A large part of that was due to the fact that she had started talking to the “top-tier” members. Even so, Sara was still floating on the periphery. This was because she didn’t belong to a group.

“Sara. What do you want to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“This is your story. Who do you want to spend your youth with?”

Sara’s gaze wandered.

“But, someone like me… choosing who to be with…”

“Don’t compromise. You want a youth like a story, right?”

I cautioned her as she looked anxious.

“Dealing with the impossible is my job.”

“…Thank you, Haku-chan.”

With a single nod, Sara looked at Oukura.

“I… I want to spend my youth with Oukura-san and the others.”

Sara’s response was exactly as predicted.

Through their interactions over the past week, Sara had been drawn to the personalities of Akagami and Aoki. Additionally, Oukura was part of that same group. It was only natural that she would want to join them.

“I’d be more than happy to have you!”

Oukura beamed upon hearing Sara’s words.

“The groundwork for joining the group is there. Oukura, a core member, is on our side.”

“Ugh…”

However, there was one clear problem.

“Touyama doesn’t have a good impression of Sara.”

“…That’s true. I don’t think she hates her that much now, but Yuzuki-chan loves the current group, so she might oppose letting a new person in.”

Hearing Oukura’s opinion, Sara looked down, appearing crestfallen.

Recently, even when Oukura was around, Sara had begun to show more emotion. It was proof that Oukura’s existence was shifting from that of a “stranger” to a “friend.”

“In that case, the problem is indeed Touyama. Sara, what do you think of Touyama?”

“She’s strong-willed… and a little scary.”

Oukura gave a wry smile at Sara’s honest impression.

“But… looking at her, I feel like she’s a kind person who cares deeply for her friends.”

“That’s true. She’s incredibly soft-hearted toward her own circle.”

“…Yeah. I hope we can get along.”

Now, the general policy was decided. I would get Sara into the top-tier group. To do that—

“First, we’ll have Oukura mediate and create an opportunity.”

“I’m fine with that, but specifically how?”

“I have the perfect pretext. Sara, your birthday is coming up soon, right?”

“…You remember that well.”

Sara blinked in surprise.

“It just happened to come to mind.”

That was a lie. I had never forgotten.

Sara’s birthday was July 15th. The day after tomorrow. I would use this pretext to create an event to bring her closer to Touyama.

“That was a smooth way of putting it, wasn’t it?” Oukura whispered.

“What do you mean?”

“In truth, you just want everyone to celebrate Sara-chan’s birthday on a grand scale, don’t you?”

“…I’m going to work out the specific arrangements.”

I couldn’t deny that there was a bit of my own ego in this plan.



“Good morning.”

“Morning, Ginjou-san~”

When Sara greeted her classmates, they returned the greeting. I had stopped feeling a sense of incongruity at this sight. It was proof that she was blending into the class.

After exchanging greetings with the classmates around her seat, Sara took out a book and began to read. This was a strategy to conserve Sara’s mental stamina—her MP. If she talked to too many people, her MP would be depleted, so she needed to secure time for herself. In other words, reading was a measure against MP consumption, but as a result, Sara had gained a reputation for ‘basically preferring to be alone.’ Thanks to her stunning looks, she was being treated as an ‘unreachable flower,’ which was exactly what I intended. In short, she had acquired a position like a high-caste unaffiliated member.

“Everyone~, got a second?”

I shifted my gaze toward the center of the classroom.

Oukura was chatting with Touyama, Aoki, Akagami, and Shidou.

“Is something wrong?”

While pretending to look at my smartphone at my desk, I listened intently.

“I just heard… that Ginjou-san’s birthday is tomorrow!”

“Eh, really?”

The gazes of Akagami and the others turned toward Sara, who was reading a book in the very last seat. Sara herself was oblivious, focused on her book. Please, recover as much MP as you can.

“So, I want us to celebrate her birthday~”

“That sounds great! I’m in!”

Aoki, who was on good terms with Sara, immediately showed her support.

“…Well, I guess it’s fine.”

Touyama seemed to hesitate for a moment, but eventually nodded.

“Sounds fun. I’m down,” Shidou affirmed in a light tone.

“Yay! Now, where should we go…?”

“Maybe Saizeriya? It’s tomorrow after school, right?”

Oukura and Akagami began discussing the specific arrangements.

“Ah, but I have club activities tomorrow after school, so I can’t go!”

Aoki suddenly looked crestfallen.

“Why not just skip?”

“Geez, don’t lump me in with the soccer club!”

The only ones in the top-tier group who were in clubs were Aoki and Shidou. While the girls’ volleyball club Aoki belonged to worked hard, the soccer club Shidou belonged to had a lax atmosphere, and Shidou often skipped. For that reason, when the top-tier group hung out after school, it was common for Aoki to be the only one missing. But this time, I wanted Aoki—who was close to Sara—to be there.

“Let’s go to karaoke for the after-party~. Yuka-chan, why don’t you come for that part?”

Since I had coordinated with Oukura in advance, the proposal went smoothly.

“Is that okay? Ah, but… Ginjou-san might not stick around that long.”

Aoki expressed concern, but there was no need for that. Sara had already given her consent.

“Well, if that happens, it can’t be helped. We’ll just play among ourselves.”

Touyama shrugged.

“…Eh?”

The reason she was so nonchalant was likely because she wasn’t particularly invested in Sara. ‘If everyone else is celebrating, I don’t mind joining in.’ That was the vibe of Touyama’s mood.

“Then, I’ll go invite Ginjou-san right now~”

Oukura smiled happily and rushed over to Sara in the back seat.

“Hey, is it okay if we celebrate your birthday tomorrow~?”

Sara, who had been focused on her book, was startled by the sudden address. Why? This was exactly according to plan.

“…U-um. Thank you.”

Having managed to regain her composure, Sara nodded with a ‘smile.’



The following day after school.

Sara seemed somewhat more restless than usual.

“Alright, let’s go!”

Akagami declared excitedly. His voice was unnecessarily loud, echoing throughout the entire classroom.

“Are you guys going somewhere?”

Kurosawa, looking interested, spoke to Akagami.

“Today is Ginjou-san’s birthday celebration.”

“Eh, really? Wait, it’s your birthday? Happy birthday~!”

Though surprised, Kurosawa congratulated Sara, who was standing next to Akagami.

“…Thank you.”

“Does that mean we can’t tag along?”

“Um…”

Kurosawa likely asked because she wanted to hang out with Akagami and the others. She probably had no real desire to celebrate Sara’s birthday.

Sara looked at Akagami, appearing troubled. Since Sara wasn’t the host of this gathering, it was only natural that she was hesitant to make a decision.

“Sorry, but I think it’s just us this time,” Akagami replied with a wry smile, brushing off Kurosawa’s suggestion.

“Tsch~, how boring.”

Rather than anything to do with Kurosawa, it was likely a matter of numbers. If there were too many people at a family restaurant, it would be a nuisance to the establishment.

“Alright, everyone. See you tomorrow.”

Akagami and the others filed out of the classroom. In that circle were Oukura, Touyama, Shidou… and Sara. Aoki was at her club.

“Ginjou-san’s birthday party?”

“Sounds fun. I wish I could hang out with Oukura and the others too~”

The classmates remaining in the room chatted among themselves.

“I envy Akagami and Shidou. They get to take all the cute girls with them.”

Through this event, the classmates would come to perceive Sara as a member of the top-tier group—or more accurately, I would manipulate the rumors so that they formed that impression.

“Ginjou-san is really close with Akagami-kun and the others, huh.”

“Yeah. I wondered how it would turn out right after she transferred, but it seems she’s settled in.”

Hearing my words, which served to reinforce the current status quo, the classmate nodded.



“Happy Birthday, Ginjou-san!”

Gathered at Saizeriya, Sara and the others seemed to be having a great time.

First, Oukura handed Sara a present that everyone had chipped in to buy.

“…Thank you. I’m so happy.”

The contents were some slightly high-end chocolates. Oukura had chosen something that was just the right balance for a high schooler’s birthday gift.

The voices were echoing from my smartphone because Oukura had put me on the call.

I had considered going there in person to listen to the conversation up close, but family restaurants often don’t let you choose your own seats. This time, I decided to stick with eavesdropping.

“Anyway, what are we eating?”

“Milano-style doria, obviously!”

“Yuzuki always goes for that. I’m feeling pasta.”

It sounded like Shidou and Touyama were chatting while browsing the menu.

“What about you?”

Surprisingly, Touyama spoke to Sara.

“…Then, I’ll have the same as Touyama-san.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“…Because it looks delicious.”

“You’ve actually got a decent eye.”

“Ready, set, go!”

Touyama looked bewildered for a moment, but muttered with a hint of happiness.

Listening to that conversation through my earphones, I made my way through the school grounds after class. I looked down from the second floor of the gymnasium to the first. The girls’ volleyball team was in the middle of practice.

Aoki leaped and spiked the ball, driving it straight into the opposing court. What an incredible serve. Aoki’s physical abilities are as outstanding as ever. Perhaps because her chest bounced with every jump, most of the boys’ basketball team practicing on the adjacent court were captivated by her. Hey, get back to practice!



The five of them continued to chat for a while even after finishing dinner. They lingered over the drink bar, blossoming into trivial conversations about daily life.

Sara didn’t speak much, but her voice sounded slightly more upbeat.

“Shall we head to karaoke soon?”

The atmosphere of Sara’s birthday celebration was shifting toward changing venues.

Meanwhile, the girls’ volleyball team’s practice was just coming to an end. It seemed their time management was working out well.

“I’m heading home first! I have something to take care of!”

After excusing herself to her teammates, Aoki hurried out of the gymnasium. She was heading toward the club building. She was likely going to change back into her uniform.

“Alright, let’s settle the bill.”

On the other hand, at Shidou’s word, the Saizeriya group began preparing to leave. At this timing, Aoki should be able to join them at karaoke just in time. Everything is proceeding smoothly so far. Just as I thought that, a voice reached me.

“Usuto-kun, can you hear me?”

“What is it?”

It was Ruka. There was no sign of anyone around me.

“I told them I was going to the restroom and stepped out for a bit.”

“Did something happen?”

“Let’s see.”

“No, nothing special. The first party is going reasonably well. But it’s still a bit awkward–I wouldn’t say they’ve become close yet. If Yuka-chan were here, the atmosphere might be more relaxed… especially since there’s still a wall between her and Masato-kun or Yuzuki-chan~”

I organized the relationship values between Sara and the top-tier group. Ruka, needless to say, was my accomplice and Sara’s ally.

Aoki could be called her closest friend in this school. Even now, she had rushed to change into her uniform and bolted from the club building. If that wasn’t a friend, what was? Akagami gave the impression that he cared for Sara quite a bit. I think it started because the teacher ordered him to look after her, but I get the feeling he actually enjoys talking with the eccentric Sara.

The problem was, first, Shidou. He seems to find Sara amusing, but… since he naturally takes a step back and plays the role of the group’s guardian, the impression remains that there is still a wall.

And then there’s Touyama. He has a strong sense of camaraderie, but once he labels someone an enemy, it’s hard to overturn. Although his attitude has softened gradually, I still feel his treatment of Sara is somewhat harsh.

“Actually, there’s a reason why I made the second party karaoke.”

This event is meant to earn favor with the top-tier members.

“As expected of Usuto-kun! Do you have some kind of strategy?”

“When do you think people find someone charming?”

“Hmm… like, ‘they’re kinder than I thought’ or ‘they’re cooler than I expected’?”

“Exactly. In other words, when they feel a gap in a positive way.”

“I get what you’re saying, but how does that connect to karaoke?”

“For now, just create a flow where Sara is made to sing.”

It will likely be more amusing than expected.



“Ahaha hahahahaha!”

“…Eh?”

Laughter from Touyama and the others echoed inside the karaoke room. I could also hear Sara’s bewildered voice.

I was still connected to the call via Ruka’s smartphone. I had also come to the karaoke place where Sara and the others were. In a different room, of course.

“T-This is…”

“Do you seriously not realize it?”

Akagami and Touyama were having this conversation while laughing joyfully.

“…Am I bad?”

Sara muttered, sounding devastated.

“You didn’t notice?!”

Aoki, who had just joined them, chimed in with a surprised shout.

Yes—Sara is hopelessly tone-deaf. Surely, there is no one in the world who doesn’t realize she is tone-deaf.

Since the plan was to go to karaoke for the second party, Sara had invited me to practice. Because I had no particular reason to refuse, I accompanied her to karaoke after school that day. That was where I found out. I discovered the sheer extent of Sara’s tone-deafness.

I had two choices. One was to scrap the karaoke plan for the second party. Since Ruka hadn’t proposed it to everyone yet, I could have stopped it in time.

The other was to push through with the karaoke plan. However, if I told her she was tone-deaf, Sara would lose her confidence. Therefore, I had no choice but to praise her.

Sara had some awareness that she wasn’t great. However, she probably didn’t think I would lie. She trusts my judgment more than her own. As a result, a ‘funny girl’ was born—one who sings with a straight face, completely unaware of her own tone-deafness.

Furthermore, combined with the lack of emotion in her Witch Mode, it resulted in terrible, monotone delivery. A combo of tone-deafness, monotone delivery, and a straight face. It was incredibly funny to watch from the sidelines.

“I… I’m gonna die…”

Shidou seemed to be the one most affected.

Ruka sent me a video along with a chat saying, “He’s cracking up.”

Shidou was slumped over the table, his body shaking violently.

“Oi, oi, this is too funny, Ginjou-san…”

“…I-I don’t want to be a funny person.”

While making excuses, Sara spammed angry stamps in her chat with me. Sorry about that.

“No, no, I like funny people,” Shidou said to Sara, having managed to suppress his laughter.

“Want to sing together?”

“…If it’s okay that I’m bad.”

“It’s fine. Let’s just have fun.”

Shidou seemed to have taken a liking to Sara and began picking a song for them to sing together.

A chat flew in from Ruka.

“Amazing, raising favorability in a way like this.”

Shidou’s value system is basically ‘anything goes as long as it’s funny.’ Is he a Shounen Jump character or something? While the strategy was primarily aimed at Shidou, I didn’t expect it to hit this hard.

Although a ‘director’ is required to have the ability to keep reality under control, reality is interesting precisely because it is unpredictable. And yet, it still meets expectations.

“Ah, Masa-chan, that’s not fair! I want to sing with Ginjou-san too!”

Furthermore, thanks to Aoki—who is close with Sara—joining them, the slightly awkward atmosphere that had lingered during the first party was resolved. It really was the right move to have Aoki join.

“Then, let’s put in a song that everyone can sing together,” Akagami suggested, as if it had just occurred to him.

“Sounds good~”

“What should we sing?”

Shidou agreed enthusiastically, and Ruka asked the question.

“Why don’t you decide, Ginjou-san?”

Touyama deferred to Sara.

“Eh…”

Sara’s voice was as cold as ever, but she was probably startled.

However, for times like this, I had previously created a ‘Singable Song List.’ She just needs to glance at her phone and select one from that list.

“…I want this song.”

I couldn’t see the exact situation, but the remote control was likely in Sara’s hand. She seemed to be showing the title of the song she chose to the others.

“Nice choice~”

Once Ruka agreed, the song Sara had selected began to play.

It was a famous anime song that had been popular when they were children. The memory of watching that anime with Sara was brought back.

Sara and the others began to sing the song together. Her singing voice was still hopelessly off, but her tone was more upbeat than usual.

After they finished, a chat came from Sara.

“It was fun singing with everyone.”

It seemed the memory of spamming angry stamps until a moment ago had vanished.

For Sara, this moment was surely the very essence of the youth she had desired.

“I’m glad,” I replied succinctly.

For now, today’s birthday celebration event could be called a success.

While I was resting and listening to Shidou’s needlessly good singing, the door to the room suddenly opened.

Only two people knew about this room.

Because I had shared the room number in the group chat,

“I’m here.”

Ruka trotted over to my side.

She sat pressed close against me, wrapping her arm around mine.

“Hey, don’t cling to me.”

“A reward like this should be allowed, right?”

When put that way, it was hard to argue. It was a fact that I relied heavily on Ruka. This operation wouldn’t have come together without Ruka.

“Now then, it’s reward time~”

Squeeze.

My arm is pinned against Ruka’s curves. She rubs her cheek against my upper arm. All the while, Sara’s singing continues to stream from the smartphone.

“Ruka, you’re right here, so why can I still hear her voice?”

“Because I left my phone with Sara-chan.”

“In the first place, how did you sneak away?”

“Oh, I didn’t say anything. Everyone just thinks I’m in the restroom.”

“Then you should probably get back quickly.”

“I know. That’s why I’m going to make the most of this short time.”

Ruka, hugging my arm tight, looked truly happy. I don’t understand her at all, but I suppose I’ll let her do as she pleases for a while.

“Ah, I’m… going to go grab some drinks.”

Meanwhile, Sara’s voice comes through the phone. The sounds from the device indicate she has left the karaoke room. She is likely heading toward the drink bar with Ruka’s phone still in her pocket.

“Ginjou-san, wait a second.”

Akagami’s voice rings out. Sara seems to have stopped walking.

“…Akagami-kun.”

“Want to come with me?”

The two of them start walking together.

“Thanks for today.”

“…Why are you thanking me, Akagami-kun?”

“Because I’ve dragged you into our inside jokes.”

So Akagami stepped out to support Sara.

“You’re not fond of karaoke, but you summoned the courage to come, right?”

“…Y-yeah.”

In truth, she had been brimming with confidence because of me, but Sara didn’t deny it. It was more convenient to let things play out exactly as Akagami assumed.

“…But it’s okay. I’m having fun.”

“I see. Glad I invited you then.”

Having finished their conversation, the two seem to have reached the drink bar. I can hear the sound of liquid pouring into cups.

“Can I call you Sara?”

“Eh?”

“I mean, we’re friends now, right?”

I hear Sara catch her breath.

“…Of course.”

“Looking forward to getting to know you, Sara.”

“…Yeah.”

After that exchange, Sara and Akagami return to the room.

Ruka, who had been listening silently beside me, whispers, “That worked out well.”

“If the leader, Kouichi-kun, likes her that much, there’s nothing left to worry about. Masato-kun was laughing his head off, and Yuzuki-chan’s attitude is gradually softening.”

Ruka is optimistic, but I have my concerns.

“I feel like Akagami-san is paying a bit too much attention to Sara.”

“…? That’s just because he likes her. Kouichi-kun is more of a caretaker than he looks.”

“It might be unfounded worry, but if this continues, it could create a different set of problems.”

At that, Ruka seemed to catch onto my concern.

“Ah~, I see. What are you going to do?”

“For now, I’ll just watch. There are problems that need immediate handling, and those that don’t.”

This falls into the latter category.

Because it looks like the story is about to get interesting.

The reason I’ve been operating in the shadows to handle things until now was to prevent boring developments. However, this particular issue has the potential to become a climax in the story.

In that case, instead of preemptively fixing it, I should focus on directing it toward a more dramatic development. After all, Sara herself desires a youth that feels like a story.

“You have a wicked look on your face, Usuhito-kun.”

“What? I’m simply ensuring she fulfills her duty as the protagonist of the story.”

I’m not just operating behind the scenes for Sara’s sake. I’m making the story where Sara is the lead an interesting one.

That is the true pleasure of being the ‘director.’



From the following day onward, Sara spent more time with Akagami and the others. Of course, Akagami and the group accepted her presence. Her conversations were still awkward, but she was loved even for that clumsiness. In short, it would be fair to say she had become a member of the top-tier group. The classmates were surprised, but they accepted the situation. More accurately, I made them accept it. I find the development where Sara is bad-mouthed due to the jealousy of other classmates to be unpleasant.

While eating my lunch in the classroom during the break, a chat message arrives from Ruka. Ruka herself is eating lunch while chatting with the top-tier group, including Sara.

“Kurosawa-san is being very quiet. Did you do something?”

“I threatened her.”

“Scary.”

Kurosawa is the ringleader of the second-tier girls’ group who harbor dissatisfaction toward Sara. Because she has strong influence over the other girls, leaving her alone would lead to troublesome situations for Sara. Being a member of the top-tier group while being hated by the rest of the class—if Sara fell into a situation like that, it would be far from the ideal youth she envisions.

So, I took measures early.

“How did you do it?”

Kurosawa had a past where she cheated with the boyfriend of Kusano, who belongs to the same group, and I possess the photographic evidence. Getting Kurosawa to obey is simple. I only need to slip the evidence and a letter into her desk anonymously, stating my demands.

“I told her that if she didn’t want the photos leaked, she should stop any bad-mouthing of Ginjou.”

When I explained this to Ruka, she replied with a disgusted chat—“How vivid~”

“That’s why she’s become quiet.”

The secret I hold threatens Kurosawa’s current status. Therefore, whenever Sara comes up in conversation within the group, Kurosawa stops them, saying, “Stop it.”

“What’s up? Did you actually become friends with Ginjou?”

An oblivious Kusano asks Kurosawa with a puzzled look.

“…Something like that. She’s actually pretty interesting. So, no bad-mouthing.”

“Ahaha, a dictatorship! That’s hilarious! Well, I don’t mind though~”

Kurosawa is glancing around excessively, likely searching for the person who threatened her. However, from her perspective, the only people who would protect Sara are the members of the top-tier group. Since she wants to avoid making enemies of them, Kurosawa is unable to move.

“Why do you even have photos like that?”

“Simply for the sake of recording the story. I didn’t think they’d be useful.”

As expected, information is indispensable for operating in the shadows.



To direct Sara’s story, it seems I need to further strengthen my information gathering.

“Sara, would you mind helping me with my studies?”

After school, Akagami calls out to Sara. The surrounding students buzz at the mention of her name, but Sara responds without noticing.

“…Is someone like me okay?”

“You were ranked first in your grade at your school in Tokyo, right?”

“…I only got that once, during the midterms before I transferred.”

“That’s still amazing! Please!”

Sara gives a small nod to Akagami, who bows his head with his hands pressed together.

Starting today is the period where club activities are suspended before the final exams. In other words, there is one week left. Akagami, whose grades are not very good, suddenly begins to panic as exams approach.

If you rank the top-tier group by grades, it goes: Touyama, Ruka, Shidou, Aoki, and then Akagami. Akagami is quite low in the overall grade ranking, barely avoiding failing marks. It is a constant battle against remedial classes.

On the other hand—though it may be surprising—Touyama is ranked first in the grade. In the last midterms, she left the second-place student far behind.

Ruka was ninth, Shidou twenty-first, Aoki one hundred seventy-fourth, and Akagami was two hundred twenty-second, if I recall. I have a general grasp of my classmates’ rankings. Since there are two hundred forty students in the grade, it’s clear how low Akagami’s rank is.

“…Where should we study?”

“Then, would you accompany me to the library?”

“…Alright.”

Hearing their conversation, the classroom buzzes even more.

“A study session for just the two of them in the library… isn’t that basically a date?”

Aoki, sitting in the next seat, whispers with an excited expression.

“Maybe so.”

I give a noncommittal response while thinking.

Sara is likely floating on cloud nine from the interaction with the first friends she’s made in a long time, and isn’t conscious of the fact that Akagami is a member of the opposite sex. That’s why she doesn’t notice why everyone is buzzing.

As for Akagami, he is incredibly dense in these situations. Without seeming to mind, he and Sara leave the classroom together.

“But seriously, Yuzu-chi is totally in trouble here…”

Aoki looks toward Touyama with a hesitant air.

“Haaah!!”

Touyama stared at the classroom entrance where Akagami and Sara had exited, her expression one of sheer shock.

I understand the feeling. Touyama was the one who looked after Akagami’s studies during the midterms. In fact, part of the reason Touyama’s grades are so good is likely because she spends time tutoring him.

“I-Is something wrong~? Yuzuki-chan?”

Sensing something was off, Ruka speaks to Touyama.

“What do you mean ‘is something wrong’?! What was that?! What about me?! I’m the one who’s been helping Kouichi study since forever! Why is Ginjou taking that role?!”

Touyama is clearly angry.

“I wonder why~?”

Ruka is smiling, but she looks a bit troubled.

The reason the role was taken is simple. Akagami feels guilty about being tutored by Touyama every time there’s an exam. The fact that the tsundere Touyama tends to say things like “I guess I have no choice” or “Just this once” is also a major factor. Akagami has developed the mindset that he is “stealing Touyama’s precious time.”

That’s why he decided to rely on Sara this time. I mean, in the end, he’s still relying on someone. I feel like telling him to try doing it himself, but Akagami’s academic ability is fatally low. He probably tried doing it himself and realized he understood absolutely nothing.

“Besides, haven’t those two been way too close lately?” Touyama says discontentedly.

“They certainly talk a lot~”

“Before I knew it, they were calling each other by their first names… what is this?”

“Yuzuki-chan must be so anxious-~”

“…S-Shut up! It’s not like that!”

It is an open secret that Touyama is in love with Akagami, but she refuses to admit it.

“What do you think Kouichi is planning?”

“If you’re curious, I guess you’ll just have to ask him directly.”

“…That would make it look like I’m jealous of Ginjou-san.”

It doesn’t just look like it—that’s exactly what it is.

Somehow, even Ruka’s smile seems to be twitching.

Touyama is usually so assertive, yet she becomes suddenly timid when it comes to romance. That part of her is cute, but I can’t shake the impression that she’s a ‘losing heroine.’

Now then, I’ll leave the monitoring of Touyama to Ruka and go follow Sara and the others.



Nijisora, dropping in.

A location is sent to the group chat.

It seems Sara and Akagami are studying in the study room of the Maebashi City Library.

It’s a library frequently used by students in the area. From Nijisora, it’s probably about a ten-minute bike ride.

I reach the library and head up to the study room on the third floor. The large number of students is likely because the nearby schools have entered their exam periods. In the silence, the only sounds echoing are the flipping of textbook pages and the scratching of mechanical pencils on notebooks. I find Sara and Akagami at the far edge of the room.

I circle around into their blind spot and take a seat behind them.

“…So first, you factor this part, and the intermediate steps are…”

Sara is explaining in a low voice.

The two of them are sitting unusually close, likely out of consideration for their surroundings. Talking isn’t strictly forbidden in this study room, but there’s a time and place for everything.

“Ah, I see. That’s how it works.”

Having heard Sara’s explanation, Akagami nods as if a lightbulb has gone off. Then, he begins to write the answer to the problem in his notebook.

“So, it’s like this, right?”

“…Mm. You’re a fast learner.”

“No, it’s just that your teaching is so easy to understand, Sara. You’re a lifesaver, seriously.”

Akagami flashes his white teeth, offering his thanks in a whisper.

“…I—Is that so?”

Sara averted her eyes.

Too close!

She looks shy, but she’s actually terrified. Even if the situation makes it unavoidable, she’s a little too close to Akagami for comfort.

A chat message flies in, sounding like a cry for help.

Apparently, she’s certain I’m nearby. She’s right, of course.

“You okay?”

“For now… but it’s a little scary.”

“Sara, change your mindset. You are currently at a study session with the most handsome guy in school.”

“That’s a bit too vivid.”

“Isn’t this the ‘youth’ you wanted?”

“I think it’s too early for that. I’m starting to get weirdly nervous.”

“That nervousness is also the flavor of youth. Just enjoy it to the fullest.”

“That’s not helping at all!”

Sara spams stamps that look like she’s pleading, but there’s nothing for me to do in this situation. I’m just going to enjoy Sara and Akagami’s youthful rom-com to the fullest. This is the best seat in the house.

“Is something wrong?”

Akagami suddenly stops studying and asks. He must have noticed Sara constantly looking at her phone.

“…It’s nothing.”

Sara answers and returns to her studies. She’s probably panicking inside, but since she’s in Witch Mode, it doesn’t show on the surface. Her face is composed, but her hands aren’t moving at all.

“Hey, about this problem—”

While this is going on, Akagami throws out another question. It seems they are basically studying individually and helping each other with problems they don’t understand.

Akagami’s academic level is disastrous, but he’s not naturally dim-witted. He understands the parts Sara points out quite easily. Simply put, he lacks the basics, so he can’t apply them. He’s the classic case of someone who barely passed their high school entrance exams through last-minute cramming, only to find themselves unable to keep up after enrollment.

Even so,

“You can teach any subject, can’t you?”

“In middle school, I didn’t have anything to do but study.”

When I praise Sara in the chat, a sad bit of self-deprecation comes back.

Eventually, Akagami stops studying and lets out a long breath.

“I’m a bit tired. Want to take a break? I’ll buy you a drink.”

Saying that, he stands up, leaving his things at the table.

“…No, I’m fine.”

“Let me do at least this much. You’re helping me with my studies, after all.”

“…Thank you.”

Watching their backs as they walk away, I follow after them.

Leaving the library entrance, Sara and the others buy drinks at a vending machine.

“What do you want?”

“…Coffee.”

The two of them then sit on a bench near the vending machine to take their break. I take a wide detour and hide behind a pillar of the library, listening to their conversation from their blind spot.

“Low sugar? Or black?”

“…Low sugar. Black is… too bitter.”

“I get that. Same here. Though I drink black in the mornings.”

“Why?”

“It wakes me up.”

It’s a hollow conversation, but the two of them seem to be talking enjoyably. More accurately, because Akagami speaks with such a good rhythm, it sounds enjoyable.

“…Akagami-kun.”

Sara says, opening the stay-on tab of her canned coffee.

“Yeah, what is it?”

“Why… are you bothering with someone like me?”

Faced with that question, Akagami blinks several times.

“Isn’t it you who’s bothering to help me with my studies, Sara?”

“…I’m not asking as a joke.”

Their eyes meet. A breeze blows. Sara’s long hair flutters.

“…That’s,”

Akagami looked up at the sky. A clear blue sky stretches out today as well.

“…You won’t laugh?”

Sara gives a small nod.

“…Mm.”

Well, in Sara’s case, she couldn’t laugh even if she wanted to.

“I, well, it’s a bit weird to say this myself… but I’m pretty popular.”

Akagami is the most handsome guy in school. He’s tall, personable, and good at sports. Even if his grades are low, the fact that he got into this school means he’s at a certain level. There’s no way he wouldn’t be popular.

“So, even though I just want to be normal friends, sometimes people start having romantic feelings for me… I’m not a big fan of that. Because, if you turn down a girl’s confession, you don’t just go back to being friends–usually, you just stop talking altogether, right? Even though I wanted to stay friends.”

His problem is being too popular with girls. It’s a luxury problem unique to the top of the social caste.

“But you’re cold to me, Sara, aren’t you? So, I was actually kind of happy about that.”

“…Akagami-kun, are you a masochist?”

She scoots away from Akagami while still sitting.

“Wait, what?! Don’t move away so blatantly! It’s not like that—I just thought, you’re an interesting girl.”

He denies it in a panic, rubbing under his nose as if embarrassed.

“…I see.”

So men who actually say ‘What an interesting woman’ really do exist in reality.

Akagami finishes his canned coffee and stands up.

“I’ll stop by the restroom before heading back.”

With that, he heads back inside the library.

[image: illustration 1]
Meanwhile, Sara was gazes at Akagami’s back.

Man, that was a treat. This is exactly what I wanted!

“Sara, you’re living the peak of youth, aren’t you!”

“…Haku-chan.”

When I called out to her, Sara looked startled.

“How did it feel, hearing Akagami’s true feelings?”

“…I just thought that popular people have it hard.”

“If I recall, you said you wanted a handsome boyfriend, right?”

Sara looked blank for a moment, but then her face flushed bright red in an instant.

“T-That kind of talk is enough for now!”

With that, Sara hurried back into the library.

Hmm, youth, pure youth.



From that day on, Sara and Akagami studied together almost every day.

As a result, rumors began to spread through the class that the two of them were in a relationship.

“I don’t mind helping him study like I used to, you know?”

“I’m fine. Sara is helping me out this time.”

The fact that Akagami turned down Yuzuki Touyama’s indirect invitation only added fuel to the fire.

For some reason or another, Touyama had been seen as the frontrunner for Akagami’s potential girlfriend. Ruka had been the main competition, but as expected, the bond of childhood friends is strong. However, the sudden appearance of the beautiful transfer student, Sara, had stirred things up. This was a very interesting development—exactly according to my script.

While all this was happening, final exams came to an end.

The following Monday, the rankings were posted on the hallway bulletin board. At Nijisora, the top fifty students of the periodic exams are listed on the ranking sheet.

“Hey, look at that…”

The students gathered in front of the board were buzzing.

The reason was clear. The name at the very top was different from the mid-term exams.

1st Place: Sara Ginjou

2nd Place: Yuzuki Touyama

Sara gave the board a glance with her usual expressionless face and returned to the classroom.

“Amazing, Ginjou-san…”

“She looks like she thinks that rank is only natural.”

Wrong. Sara is just expressionless–she’s actually quite happy. However, there was one person staring at Sara with a look of utter shock. Needless to say, it was Touyama. Beside her stood Ruka, looking awkward.

Ruka’s gaze was asking me, “What do we do?”

I hesitated for a moment, then shook my head. Because Sara’s academic ability was higher than anticipated, things had taken an unexpected turn.

…Now, how will Touyama move?

The atmosphere in the classroom during lunch break was ominous. The reason was obvious—Touyama was in a foul mood.

Since the rankings had just been released, her classmates could easily guess why. Touyama, who had been silently fiddling with her smartphone, suddenly stood up. She marched straight toward Sara, who was chatting with Aoki.

“…?”

“W-What’s wrong, Yuzucchi?”

“Ginjou. Come with me for a second.”

“Y-Yuzucchi? Is it okay if I come too?”

“No, Yuka. I have something to discuss with Ginjou.”

Touyama’s firm, cold tone drew everyone’s attention, and the classroom buzzed.

“This way. Follow me.”

Touyama led Sara out of the classroom.

“Whoa, is she starting a duel or something?”

Shidou made a lighthearted joke with an amused expression.

“W-Will she be okay?” Aoki muttered worriedly.

“Did something happen between them?”

Akagami tilted his head in confusion while shoveling down his lunch. He has the look of someone who hasn’t considered for a single millisecond that he might be the cause.

I left the classroom without anyone noticing. For some reason, I heard the sound of footsteps trotting behind me.

“…Why are you coming?”

“Because I’m curious,” Ruka replied without a hint of apology.

Since there were eyes in the hallway, I kept a distance between myself and Ruka as we walked. In the distance, I could see the backs of Sara and Touyama.

Eventually, Touyama climbed the stairs and went out onto the roof. The roof was deserted. It was too hot, after all. Ruka and I peeked at them through a gap in the rooftop door.

“Why the roof?”

“I didn’t want anyone to overhear. It’s safe here, right?”

Unfortunately, there are two people here. Listening to everything.

“…The final exams, you win.”

“Um… thank you?”

After struggling for words, Sara offered her thanks.

“While you were taking care of Kouichi, I studied alone. Even so, I couldn’t beat you, so it’s a total defeat. You are smarter than I am.”

Touyama spoke to Sara, casting her eyes down in frustration.

“It’s only been once, though.”

“Still, be proud! You’re amazing! But!”

Touyama declared emphatically.

“I may have lost in academics, but I won’t lose in love!”

Whoa, she actually said it!

Touyama was pointing her index finger sharply at Sara. This is such a classic scene. I almost wanted to take a photo.

“In love…?”

“…?”

Sara, on the other hand, looked completely bewildered.

“I’ll ask you straight, Ginjou. What do you think of Kouichi?”

A question mark practically appeared over Sara’s head.

“I mean, basically… whether you like him or not!”

Touyama explained, her cheeks flushing. Sara finally seemed to understand, her face lighting up with realization.

“You mean… whether I like Akagami-kun or not?”

“Yes. Well? How is it?”

“…I don’t know.”

Seeing Sara look down, Touyama’s eyes narrowed. “Huh?”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? Give me a straight answer!”

“I don’t know what kind of feeling constitutes ‘love.’”

Sara was likely speaking her mind honestly.

“Because I… have never fallen in love before.”

“…Hmph, I see.”

Touyama let out a heavy sigh.

Her expression was one of half-belief regarding Sara’s words.

“Then, I won’t lose to someone who can’t even judge her own feelings.”

Touyama glared at Sara with clear hostility.
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“That’s all.”

Touyama strode toward the door. Since Sara was also in Witch Mode, she took the brunt of the approach head-on. Ruka began to panic.

“Wait, this is bad! Yuzuki-chan is coming this way!”

As Ruka performed the clever feat of screaming in a whisper, I pointed toward the lockers. Beside the rooftop door, there was an empty locker that had likely served as a cleaning supply closet.

“I’m hiding in here. It shouldn’t be a problem if you’re spotted,” I said.

But as I tried to duck inside, Ruka squeezed herself in after me.

“Wait, no matter how you look at it, this is for one person!”

“We can make it work if we squeeze! Look, she’s almost here!”

Rattling the door, we hurriedly slammed it shut.

What on earth is this girl doing…!

“Hm? I thought I heard something… maybe it was just my imagination?”

Muttering to herself, Touyama opened the rooftop door and headed back down the stairs.

Meanwhile, I remained frozen, pressed tight against Ruka.

Our upper bodies were completely locked in an embrace, and our lower bodies were positioned such that Ruka was straddling my lap. In other words, I was sandwiched between Ruka’s thighs.

“…Alright, Touyama’s gone.”

That was close. This situation easily ranked among the most frantic moments of my life.

Actually, it wouldn’t have been a problem if I’d been caught. I could have just explained that I followed her because I was curious, or that I came to the roof for a change of pace. Since Ruka is in the same group, her presence wouldn’t have seemed out of place. However, because Ruka forced her way into the same locker, it had suddenly become a situation where I absolutely could not be discovered. It was beyond nonsensical–if Touyama had seen us, she would have realized what was going on between Ruka and me. That was truly dangerous. Give me a break.

“Hehe, isn’t this the essence of youth?”

“That’s why I keep telling you I don’t want to be swept up in ‘youth’…!”

Despite my explanation, Ruka just kept smiling.

“I have a mountain of things I want to say to you, but first, let’s get out of here.”

As I moved, I couldn’t help but feel the contours of Ruka’s body against mine. When I pulled back my legs from beneath her, a small “Nnh…” escaped her lips. It was an awkward sensation. Even Ruka seemed embarrassed–her ears were bright red. She cleared her throat, trying to cover it up. I’m not the one at fault here. It’s your fault for forcing your way into such a tiny locker.

Between the heat and the scrambling inside the locker, we were both drenched in sweat.

“…What are you two doing?”

When we finally managed to exit the locker, Sara was watching us with a look of sheer exasperation.

Once we stepped out onto the rooftop, the breeze made it feel a bit cooler. We sat side-by-side in the shade of the stairwell penthouse. Sara sat with her knees pulled to her chest, looking crestfallen.

“Why did things suddenly turn out like this?”

She likely didn’t fully grasp the situation. Touyama hadn’t been very forthcoming with her words. As it stood, their relationship had become more like rivals than friends. Regardless of Sara’s perception, that was certainly how Touyama saw it.

“Are you okay with leaving things as they are?”

She shook her head.

“…I won’t give up. I want to be friends with Touyama-san.”

Sara spoke with a look of determination. In that expression, I could see the growth of a story’s protagonist.

“In that case, let’s do it. Let’s have a ‘friendship and youth’ event!”

Sara expressed her resolve as the protagonist.

If that was the case, then it was our job to show her the way.

When I looked at Ruka, she gave me two peace signs and said, “Sure thing~!”

If Sara could build a good relationship with Touyama here, she would be able to establish herself in the top-tier group in both name and reality. Now, it was time to direct the climax of the story.


      
        Chapter 4 - The Friendship and Youth Event
 “What do we do?”

The top-tier group was visibly strained.

It was during lunch break in the classroom. Although Sara and the others were gathered in the center of the room, it couldn’t be said that the conversation was lively. The reason was that Touyama was staying outside the circle. Touyama didn’t go so far as to actively kick Sara out of the group, but whenever Sara joined the circle, Touyama would slip away. In such a situation, there was no way Akagami and the others could have a spirited conversation.

As a result, Sara had stopped participating in the group circle as much. Of course, she still interacted with the individual members, but when they gathered as a group, Sara avoided joining in out of consideration for Touyama. That, naturally, was also based on my instructions. Naturally, Akagami and the others took this situation seriously.

After school, Akagami, Ruka, and Shidou gathered at Iccho.

Iccho was a local chain restaurant centered around Gunma Prefecture. It was a family restaurant and izakaya hybrid with all-private rooms, making it very convenient to use. My favorite menu item was the "Success Yakisoba."

Akagami and the others were using a spacious room that could hold up to six people. Aoki was absent, as usual, because of club activities.

Instead of calling Ruka for eavesdropping like usual, I entered the room after hearing the plan from Ruka. This way, it would appear as though Ruka had invited me.

“Kageyama. Thanks for coming.”

Akagami gave a light wave as a greeting. In the tatami-style room, Akagami and Ruka were sitting side-by-side, and the spot next to Shidou was empty.

“No worries, it’s fine. I’m always free, anyway.”

I replied as I sat down on a zabuton cushion and closed the sliding door behind me.

“Want something to drink?”

I looked at the menu Shidou handed me and ordered a Cola. On the table were their respective drinks and a mountain of french fries.

“You can have some fries~. My treat,” Ruka said, sliding the plate toward me.

As for why they were being so incredibly attentive…

“Shall we get straight to the main point?”

“Yeah. Now that Kageyama, our collaborator, is here.”

“The ‘Yuzu-Sara Besties Operation,’ huh… The name is tacky.”

“Hey! I came up with that!”

It was because I played a vital role in this operation. This was the second stage of the ‘Exorcism Operation’: ‘The Taming of the Flame Dragon.’ Needless to say, it was a plan to soothe the anger of the flame dragon known as Touyama and make them friends.

For the record, I also thought the ‘Yuzu-Sara Besties Operation’ was tacky. Ruka had no sense of style. Ruka glared at me with a look of dissatisfaction. I ignored it—we needed to move the conversation forward.

“…Okay, I’ll explain the plan again~”

Regardless of the name, I was the one who proposed this plan, but for the sake of appearances, Ruka was the face of it.

“Kageyama-kun invited us to a stargazing event on Mt. Akagi. Let’s all participate in this event and get Yuzuki-chan and Ginjou-san to make up… or rather, let’s make them friends!”

Ruka declared with a raised fist and plenty of enthusiasm. I added a supplement to Ruka’s outline of the plan.

“It’s an event hosted by an acquaintance of my parents. They gave me permission to bring friends. So, I was looking for people who might be interested, but since it’s a night event, I couldn’t find anyone… That’s when Oukura-san approached me.”

“When I heard Kageyama-kun was looking for participants, I thought, ‘This is it!’ I mean, don’t you think it’ll be super romantic if the two of them look up at the stars together?”

Ruka’s explanation was fluffy.

That couldn’t be helped, as my reasoning for selecting this was equally fluffy.

I mean, a reconciliation event is way more emotional under a starry sky!

…No, of course, that wasn’t the only reason. Sara is knowledgeable about stars. If it’s stargazing, I figured they wouldn’t run out of things to talk about.

“Yuzuki gets swept away by the atmosphere, so it might actually work, right?”

Shidou agreed, though his comment was relatively rude toward Touyama.

“I don’t think just looking at stars will solve everything, but it seems like a good catalyst,” Akagami said.

I nodded in agreement.

“But doesn’t it feel like we’re just using the stargazing event as a tool?”

“Oh, I don’t mind that at all. I’m only participating to be polite anyway. If it helps Akagami-kun’s plan, then it was worth me suggesting it.”

Of course, the explanation of the circumstances I gave earlier was a lie. The only truth was that the organizer of the stargazing event was an acquaintance of my parents. The acquaintance was an event producer—if he felt like it, creating a makeshift event was a piece of cake. I had a small ‘favor’ to call in from him, so he agreed immediately.

“The schedule is to meet at Maebashi Station at 19:00. We’ll take a car and arrive at the Shinsakadaira parking lot on Mt. Akagi around 20:00. It should end before 23:00. General participants can stay later, but we’re high schoolers. Of course, I’ll drive you all home.”

“You’d even do that for us? That’s a huge help.”

“Maybe they’re just trying hard to get young people interested in the stars?”

It was natural that the arrangements were so thorough. I had planned it for this specific purpose. Furthermore, although it was rushed, it was planned as a real event, so there were general participants. If it were a non-existent event, they might not be able to get permission from their parents. I had to ensure that level of credibility. Besides, if there were general participants, my acquaintance could make some money.

“The event content is simple: just stargazing with telescopes. There’s a lecture by an accompanying astronomer, but you don’t need to worry too much about that.”

There were three reasons why I was moving openly this time.

First, leaving everything to Ruka would be too much of a burden.

Second, being there in person makes it easier to give instructions. The climax is the timing where controlling the narrative becomes truly difficult. If I were on a call or in a distant location, the information I could obtain would be limited.

Third, simple selfishness. I wanted to see the climax of the story with my own eyes. By being involved in some capacity, I could secure a natural position to be present.

“I’ll RINE the details later.”

“Thanks. Honestly, I’m actually looking forward to it.”

“I know, right~! Stargazing at night with everyone! That’s so ‘youth’~!”

Ruka agreed with Akagami.

“But the problem is the specific details of the plan, isn’t it?”

“If we leave the two of them alone under the starry sky, won’t it just naturally turn into something good~?”

“You’re being way too optimistic… though it would certainly be best if it worked out that way,” Akagami countered Ruka’s airy comment.

“…First of all, what was the cause of the fight? I think it depends on that,” I interjected, pretending to know nothing.

Since I wasn’t a member of the top-tier group, it was more natural to ask.

“That’s the thing, I don’t really know. I think the final exam rankings were involved, though,” Akagami said, crossing his arms.

He really is dense when it comes to romance.

“No, you know the cause,” Shidou said.

“Eh, really?”

“I know too. But I’m not telling Kouichi-kun~”

“What! Why not!”

“…Well, that’s how it is. You get the drift, right?”

“I see.”

Shidou gave me a wink. Handsome guys can make anything look good.

“What do you mean, ‘I see’?” Akagami looked bewildered.

“But if that’s the cause, wouldn’t it be hard to resolve?”

“In the end, it depends on whether the two of them actually want to make up.”

Ruka cut in response to Shidou’s line.

“I don’t know about Yuzuki-chan, but Ginjou-san wants to make up.”

“Will the current Yuzuki even come to an event where Ginjou is present?”

“Oh, no need to worry about that part,” Ruka said confidently.

Any concerns that might collapse the premise of the plan had, naturally, been crushed first.

“I invited Yuzuki-chan first and she said yes. She can’t back out now.”

“…Ruka’s surprisingly sharp, isn’t she?”

At Shidou’s impressed mutter, Ruka’s face twitched slightly. However, immediately after, she puffed out her cheeks and gave Shidou a cute glare.

“Hey, what’s that ‘for Ruka’ supposed to mean~?”

“Hahaha!”

Shidou laughed it off.

Since I was having Ruka act as my proxy for the plan, it was undeniable that her behavior differed slightly from her own character. If I used her too much, these kinds of questions would arise, so I wanted to increase my number of pawns.

“Maybe we don’t need to think too concretely about the plan’s details?” Akagami murmured.

“I think Yuzuki actually cares about Sara. But she’s got a lot of different emotions cluttered up inside her, and she hasn’t sorted them out yet. That’s why she’s keeping her distance for now. She’s clumsy. She’s always been like that. She’s easy to misunderstand.”

Without realizing the crucial part, Akagami hit the core of Touyama’s nature. As expected of a childhood friend.

I had also analyzed Touyama’s thinking and reached a similar conclusion.

“Maybe they’re two of a kind. Ginjou-san is also easy to misunderstand,” Ruka added.

“Yuzuki is harsh, and Ginjou is cold. At least, that’s how they look to everyone else,” Shidou agreed.

“Ultimately, it’s a problem that time will solve. But if things stay like this for a while, it’ll be boring for us. It’d be more fun if the two of them just made up already, right?”

Akagami said this and smiled, showing his white teeth.

“If we move too much on this end, Yuzuki might feel like it’s too artificial. So, I think just providing the venue is about the right amount of help, don’t you think?”

His words were persuasive. Ruka and Shidou nodded in agreement.

“It’ll be fine. It’ll work out somehow. After all, both of them are great people!”

In his optimistic assertion, Akagami possessed the charisma of a protagonist.

But in reality, I felt he was half-right and half-wrong. This was because Akagami didn’t realize that he himself was part of the cause. I agreed that time would solve things if left alone, but I didn’t believe things would just work out by charging in without a plan.

That said, that was the part I could handle by giving Sara instructions.

“I’m looking forward to the stargazing. I actually really like looking at the stars.”

The event date was set for one week later.



July 24th. The night of the last day of the first semester. In other words, the eve of summer vacation.

As usual, the three of us gathered in an empty classroom after school.

Sara was in such a good mood that it was obvious even while she was in Witch Mode.

“Stargazing… I’m looking forward to it.”

“This is no time to be floating on air.”

“…Y-you’re right. What should I do?”

Touyama’s reaction to learning that Sara was coming was a curt “Oh.”

The fact that she wasn’t opposed meant there was definitely a chance.

“First, I’ll give you information on Touyama’s hobbies and favorite things. Ruka, please add any supplements as we go.”

To earn Touyama’s affection, having prior information is useful.

“Her hobby is collecting shoujo manga. She has a tendency to daydream, and apparently, when she’s alone, she often indulges herself by projecting shoujo manga scenarios onto her own life. Her favorite food is omurice. Same as Akagami’s. While practicing cooking to become Akagami’s bride, she ended up liking omurice herself. By the way, when she was a child, Touyama wrote ‘bride’ as her dream for the future.”

“…You’re bringing up things even I didn’t know?”

Even Ruka’s cheek twitched, and Sara was staring at me with a look of utter disbelief.

“H-how do you know so much…?”

“I told you before. I used to be a ‘viewer.’”

I continued to feed Sara other small tidbits about Touyama that might be useful.

It was a complicated feeling, knowing that the more I told her, the further the distance between us seemed to grow.

“Well, I’ve told you for now, but just use these as conversation starters if they seem to fit. If you use them too much, you’ll seem too knowledgeable and creep her out, so be careful with the balance.”

“By the way~”

Sara nodded vigorously at my words.

Since she had a living example right in front of her, she must have found my warning incredibly persuasive.

Ruka closed the distance between us.

“You’ll go on a date with me after this is over, right?”

The pressure from her smile was unusually strong.

It was true that I had forgotten about the one-day date right. It had been postponed time and time again.

“…Fine.”

“Yay!♪”

Ruka clung to my arm.

“…You two are close.”

Sara watched us with a somewhat envious gaze.



The last day of the first semester arrived quickly.

At the all-school assembly, we were forced to listen to the principal’s needlessly long speech in this damn heat. There was no air conditioning in the gymnasium. There were fans, but they were a drop in the bucket. Was he trying to kill us?

While an aura of “just hurry up and finish” drifted even from the teachers, the principal continued his pointless rambling about the consciousness of being Nijisora Sei and taking time to consider a life dedicated to the duties of a student. By the time the principal finally finished, everyone was drenched in sweat. The air conditioning in the classroom felt like a salvation.

During evening homeroom, a restless energy floated through the entire classroom. It was only natural, since summer vacation started tomorrow. My own tension, however, hadn’t changed much. Summer is the season of youth and full of events. I could expect developments that would make the story more interesting. On the other hand, when school is out, it becomes harder to observe the story. The merits and demerits balanced each other out.

“I’m looking forward to tonight.”

Akagami and the others were also making a fuss in the center of the classroom.

“Are you guys going somewhere?”

“We’re going stargazing at Mount Akagi.”

“Wow, that sounds like so much fun. Nice~”

Meanwhile, Sara was reading a book at her desk. She had returned to her previous, ambiguous position.

“…What time was the meeting?”

On the other hand, Touyama, who was next to Akagami, asked curtly.

“Seven o’clock at Maebashi Station. Everyone, don’t be late~!”

Ruka answered Touyama’s question while issuing a warning to the whole group.

“Ginjou-san! I’m counting on you today!”

Perhaps mindful not to leave Sara alone, Aoki rushed over to her.

“…Yeah.”

As the classroom buzzed with such conversations, our homeroom teacher, Sakura-sensei, appeared.

“Well, it’s summer vacation!”

After concisely explaining the notices for the break, Sakura-sensei curled the corners of her mouth upward.

“Enough with the stiff talk, right? Enjoy your summer vacation, just don’t go too overboard!”

“As expected of Uta-chan sensei! You get it!”

“That! Don’t call me Uta-chan sensei!”

Shidou reacted to the teacher’s words, and the classroom livened up with their usual banter. Everyone’s tension was getting a bit weird. I guess this was the influence of summer vacation.

I was starting to look forward to the nighttime stargazing event. Even though the days are long in summer, it had finally grown dark by this time. Once the sun set, it became a bit cooler. Still, it was far from a comfortable temperature.

As I waited in front of my house, a white HiAce wagon pulled up. When I climbed into the passenger seat, a man who looked old for his forties gave a small bow.

“Yamashiro-san. Thank you for your help today.”

“Yo, Usuhito-kun. It’s been a while.”

He was an acquaintance of my parents who had helped put this event together.

“Thank you for agreeing to such a request.”

“No, no, it’s fine. You’ve been a big help to me, Usuhito-kun.”

Thanks to Yamashiro-san, this had become a proper event.

Incidentally, I often helped Yamashiro-san with his event production business. It was just a way to earn pocket money, but there were times when Yamashiro-san made an unreasonable demand and I managed to make it work. I had kept that as a ‘favor’… I never imagined the day would come where it would be useful in this way.

“Shall we head out then? To Maebashi Station.”

Sara lived nearby, but it would be slightly unnatural to pick her up first. I had it arranged for her to meet at Maebashi Station, just like everyone else.

It took less than ten minutes by car from my house to Maebashi Station. We arrived at the roundabout shortly.

There were still about ten minutes until seven, but it seemed everyone had already gathered. After he parked the car, I opened the window and waved.

Ruka noticed and urged everyone to come over.

Despite the streetlights, it was still dim. I couldn’t see everyone’s faces clearly. However, as they drew closer, I noticed something. Akagami and Touyama were missing.

“Huh? Where are Akagami-kun and Touyama-san?”

“They aren’t here yet, but they RINE-d saying they’ll be here soon.”

“Then there’s no need to worry. We still have about ten minutes until seven.”

Shidou informed me while showing me the RINE group chat screen. It didn’t matter, but this group chat of theirs was named ‘Our Fantastic.’ Apparently, Akagami named it, but it didn’t have any particular meaning. What is with that?

Also, Sara was a member of this group chat. Though she almost never spoke.

“Everyone, you can get in. It’s hot outside.”

“Got it! Ah, thank you for today~!”

At my prompting, Aoki greeted Yamashiro-san and climbed into the HiAce wagon.

“Sure thing, welcome~”

Yamashiro-san gave a light reply. The others followed.

I looked back from the passenger seat.

With the interior light on, everyone’s faces became clearly visible.

I’d seen them a few times, but since they usually wore uniforms, their private clothes felt fresh.

Shidou wore a short-sleeved shirt and loose-fitting wide pants. He had several necklaces layered together—in private clothes, he looked twenty percent more of a playboy than usual.

Ruka wore a navy shirt and a white skirt. Since it was a stargazing event, she was dressed for movement, but the overall look was a cute coordination.

Aoki wore a mini-skirt adorned with lace. It didn’t fit the image of Aoki, who was bad at fashion, so perhaps Ruka had chosen it for her. She seemed a bit restless, as if she wasn’t used to the outfit, which was quite cute.

Sara wore a simple dress. The straightforward approach that highlighted the quality of the material was based on Ruka’s advice. She had a jacket for warmth draped over her lap.

Even though it was midsummer, I had explained that it was better to bring a jacket since they would be climbing a mountain at night, but it seemed many of them prioritized their fashion. Well, I think it’ll be fine.

“Ah, here they come.”

Shidou, who had been looking out the window, muttered. Following his gaze, I saw Akagami and Touyama running toward us, looking flustered.

As Shidou opened the rear door, Akagami said, slightly out of breath, “Did I make it just in time?” Checking the clock, it wasn’t seven yet.

“You’re safe.”

“Phew, that was close…”

Touyama lightly slapped the head of Akagami as he made a gesture to wipe away sweat.

“It’s because you were sleeping so carefree.”

“No, see, I thought I’d take a short nap and I ended up crashing…”

The two of them had that conversation as they climbed into the car.

It was Shidou who asked with a smirk, “Did Yuzuki go to wake Kouichi up again?”

“That's right. I couldn’t get a hold of him at all, so I figured he was sleeping.” Touyama gave a snort. A light ripple of laughter broke out.

This car was an eight-seater. In the back row were Shidou, Aoki, and Sara. In the middle row were Ruka, Akagami, and Touyama. In the front row, of course, were Yamashiro-san and I.

“Alright, can we head out?”

Once I confirmed everyone was on board, a chorus of replies came back. Yamashiro-san drove the HiAce wagon forward.

From here, it would be a journey of about forty minutes to an hour to the destination.

“Did you eat dinner? I was sleeping, so I haven't eaten.”

“I made some sandwiches for you, Kouichi.”

“Eh, seriously? Yuzuki, you’re my hero.

“Hmph. Why don’t you just eat them with me once we get to the mountain?”

“I brought snacks too-! Let’s all eat together!”

The conversation in the car livened up immediately.

That said, from my position, I could only hear the conversation between Akagami, Touyama, and Ruka. I couldn’t hear what Sara and the others in the back row were saying.

Still, I felt that lately, Touyama had been trying quite hard to appeal to Akagami. Bringing homemade sandwiches was something she wouldn't have done before.

Perhaps, by declaring Sara as her rival, she had become more determined.

“I want to eat them right now…”

“Be patient. It’s someone else’s car. Just put up with it for a bit.”

Listening to that heartwarming exchange, I put on some suitable BGM.

Yamashiro-san, who had been driving in silence, asked me.

“Usuto-kun, are you okay with not joining in?”

“I’m quite fond of this vantage point.”

When I answered, Yamashiro-san gave a wry smile.

“You haven’t changed in that regard. I honestly wondered if you’d had a change of heart.”

“Is it because I used a ‘favor’ I’d never used before? Until now, I was just a simple otaku, but I’ve decided I want to become a creator.”

“Meaning you’ve grown curious about trying to move the plot yourself?”

“That’s part of it… but the main reason is—”

As I spoke, I glanced over my shoulder at the backseat.

Sara was chatting with Aoki. Though her expression remained unchanged, she was surely enjoying herself.

“There’s someone I want to see happy.”

The words flowed from my heart more smoothly than I expected. If I were merely observing, Sara would surely spend a miserable youth. If I could make her happy through my direction, I wanted to do it. In the end, that was the only reason.

“…You’re experiencing youth too, aren’t you, Usuto-kun?”

Yamashiro-san said this with a soft smile.

The car climbed up Mount Akagi in the night. When I opened the window, a cool night breeze flowed in. Crickets were singing. Having left the city behind, there were few lights. Aside from the occasional oncoming car, the area was completely deserted. Trees grew thick on both sides of the road, and beyond them lay a darkness that obscured the view.

“Man, climbing a mountain really gets me hyped!”

Even though the scenery wasn’t anything special, Akagami was pressed against the window, looking delighted.

I’ve been thinking lately that the ability to enjoy anything is the most essential skill for a riajuu. Or more accurately, the mindset of trying to enjoy everything is what matters. If you start something thinking it’ll be boring, even something interesting will end up feeling dull.

“We’re almost there.”

At Yamashiro-san’s words, everyone grew excited.

As promised, in less than ten minutes, we arrived at an open parking lot. This was our destination, the Shinsakadaira Parking Area. A few cars from other participants were parked here and there, but the overall space was incredibly vast. As I stepped out of the car, a cold wind brushed against my cheeks.

“Wow, it’s so chilly~!”

Ruka said this as she threw on a jacket.

“You’re right! I want to stay in the mountains forever~”

Aoki seemed to be comfortably soaking in the breeze.

At this altitude, it was cool but not too cold—the perfect temperature.

“…I can’t see anything around me at all.”

“What’s wrong, Yuzuki? It’s rare for you to cling to me.”

“Shut up. Turn the light on already.”

Touyama apparently disliked the dark. She was clutching Akagami’s sleeve. When Akagami turned on his smartphone light, she looked slightly relieved.

In truth, without a light source, it was pitch black. The streetlights along the road cast a faint glow, but you couldn’t even see a face unless you were at close range. A smartphone light was an absolute necessity.

“Alright, I need to set up the telescope, so please wait a moment.”

With that, Yamashiro-san left our group.

I felt a bit restless for a moment.

That said, when I looked up at the sky, the object of our visit stretched out before us.

“Wow, it’s beautiful…”

It was Touyama who whispered that. Following her gaze, I saw the stars twinkling in a cloudless night sky.

“Amazing! I’m so glad it’s clear!”

Aoki frolicked loudly, snapping photos one after another. She took photos of herself flashing peace signs with the starry sky in the background, but she lamented, “It’s not working at all!”

Well, it was dark. The flash likely made her face look terrible.

“Ginjou-san! Do you know where the Summer Triangle is?”

“That one is Deneb, that one over there is Altair, and this one is Vega.”

“Eh? I have no idea!”

“…Look for the bright stars. Do you see the direction I’m pointing?”

“Ah, I think I see it!”

Listening to Sara’s explanation, Aoki was happily excited.

These two are really becoming friends. Choosing a stargazing event had indeed been the right call. First of all, Sara, who is knowledgeable about stars, was speaking more fluently than usual. I felt as though her voice was somehow more buoyant.

“Sandwiches taste the best when you eat them in the mountains.”

“…Really? I just made them with whatever was left over.”

For Sara, perhaps enjoyment was taking priority over nervousness just for now.

“I’m still happy. Thanks, Yuzuki.”

“You’re way too happy over a mere sandwich. You’re not a child.”

Meanwhile, Akagami was sitting on a ledge, eating the sandwich Touyama had made. Touyama was sitting beside him. It was hard to see in the dim light, but looking closely, the distance between them was closer than usual.

“I think I’ll take a little walk. I’m curious about the telescope setup too.”

Shidou walked toward Yamashiro-san and the others. He quickly vanished into the darkness of the night.

“What are you doing~?”

On the other hand, Ruka had drifted over to my side.

“I’m observing everyone.”

“It’s too dark to see anything, though…”

“I feel it through the atmosphere. Besides, I can hear the conversations.”

“It’s a bit too advanced for me to understand… I want to feel things with my own hands.”

As she spoke, Ruka secretly squeezed my hand.

“…Hey.”

“You can’t see anyway, because it’s dark.”

I looked at her to protest, but Ruka was gazing up at the starry sky.

“This is part of my reward, so just go along with it.”

I am weak when it comes to the mention of rewards.

Pulled by Ruka’s hand, we moved away from the car. Soon, even the silhouettes of the others vanished, and we were alone.

Even the voices of Aoki and the others faded, leaving only the rhythmic chirping of insects.

Honestly, I was surprised by my own behavior. Prioritizing Ruka’s request over observing Sara and the others.

I could have just said, ‘We can go on a date anytime.’ That would have been the simple way to refuse.

And yet, looking at the happy expression on Ruka’s face, those words wouldn’t come out. Even in the dark night, her golden hair seemed to glow. A cool breeze blew past my shoulder. The hand I held was faintly warm.

“You know, I understand Yuzuki-chan’s feelings very well,” Ruka murmured as we walked slowly.

“If there’s someone your favorite person is blatantly following with their eyes… you get jealous.”

I didn’t believe myself to be so dense that I wouldn’t understand what she was saying. However, I am no actor, so I couldn’t think of a clever response.

“Gradually, it starts to feel unpleasant. Thinking things like, ‘If only that girl wasn’t here.’ I get fed up with my own bad personality for thinking that, even for a second. Even though the feeling of enjoying being with them is also genuine.”

Ruka stopped walking and looked up at the stars. I thought this was a very relatable, down-to-earth youthful struggle. Normally, I should have been enjoying this.

However, the moment I became a party involved, those feelings suddenly vanished.

“I think there are two solutions.”

“…Specifically?”

“Wait—”

“One is to give up on you. If I do that, I won’t feel jealous, right?”

“And the other?”

The moment I asked, Ruka closed the distance between us.

Before I had time to stop her, Ruka dove into my embrace. Her arms wrapped around my waist. Just like that, lips met lips. I couldn’t move, as if time had stopped. Ruka gazed at me with a melting expression.

“The other is to make you look my way.”

I wonder how many seconds passed before our lips parted.
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Ruka’s lines were all bravado, but her face was as bright red as a boiled octopus.

“S-so? Did it… make your heart race? It’s allowed if we’re on a date, right?”

She wasn’t far off. My heart was pounding. There was no denying that fact.

“…I’ve told you before. I’m just the stagehand.”

“Even if you’re a stagehand, I think it’s okay for you to have a youth of your own.”

I couldn’t look Ruka in the eye as she made the suggestion.

“I’ve told you many times. I have no interest in my own youth.”

The words were the same as always, but they felt like they were sliding off the surface, failing to land.

“I guess I can’t win over Thin-kun with just this much, huh…”

Ruka pouted, her lips curling outward.

“…Besides, I think I’ve hit my limit for today.”

“…It’s okay, I’ll try harder next time.”

From that whispered remark, it was clear that Ruka was also at her breaking point.

“…Let’s just head back. We’re at the climax of the story.”

“Y-yeah. Let’s do our best with Sara-chan’s direction!”

Engaged in awkward conversation, we made our way back to the others.

“…I wonder what conclusion Yuzuki-chan reached?”

Ruka’s casual comment on the way back lingered strangely in my ears.



In the darkness, we were gathered together with the general participants. Then, we were taught how to use the telescopes set up in the parking lot.

“Saturn is very visible at this time of year.”

The person explaining was apparently an astronomer. He had readily accepted Yamashiro-san’s sudden request. He probably had no idea he was being brought in for a high school reconciliation event.

“Wow, the stars look so close!”

“Eh, I want to see too. Can we swap?”

“Of course! Sharing the emotion with Ruu!”

The girls were squealing with excitement as they peered through the telescopes. For those waiting their turn, the astronomer provided various explanations. It was a simple but well-executed event. Yamashiro-san really is capable.

By the time we had all taken our turns and reached a moderate level of satisfaction, we were all sitting on a ledge, eating snacks we had brought along.

Eating snacks while gazing at a beautiful starry sky tasted like youth.

“I’m gonna hit the restroom for a sec.”

With that, Akagami left the group.

“I’ll go too.”

“Oh, a buddy-bathroom trip?”

“Don’t put it that way!”

Touyama chased after Akagami.

There was a tourist information center here, and restrooms were installed. The center was obviously closed at night, but the restrooms should be usable. I quietly slipped away and followed Akagami and the others. In this darkness, my natural lack of presence was amplified by twenty percent.

“Isn’t that star incredibly beautiful?”

Ruka seemed to have noticed me, but by pointing at the starry sky, she managed to divert everyone’s gaze. A masterful assist. I’ll take advantage of it and check on Touyama and the others.

“What is it, Yuzuki?”

“Just shut up and come over here for a second.”

“Nothing.”

The two of them, having emerged from the restroom, sat down on a bench by the tourist information center.

“Oh, there’s a vending machine. Want something to drink?”

Touyama’s blunt tone betrayed a hint of nervousness.

“I’ll take a Hot Lemon, then. It’s getting a bit chilly.”

As Akagami spoke, he put coins into the machine and bought two Hot Lemons.

“…Thanks.”

Handed one of the drinks, Touyama said it simply.

“It’s warm.”

“Summer break starts tomorrow, it’d be pathetic to catch a cold now.”

Laughing, Akagami gulped down his Hot Lemon. Touyama gazed at Akagami’s profile.

“…Hey, Kouichi.”

“What?”

“Do you… want me to make up with Ginjou?”

A moment of silence fell following Touyama’s question. Akagami looked at Touyama, looking surprised.

“…Well, if you’re asking whether I want you to or not, then yeah, I do.”

“Right. I mean, we all went out of our way to participate in this event.”

Touyama had obviously realized the intent behind the event.

“But I don’t want to disregard your feelings.”

“My feelings… huh.”

Touyama murmured, looking up at the starry sky.

“Kouichi, which do you think should take priority—friendship or romance?”

“I can only tell you my own opinion.”

“That’s fine.”

“Friendship. I… don’t really understand romantic feelings.”

“…I see. Right.”

Akagami was likely answering with sincerity, but for Touyama, it was a cruel answer.

“…What about you, Touyama?”

Touyama stood up abruptly. Then, she stepped around to face Akagami, who remained seated.

“…What is it, Yuzuki?”

“There’s something I want to tell you.”

This pattern, then.

I sent a signal in the ‘Aosaku Group’ chat.

“I… about you…”

Footsteps approached—tap, tap, tap.

“Wait!”

Touyama turned around in surprise. Sara was standing there, out of breath.

“You… you were actually able to raise your voice that loud.”

Sara spoke to the shaken Touyama.

“Come over here! Um, just Touyama-san!”

Having said her piece, Sara cut between the two of them and marched forward.

“W-what was that all of a sudden…?”

“I don’t know, but I think she has something to tell you.”

Touyama seemed bewildered, but the atmosphere was no longer conducive to continuing the previous conversation.

“…Anyway, I’ll go.”

In the end, she chose to follow the abnormally agitated Sara.

“…What was that about?”

Only Akagami, who knew nothing, was left behind. I signaled Ruka. I’ll have someone go collect Akagami.

“Hey, Kouichi. What are you doing here? Where’d Yuzuki go?”

Shidou, who had come looking for Akagami and the others, called out.

“I-I don’t know…”

“Huh?”

Leaving the confused Akagami to Shidou, I decided to follow Sara and the others.

“…Right.”

Sara stopped on a hill beyond the wide parking lot.

“So, what is it? Why did you bring me all the way out here?”

Touyama questioned Sara in a harsh tone.

“You’re aware you stopped my confession, right? Are you prepared to end our friendship over this?”

Sara had taken a risk that made such a reaction inevitable. Now, while I was the one who told her the timing, the action itself wasn’t my instruction. This was a path Sara had chosen for herself.

“…Why did you try to confess?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I love Kouichi.”

“Even if you confessed now, it wouldn’t work.”

Sara said it bluntly. Sara had heard directly from Akagami that he didn’t have anyone he liked. Therefore, Sara was certain that Touyama’s confession would fail.

“You don’t know until you try.”

“…I think you know better than anyone.”

Touyama glared at Sara, as if she had been hit where it hurt.

“So, what are you trying to say?”

“…No.”

“…Is that confession really for your own sake?”

“Huh? Of course it is! I won’t lose to you! I just thought I’d make a move and win, just like I said!”

Sara shook her head.

“Didn’t you just want to feel relieved?”

“Because…”

“…H-how can you say something like that!!”

The reason Sara was more talkative than usual was simple. I had predicted several of Touyama’s behavioral patterns and informed Sara in advance. Then, after coordinating with Sara, we had decided on response plans for each pattern.

This was Plan C. A situation Sara had hoped wouldn’t happen.

“Because Touyama-san is a kind person.”

Touyama likely couldn’t forgive the current state of the group being split because of her. Being as hard on herself as she was on others, she had grown to hate the version of herself that was harsh toward Sara. Jealousy is a troublesome emotion. Ruka had said earlier that she understood Touyama’s feelings. However, Ruka and Touyama had chosen different paths.

Ruka chose the path of trying to make me look her way.

On the other hand, Touyama chose the path of giving up on Akagami.

Even though the actions they took were similar.

Touyama’s expression twisted in pain.

“…I knew. I didn’t even need to confirm it to know that Kouichi hates romance. That’s why I kept these feelings sealed away. I didn’t want to be a nuisance to Kouichi.”

Touyama began to speak in fragments.

“Just being by his side was enough—until you came along.”

I had always thought Touyama was just shy when it came to romance. Strictly speaking, that wasn’t the case. She had been suppressing her feelings for Akagami’s sake.

“Ever since you arrived, Kouichi has only been concerned about you. He kept talking about how interesting Ginjou-san is. Do you know how it felt for me to listen to that right next to him the whole time?”

Tears began to spill from the corners of Touyama’s eyes.

“And to top it off, you even took over the role of tutoring. Looks, grades… there’s nothing I can beat you at. That’s why I thought that, at the very least, I could win at romance, but…”

Touyama collapsed, crouching on the spot.

“…Kouichi really doesn’t like me.”

Touyama let out sobbing gasps. Sara stood there, flustered.

Her gaze caught me hiding in the brush. Don’t look here.

Sara was clearly asking, ‘What should I do?’

With a gesture, I urged Sara—‘Sit down next to her!’

“Touyama-san.”

Sara spoke tentatively as she sat beside Touyama, pulling her knees up to her chest.

“…So, you were trying to get rejected?”

“That’s right. If I were rejected, I could just give up. And…”

Touyama continued, her gaze remaining cast downward.

“I couldn’t be friends with you while harboring these kinds of feelings.”

…What an unbelievable tsundere.

Sara blinked in surprise.

“What is it?”

“I… I was a little afraid of you, Touyama-san.”

“Naturally. I don’t recall ever being kind to you.”

“But… I also admire you.”

“…Huh? You admire me?”

“I want to be like you, Touyama-san—someone who can carry herself with such confidence at the center of the class.”

“…I can tell you’re more clumsy than you look,” Touyama replied.

Those at the top of the class caste have keen observational skills. After spending this much time together, she had likely begun to grasp Sara’s true nature, even through her Witch Mode.

“In the end, why did you go out of your way to stop my confession?”

At Sara’s question, Touyama looked up.

“…Because I said I’d support you, Touyama-san.”

“…You’re an idiot.”

Touyama gave a small snort. It seemed she had regained a bit of her usual self. Eventually, Touyama let out a deep sigh and stood up.

“…You’re right. I don’t know what was gotten into me.”

Touyama now had an air of resolution about her.

“…I’m glad.”

“Eh?”

Sara said this with a smile. Touyama’s eyes widened, and she froze on the spot.

…I felt the exact same way.

“You… you just smiled, didn’t you?”

Sara looked puzzled. It seemed she hadn’t noticed. But in that moment, Witch Mode had definitely deactivated, and the corners of Sara’s mouth had softened.

“Did I?”

“Yes you did! You definitely smiled!”

“Eh…?”

Sara touched her cheeks with both hands, and by now, she had already reverted to Witch Mode. Though it was only for a moment, the fact that she could smile in front of Touyama was a clear sign of growth.

“I didn’t know you could make such a cute face when you smile.”

“If I was smiling… it’s thanks to everyone.”

“So it’s not specifically thanks to me?”

“Including you, Touyama-san—it’s thanks to everyone.”

Sara stood up and faced Touyama. For a brief second, her gaze caught mine, hidden in the brush.

Sara took a deep breath. She looked as if she had made a decision.

I hadn’t heard anything. What was Sara planning to do now?

“Touyama-san. Will you be my friend?”

The answer was provided almost immediately.

“You…”

As if summoning every ounce of her courage, Sara reached out her hand toward Touyama. Touyama stared at Sara’s hand in surprise. The hand was trembling slightly. There was a hint of fear in the gesture itself. Of course, Touyama knew. She knew that Sara struggled with physical contact with others.

“…Do you actually think we can’t be friends unless we declare it?”

Then, with a faint smile, Touyama gently took Sara’s hand in a slow motion. Sara didn’t pull away. Timidly, she squeezed Touyama’s hand back.

“I already consider you a friend, you know?”

“R-really…?”

“Friends are just people you decide are friends.”

Still holding hands, Touyama looked up at the starry sky.

“…Can I call you Yuzuki-chan?”

That was a suggestion I had given to Sara.

[image: illustration 2]
“Sara.”

“Ah—”

Calling someone by their name is a simple way to close the distance between two people.

“In that case, I’ll call you Sara too.”

“…Okay, Yuzuki-chan.”

The two of them continued to hold hands as they exchanged names. They remained there, gazing at each other from a close distance. Under the starry sky, combined with the location, the atmosphere was wonderful. Eventually, Touyama gave a crinkly smile and pulled on Sara’s hand.

“Let’s go back to everyone, Sara!”

The two of them jogged down the grassy hill.

The moment I thought, That’s dangerous—

“Ah, oh no… Kyaa! Ah!”

“U-u-hyah!”

The two of them tumbled right down the hill. Since this was no longer a laughing matter, I rushed over in a panic. Because the slope of the hill was gentle, they were both unharmed.



“…I’m covered in mud.”

Caked in dirt, they chatted happily with one another. The two stood up and ran side-by-side toward the lit parking lot. The wind that brushed past my shoulder seemed to push them forward. Despite being on a mountain at night, the wind felt strangely warm, like midsummer.

I had been shown a wonderful story. Feeling deeply satisfied, I rejoined the group.

“Huh? Where did Kageyama go?”

Akagami noticed my return and asked with a puzzled look.

“Sorry. Just went to the restroom.”

“Ah~ your stomach got chilled, huh? Be careful.”

Grinning, Akagami gave my shoulder a light pat.

“You’ve got a glow on your face,” Ruka whispered, her eyes slightly narrowed. “Was it really that interesting?”

“Yeah. It was worth my hard work behind the scenes.”

“Hmm… well, as long as you enjoyed yourself, Usuhito-kun, that’s what matters most.”

With that, Ruka left my side.

I joined the circle where Sara and the others were. Sara and Touyama were happily taking turns looking through the telescope. Sensing that the two had made up, the group was visibly excited. Between the high energy of the start of summer vacation and the late-night adrenaline, they looked truly happy.

Strictly speaking, they were just looking at the stars. And yet, it is precisely because I am with everyone that I can enjoy it. Mixed into the circle, Sara’s expression seemed somewhat softer than usual.

“Ah… a shooting star,” Sara murmured softly.

“What, seriously!?” Aoki exclaimed excitedly.

“It was so beautiful~” Ruka smiled happily.

“We’re seriously lucky,” Akagami cheered.

“Whoa, for real? I missed it!” Shidou cried, clutching his head.

“We should have made a wish,” Touyama replied.

Ah, reality is wonderful. It provides events like this. While everyone was chatting and getting worked up, Sara secretly hurried over to me.

“Did you see it too?”

“Yeah, perfectly.”

That was a lie. In truth, I had been looking at nothing but Sara’s face. Despite coming for astronomical observation, I had hardly looked at the sky at all.

“Did you wish for something?”

“I couldn’t think of anything… because Haku-chan already granted my wish.”

“It’s only just beginning.”

Besides, I am merely supporting Sara from behind the scenes.

“Even so, it’s thanks to Haku-chan. That’s why I made my wish about Haku-chan.”

“About me?”

“Yeah. The wish that popped into my head was—”

Sara smiled beautifully, like the moon illuminating the night.

“That Haku-chan can be happy from now on and forever.”

My position was one step removed from the rest of the group. Since Sara currently had her back to everyone, I was the only one seeing this expression. Therefore, it wasn’t that strange that Sara could smile this way. And yet, her smile burned itself into my eyes and wouldn’t leave. The smile she gave me now—the one directed at me, the man behind the scenes—was more captivating than the smile she had shown Touyama in the story.

—Or so, I was made to feel.
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        Epilogue - The Youth of the Stagehand
 A week had passed since the start of summer vacation.

Sara, who had joined the top-tier group in both name and reality, was hanging out with those members again today. And after they parted ways, she met up with me.

“Today we all went to see a movie, and then we had a discussion about it at a family restaurant!”

Sara explained happily. Well, I had been secretly observing them, so I already knew the situation.

“It was a horror movie, so I was scared… and I ended up clinging to Yuzuki-chan…”

“What kind of face was Touyama making?”

“She was just as scared as I was, so I tried holding her hand.”

Sara spoke with a beaming, blissful expression.

“And then, I wasn't scared anymore.”

“Isn't it more interesting if it's actually scary, since it's a horror movie?”

“Maybe so, but…”

We walked home while chatting like that. It wouldn't have been a huge problem if we were seen, but I chose a path with few people just in case.

“For now, the immediate goal has been achieved.”

“Yeah. Every day is so much fun. I really feel like I'm experiencing youth.”

“What's next? Maybe you should get yourself a handsome boyfriend?”

“…T-that can wait for now.”

Sara said, her cheeks flushing slightly.

“More importantly!”

“Why the sudden shouting?”

“…I want to tell Haku-chan thank you, properly.”

Fidgeting with a bit of embarrassment, Sara turned to face me. Then, she gave me her brightest smile.

“Thanks to Haku-chan, I'm happy! …Thank you.”

“Thanks to you, I got to see the best story. Thank you as well.”

We were in the same boat, after all.

“Did you enjoy my story?”

“Yeah. So, keep entertaining me from here on out, okay?”

When I told her that, Sara fired herself up, saying, “I'll do my best!”

“So, keep directing it for me. The story of my youth!”

“Truth is stranger than fiction.”

In other words, reality is more interesting than creation. I wonder which one my current role as a director falls under. If you call it creation, it's creation; if you call it reality, it's reality. It possesses elements of both. By tinkering with Sara's story, I realized something.

Wait, isn't this version more interesting?

The story that Sara chooses and I guide becomes something fascinating. I'll continue to cooperate with the youth that Sara weaves and enjoy the ride.

‘I think it's fine for the stagehand to have some youth too, don't you?’

For some reason, Ruka's words crossed my mind. I shook my head.

“Is something wrong?”

“No, it's nothing.”



I have no interest in my own youth. To be more precise, someone like me isn't worth having a ‘youth.’ So, I shall continue to operate in the shadows of the classroom. In order to make the protagonists of the story stand out even more.

“You haven't forgotten about the one-day date voucher with me, have you?”

Ruka, who had visited my house, smiled as she spoke.

“Of course I remember… but are we going now? Where?”

“Isn't it obvious? In the summer, you go to the beach!”

August. Summer truly begins.

“Come on, let's go!”

In the season of youth, I encounter the greatest story of all. Pulled along by Ruka's hand, in a way that drags me right into the middle of it.


      
        BookWalker Special - The Way Home for the Thin Man and Sara
 After school.

“What should I do, Haku-chan?!”

“What is it? Why so sudden? Stop clinging to me!”

As we were walking home, Sara suddenly rushed over and threw herself at me.

“But~!”

“‘But’ nothing!”

“Uuu…”

I somehow managed to push back the clinging Sara and calm her down. Is she a dog?

“Did something happen?”

“Yeah…”

The day should have ended without anything particular happening.

“Um… a boy from Class 1 talked to me…”

Sara’s appearance is striking. Even if rumors of her rejecting people have spread, there will always be some who decide to take a gamble.

“I was… way too cold to him…”

Sara is profoundly depressed.

“What did you say?”

“Um… he asked, ‘Do you want to go grab some tea together?’ and…”

A total pick-up attempt.

A boy from Class 1 with that kind of behavior… it was probably Tosaki.

“I was so surprised… I just replied, ‘Huh?’!”

Sara’s eyes are welling up. It’s hard to imagine from the current Sara, but that must have been an incredibly cold reaction.

“And what about Tosaki?”

“You know him?”

“Kind of.”

“He said, ‘S-Sorry… I was in the wrong!’ and then he ran away.”

Strong. To repel a pick-up artist like Tosaki with a single word… I almost wish I’d seen it.

“Wait, Haku-chan, do you know his name?”

“No, not at all.”

I just know who he is as a character since I occasionally interact with Akagami and the others. Tosaki feels like a supporting character with a slightly loud personality. I don’t dislike him as a bit of spice for the story.

“I wanted to give a kinder reaction…”

Sara looks crestfallen. Thanks to the results of her special training, she’s become a bit softer when dealing with her classmates.

However, students outside her class are complete strangers. It can’t be helped that her reactions are harsher.

“A cold reaction was the right answer this time.”

“…Really?”

“Eh…?”

“If you’d reacted kindly, you would have ended up grabbing tea with him, you know?”

“Grabbing tea with a friend… ehehe, that sounds fun.”

Sara gives a goofy smile. I’m worried she’ll get caught up with some bad guy.

“He had no intention of becoming your friend.”

Sara is struck by a bolt of shock.

“That was just a pick-up line.”

“…A pick-up line? For me?”

Sara looks bewildered.

“Why?”

“What do you mean, ‘why’…?”

Because you’re cute, obviously.

Apparently, Sara has no awareness that her appearance is attractive.

Well, given her current circumstances, it’s only natural for her self-esteem to be low.

…Maybe it’s more interesting if she stays this way.

Making her realize she’s ‘cute’ would be interesting, but her remaining oblivious is also interesting.

I can make her realize it at any time, so for now, I’ll go with the latter.

“??? Haku-chan?”

“You’re too close.”

While I was lost in thought, Sara was peering into my face with a dissatisfied expression.

When I flicked her forehead to push her back, Sara let out a pathetic little sound.

“Just because you aren’t popular with the people around you… doesn’t mean someone isn’t watching, you know?”

As I said this with an exasperated sigh, Sara hurriedly looked around. For a split second, she entered Witch Mode, but her expression immediately melted back into a soft look.

“H-Haku-chan! Don’t scare me like that!”

As expected, when she becomes conscious that others might be nearby, she slips into Witch Mode. I wonder why I’m the only exception.

“Anyway, let’s go home.”

“Ah, wait for me! Haku-chan!”

With Sara following me like a puppy, we continued our walk home.


      
        Afterword
 Nice to meet you, or hello again. My name is Kazuki Amamiya.

Since this is a new work for HJ Bunko, where I also publish "Haibara’s Teenage New Game+," there are probably more people for whom it's not a first meeting. That said, since volume eleven of "Haibara" was released a month ago, for those who've read it, maybe it hasn't even been that long?

Is it more of an "Oh, we meet again" kind of feeling? Hello, hello.

Jokes aside, I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to everyone—both those who bought this because of "Haibara" and those who were purely drawn in by the packaging of this work.

Since "Haibara" was a story about redoing a gray youth to walk a path filled with light, I thought I’d try the opposite this time—a story about a protagonist operating from the shadows of youth.

So, how did you like this "scheming youth rom-com about directing a clumsy heroine’s youth to make her shine," born from that idea? If you found it interesting, I would be delighted if you'd recommend it to those around you. Your support becomes the strength of the work!

Following "Haibara," I hope to see this work get an anime adaptation as well!

Furthermore, believe it or not, a manga adaptation of "Kageyama-kun" is already in the works even before the first volume’s release! The editorial department has high expectations for it! Thank you so much!

Also, for those who found "Kageyama-kun" interesting but haven’t read "Haibara" yet, please give it a try! Since they share the same world-view, I think you'll find several points that will make you smirk. Of course, I've written them so that each series stands on its own, so please rest assured that you won't find yourself in a situation where you can't understand the story unless you've read both. Additionally, by the time this book is out, the TV anime for "Haibara" should have just finished airing, so I recommend checking that out too!

Also, I’d be happy if you followed my X account @amamiya5235. I'm practically a permanent resident of X, so you can check the latest news on Kazuki Amamiya as fast as possible. Please look upon my trivial daily posts with warm, indulgent eyes.

Moving on to acknowledgments. To my editor, N-san, thank you for your extensive support from the planning stages. Let’s continue to work hard together on this new series, just as we did with "Haibara-kun"!

Also, to Parum-san, who handled the illustrations, thank you for the art overflowing with a sense of youth! Above all, the heroines Ruka and Sara are so cute! Also, my favorite character is Shidou. Isn’t that hairstyle just too sweet? I look forward to your work from volume two onwards!

And to everyone who was involved in this book, my deepest gratitude.

Well, that’s all for now.

If this work resonated with you even in the slightest, it is the greatest honor of my life as an author.

I look forward to meeting you again in the afterword of the second volume of this work, or in another story.

Lately, I’ve been doing nothing but watching videos of fishing, camping, cycling, and mountain climbing. I wanna go play outside…
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