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			Chapter 1

			Life Goes On

			It happened when I was drinking with an acquaintance, an old woman (at the time 89 years old). When we were in a good mood, the old woman came up with the following topic.

"Isn’t there a fighting-style boy manga? It’s really well done. It has a lot of realism."

When I asked her what she meant by that, she explained.

"It’s because the process of special individuals gaining power is accurately depicted. Setbacks and defeats. They are the rites of passage for humans chosen by the great flow to gain new power. You must become stronger through failure and defeat in order to obtain the reason to move forward."

If it were just an ordinary person, they would stay broken after a setback. There is definitely a possibility of staying defeated after losing. Even if they overcome it, it is rare to obtain something truly remarkable. However, those who are in the position of being chosen as the "protagonist" are different. If they can overcome and grasp what lies beyond, they will achieve results that are many times greater than what normal people would obtain. That’s how this world works.

"By going through such steps, ‘power’ gains meaning and expands," she said.

If power is likened to a balloon, it will grow larger by injecting the air of "reason" that requires power. Everything has a purpose. A great power should have a proper reason, the old woman said. However, manga is manga. Unless it has a highly twisted storyline, the protagonist will always win in the end. That part is convenient, but it’s entertaining. Well, that’s not important. What the old woman is talking about is the realism of the process by which special individuals gain power.

After finishing that part of the conversation, the old woman frowned deeply and said, "In that sense, you’re the worst."

She got tired of pouring the drink and started drinking straight from the bottle.

"When you were seventeen, you were undoubtedly in the position of the protagonist in a story," she said with certainty.

… To be honest, I can’t deny that.

At that time, I often thought that I was walking a life like that of a protagonist.

"In that era, whether for good or for ill, the world was in the midst of a major change. You were undoubtedly at the center of that flow. You had everything that a protagonist should have."

… Oh, yes. That’s right.

It’s too cliché to say that an ordinary boy suddenly enters an extraordinary world one day.

"They invite you to an extraordinary world. Two friends with different ideologies. If this isn’t the protagonist, then what is?"

The old woman’s eyes are stern.

"Nevertheless, you didn’t fulfill that responsibility, did you? If you were defeated due to insufficient power, that would have been fine. The world must have changed, whether it was for the better or worse."

Even if the world changes for the worse, it’s the result of a major trend, so there’s nothing we can do about it. There is also the possibility that a new trend will come and things will turn around. It may sound like a joke to someone who is fully occupied with living in the present, but the old woman doesn’t live with that perspective.

"But you kept winning."

Yes, I won.

"I overcame the process necessary to gain power without experiencing defeat or setbacks. I continued to grow from moment to moment. The inflated power is immense and unparalleled. But there is nothing inside. Well, of course not. I continued to grow stronger without any reason."

I didn’t have immense power from the beginning. I was also a weakling at first. I even remember encountering several growth events. I thought I would lose here and then escape with my life to become even stronger…something like that. But that didn’t happen. I managed somehow every time those events occurred. There were no dramatic developments. I struggled, thought it was dangerous, hmm? Oh? Wait? Isn’t this going well? And I kept winning with that attitude. It wasn’t overwhelming victory. It was a close victory. But a victory is a victory, whether it’s a close one or not. Victories piled up.

… That’s how I ended up here.

"The result is the current world. Maintaining the status quo. That too was one answer. But without resolute determination to reach that point, it would have been futile. The world cannot move on without it. Because of the damming of the rightful flow, a new flow cannot occur. It’s a lazy stagnation. And yet, you continue to grow endlessly. What are you? Seriously, die."

Such unpleasant words.

"… That’s me! I am the collective unconsciousness of humanity!"

And so, is it about time? It emerges from the sea of memories. The story is so nonsensical that I was thinking about something else. In front of my eyes, a "darkness" in the shape of a person spreads his arms and makes a grand gesture. Why do people like this always have such long speeches? They should consider the person they’re talking to. You guys talk too much. You should try to understand what it’s like to be forced to listen to you.

Hey, you’re heading to apologize to our business partners tomorrow.

"People desire an end! That’s why I was born! Born from the sea of collective unconsciousness, it’s you who brought me into existence! Who can stop me!? I, who embody the wishes of all humanity! Who can hinder me!"

In a nutshell, the world is on the brink of extinction right now. If that’s left unchecked, the world will truly end.

"Humanity’s strongest! Including you! No matter how strong you are, in the end, you’re just a single human. The difference in scale is massive!!"

… Alright, let’s get this started.

Though I don’t say it aloud, my exasperation has probably been conveyed over there as well. There’s no expression, but you can tell something’s irking them.

"Die!!"

A fist drives into my face. Countless barriers set up by spellcasters worldwide, backed by their full might. Without these, the power could have shattered Japan, causing massive tsunamis and worldwide devastation. However, I remain unfazed. My suit jacket gets blown away, but that’s about it.

"Some middle-aged potbelly geezer can’t even kill one person – what’s the essence of humanity?"

Thump! A punch lands on my abdomen through my shirt. My body’s a mess, even though I used to be skinny back in my teens. My hair is the same. It might not show, but there’s hair falling out after I shower… I’ve been feeling a bit of a crisis lately.

"You… you idiot…"

The ‘darkness’ visibly flusters. Perhaps due to being born to comprehend humanity’s will, their reactions are strangely human-like.

"Well, whatever. Basically, isn’t it like this? If you’re thinking of doing something about me, then go all out with the fervor to wipe out all of humanity, right?"

I rotate my shoulders,

"—Human Annihilation Punch!"

I throw a punch.

"Gah…!?"

"Human Annihilation Kick"

"Giiiiiiiiii!?!!"

"Human Annihilation Elbow"

"Guhhhhhhhh!!"

"Human Annihilation Swastika Lock"

It’s about time to wrap this up.

"Wh- what is this…? ‘The One Who Damns’… What the hell are you…?"

Hideo Sato, 34 years old.

"Just an old man. Just a bit stronger."

My life as the protagonist who failed to become one continues even now.



		
			Chapter 2

			That Person Is Now

			"Barrier Holder", "Sealer", "Strongest KY".

What’s this? It’s part of my nicknames. KY is practically outdated now, but when it was given, it was in its prime, you know. And so, because of me, the strongest unknown magician, the term still holds behind the scenes.

Anyway, setting that aside, it’s pretty ridiculous, right? The first two, like some kind of final boss titles. But I can’t be a final boss. I mean, I don’t have the substance to do anything with the world. It’s not like I have absolutely nothing. Just normal, like everyone else. A final boss can’t be ordinary. And the protagonist, who is both the front and back of the final boss, can’t pretend either. To take on a grand role, whether it’s positive or negative, an unshakable passion is needed. Back then, if I had something like that, I wonder if I would have walked a different path in life…

(For example, yeah, building a family with that person and having children.)

In the past, I had a girl by my side who could be considered the heroine of my story. There were plenty of sweet and sour events, you know? But I missed out on events that would deepen our relationship even further. She was stronger than me, like a heroine who invites you into an extraordinary world. There was an event where the heroine risked her life to protect me… but I managed to handle it myself. At first, it seemed like that was the direction things were going, but as we fought together, I realized I could win normally. There was also an event where the heroine was kidnapped and the protagonist felt their own powerlessness. But I was able to protect her without any issues. I fought desperately and ended up winning…

With everything that happened, our relationship didn’t deepen completely and the final battle came to an end. After the story ended, we naturally grew distant and that’s how things have been until now. I’m still in the shadows, but she walked into the sunlight. I don’t know what she’s doing or where she is now. I could look it up if I wanted to, but I can’t bring myself to do so.

(… If I, if I had been the protagonist, could I have developed that kind of relationship before the final battle?)

Remember that? Just before the final battle. That kind of development where feelings connect and stay that way… The memory of the night we first fell in love. It’s a classic, right? The protagonist’s attachment becomes their lifeline in the nick of time… But that didn’t happen. There were tough moments, but as always, we fought hard, broke down walls, and became stronger to win. After all was said and done, I got rid of my virginity at a regular old red-light district.

(An old guy regretting the youth he didn’t experience while being jostled on a crowded train… It brings a tear to your eye.)

My profession is a salaryman. It’s not a big company, but I’m a department manager in a fairly large company’s sales department. Last spring, after my promotion, a buddy from high school said, ‘Among us, you’re the one who’s climbed the corporate ladder the highest, huh?’"

I was laughing, but… this is it. It all started when the previous manager had to suddenly quit his job due to family reasons, and I took the mound as an intermediary during the chaos over the successor problem. Now I’m officially the director, but to be honest, I can’t be happy because of the circumstances.

(I still wanted to work with the manager.)

Though I’m working at a mainstream corporation, it’s not just for sustenance. In terms of savings, I have enough for generations to come to live a comfortable life, but there’s that societal image, you know? After graduating high school, I thought I could just enjoy life, but the public eye is harsh, and I had to quit that quickly. It’s only natural that people frown upon those who laze around without working, thinking they’re playing on their parents’ money.

(Well, working normally has its merits too. I may not have become the protagonist, but it’s not all bad.)

Speaking of money, with a simple job on the side, you can earn about as much as an annual salary. But working in the public sphere is quite enjoyable… Oops, I sound like I’m making excuses, damn it… Feeling dejected, I head to the company, and there’s Matsumoto-kun, the cause of today’s apology visit, waiting for me.

"Um, Manager… I’m so sorry, truly… I mean, it’s my fault that…"

In her second year at the company, she’s becoming more skilled, but it’s also a precarious time. It’s a common occurrence to think you’re used to something and then make a mistake. This kid is no exception and made a slip of the tongue. I made sure to give her proper advice, but I don’t intend to blame her excessively.

"Reflecting on your mistakes is necessary, but don’t let it consume you too much."

"But…"

"No one is without errors. If you’re alive, you’re bound to stumble."

Excessively wallowing in self-blame will only bring you down sooner or later.

"Oh, right at a good time. Matsumoto-kun, take a look at Inoue-kun, who just arrived at the office with a manga magazine."

"Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?"

Inoue-kun, who was suddenly addressed, slightly raises his shoulder.

"That girl. Although she’s currently the top performer in our department, when she just joined, it was a different story."

Geez, even if you say it’s an informal atmosphere, who actually behaves so rudely? My most dangerous moment was when she got drunk and snatched the president’s wig off and threw it. It was the riskiest thing she has ever done. Considering I was her mentor, it could have been serious. But well, I learned that the president could take a joke from that incident.

I tell Inoue-kun about Matsumoto-kun’s history.

"Huh, that’s pretty embarrassing."

"Exactly!!"

"…Um, why am I getting roasted so hard since the morning…?"

It’s all for the sake of my cute junior. Guiding Matsumoto-kun and Inoue-kun, I head to our business partner when it’s time. Although there was a slip-up, it wasn’t a major mistake that couldn’t be fixed. The other side probably understands she’s still a rookie. Without making a fuss, it seems Matsumoto-kun’s sincere remorse was apparent, and they forgave her. We enter into the negotiations and quickly conclude. The ease with which the discussion is resolved owes to my efforts—it’s not. It’s all thanks to Matsumoto-kun’s contribution. Although she made a mistake, she handled most of it properly, so the conversation progressed smoothly.

"But, it must be great for you. Having a beauty as the department’s top performer must be a motivation boost, right?"

"Haha, oh no, it’s not exactly like that. I guess it’s the nature of men, you know? When there’s charm, the enthusiasm naturally ramps up… yeah."

"As for our president, though, isn’t it true? If we talk about his strengths, he’s exceptionally skilled in singing ballads."

Once the work discussion comes to an end, it’s not just a simple goodbye. It would include casual small talk afterward. The employees who are engaging with us, like Ota-san here, are right on the mark. This person is a hit. They’re the kind who make after-talks enjoyable, and that gets me all excited too.

"Uh, what’s that?"

"Oh, didn’t you know, Matsumoto-kun? Our president, in terms of singing ability, is on par with a professional. Especially when it comes to ballads, it’s incredible."

Even if young people don’t know the songs from that era, they’d still get moved when she sings them. He might look like a chubby old man (E: wig), but when he sings a ballad, it’s incredibly moving. My favorite is "Ruby’s Meriken." Whenever I go to karaoke with my boss, I always request it.

"Wow, hearing that, now I’m curious."

So, maybe we should go to a karaoke bar next time? As I’m about to bring that up, the door to the reception room opens. Appearing is the rumored beautiful president. She seemed to need something from Ota-san. But… Oh, she’s different, huh. Yeah, she’s definitely a separate lady. While thinking that, I stand up and, together with Matsumoto-kun, greet her…

"――――"

For some reason, she looked directly at my face and froze. Well, I mean, I’m certainly not an attractive old man, right? Well, back when I was a teenager, I was quite…

"…Hiro… kun?"

"Huh?"

That was an inappropriate reaction for a professional adult. However, at this moment, I didn’t have the luxury to care. The name "Hiro" is only used by one person. But that…

"Chika… chan?"

Huh? What, what, what? No way, both first and last names…

We gaze at each other in bewilderment.

"――――"

The reunion with my former heroine was far too sudden.

(Oh, ring finger on my left hand…)

Internally, I let out a sigh.



		
			Chapter 3

			Don’t Go, Blue Spring (Aoi Hana)

			t/n: blue spring usually means youth, but also a wordplay for naivety period, or best time of one’s life. similar kanji ‘seishun’ also mean youth.

Chikage Saionji. That’s the name of the girl who led me into an extraordinary life. Guided by her peculiar fate, I embarked on a whirlwind youth. I don’t resent it. It’s just that, things didn’t quite fit together, but those days were irreplaceable. Our relationship naturally disappeared, like flowers blooming and scattering with the changing seasons. I thought we would never meet again, but…

"Sorry, did I keep you waiting?"

"Not really."

It’s not like we can talk about personal matters while at work. It’s private and the content is sensitive. That’s why we made plans to meet after work.

"Is it okay if we go to my regular spot?"

"Sure. I’m curious about where Hiro-kun drinks."

Chika-chan smiles mischievously. She’s completely different from back then… She used to be cute and energetic. Her hair was short too. Now she feels like a mature woman, and I can’t help but feel the passage of time. By the way, Hiro-kun is my nickname. It goes from Hideo (hero) to Eiyuu (hero) to HERO to Hiro.

(I’m not used to being called that, so it feels a bit strange.)

As we chatted about trivial things, we headed to the Okama bar "Spring Full Bloom*". It’s my ultimate healing spot. I think it was about a month after I joined the company? The boss took me there and I got hooked. Mama’s talk skills are amazing… (t/n: original word was haru ranman, can be called spring refreshment or spring innocent)

"Oh my, has spring finally arrived for Hide-chan?"

Mama’s eyes sparkled as soon as we entered the bar.

"It’s not like that…"

"…"

Seriously… I’m married… Ah, this is bad… I’m really depressed…

"Mama, can we use the table in the back?"

"Of course, of course."

"For now, beer and some random snacks… What about you, Chika-chan?"

"I’ll have a beer too."

We placed our orders and headed to our seats. After wiping my face with the hot towel, I set up a barrier to distort perception. There might be some talk about the underworld, so I have to be prepared.

"You’re quite skilled at this." Chika-chan seemed a little surprised. Well, I didn’t use these kinds of techniques back then.

"Are you still ‘over there’, Hiro-kun?"

"Yeah. I did try to leave the battles behind once, though."

Right after the battles ended, I didn’t have enough money to live a carefree life. But I did earn enough to live comfortably. I washed my hands of the underworld for a while.

"They asked me for help at the mutual aid society."

I only intended to help once, but I ended up being asked again and again. That’s why I’ve had so many final battles like yesterday.

"I’ve never had to deal with anything like that."

"Well, it’s different for men and women. Especially considering your past, Chika-chan."

It’s only natural for a sensible person to not want to get involved in battles anymore. If that’s the case, I should just leave her alone. But in my case, I always end up winning… That’s why I’m not good at handling adults. And the old lady is the worst. She used to care about me, but now she just tells me to die.

"Hiro-kun, you’ve become strong. I can’t even catch a glimpse of what you’ve been through since I’ve been away from battles for so long, but I understand." Chika-chan smiled wryly.

"There were many moments when I thought, ‘This is dangerous,’ but I managed to overcome them by thinking, ‘But maybe this will work.’"

"Well, yeah. But I want to hear your story too. What happened to your name?"

Chika Nakajima. That’s her current name. I know her last name… but why did her first name change? And her appearance has completely changed too. On top of that, her name is different. Even if I checked the information about our business partners beforehand, I wouldn’t have known.

"I thought it was a good opportunity to start my life over in a true sense."

"…I see."

"But I didn’t like having a completely different name, so I turned the nickname Hiro-kun gave me, Chika, into my name."

Chika-chan smiles shyly… She’s cute… So cute…

"I see. But I was surprised. I never thought you would become a company president."

"I just wanted to challenge myself in various ways. And before I knew it… it turned out like this."

"That’s amazing."

"Not really. It’s not like everything went smoothly from the beginning."

"That’s part of it too."

Being a powerful figure in the underworld has nothing to do with being a capable business owner. I’ve had my fair share of painful failures. But I admire the attitude of not giving up and continuing to walk forward.

"Hiro-kun, you haven’t changed."

It was a bewitching smile that made my heart skip a beat. I couldn’t help but look away, feeling a mix of emotions. Chika-chan crossed her legs and I unintentionally glanced at her plump legs wrapped in black stockings, causing my mouth to water.

(I’ve directed my middle-aged, lustful desires towards her, who could be considered a symbol of youth… )

I’m screwed… No, I’m really depressed. I want to clone myself right now and slap my own cheeks. That’s not what I meant… I want to experience the sweet memories of youth… Why am I defiling it with my own hands? Stupid!

"Chika-chan has changed. Of course, for the better. Ah, you’ve become a beautiful woman."

"Hehe, are you using flattery because I’m a client?"

"There’s no way. I don’t want to involve that kind of thing between us."

"Wow, you’re so cool~"

Her mischievous smile made my heart skip a beat once again. Damn, I’m getting all fired up now. I can feel the essence of my youth. She’s a sinful woman, even though I know I can’t reach out and grab her… Is this the aura of a heroine?

"Stop it. Well, anyway, I’m relieved to see you happy."

I said that to cover up, but Chika-chan’s face darkened.

"Happy, huh?"

"…Chika-chan?"

"My husband left me for another woman and hasn’t come back."

Guhh!? So he’s married after all! I knew it! I knew it, right!? But still! It’s different when it’s actually said out loud!! No, wait, an affair!? Why are you suddenly bringing up such a heavy topic? I don’t know the right reaction!

"My daughter is going through a rebellious phase and hardly ever stays at home."

Married and with a child… Ugh! So that’s why she’s so alluring… Even though I’m happy to see her looking much more beautiful than before, it hurts so much more.

(Seeing you, who has become much more beautiful than before, makes me happy, but it also hurts.)

Ah, this is already… I have to come here alone tomorrow and let Mama comfort me. I won’t be able to recover for a week.

"I’ve always wondered what I’ve been doing lately… Yeah, I was really happy to see Hiro-kun again today."

"Chika-chan…"

"I might be happy now."

I suddenly realize this as I look at Chika-chan, who smiles with watery eyes as if inviting me.

(…She’s not wearing a ring.)

Even if she’s married, she should be wearing a ring every day, every second. But in a situation like this… They never taught us this in elementary school, middle school, or high school. A girl I parted ways with during our youth, without ever becoming a couple. By chance, we meet again as adults, and we exchange words, reminiscing about the past and having a surprisingly enjoyable conversation.

(What should I do if she makes a move on me in a situation like this… They didn’t teach us that.)

What’s the point of education? I cried in my heart. The girl who once led me into an extraordinary (modern fantasy) is now trying to lead me into another extraordinary (fantasy in a sense). My blue spring is losing its color at an accelerating rate…

(I can’t call her Chika-chan anymore…)

She’s more like Chika-san now.



		
			Chapter 4

			Yikes!

			I may be connected to the underworld, but I have no intention of neglecting my life in the real world. I made it clear to the government and the influential figures in the underworld. So, what do I do when an urgent matter comes up? Well, there’s a dummy company that was created by the important people, and they have a connection with my company. That’s how I end up going on business trips related to that. Why am I talking about this? Well, it’s because I’m currently in the middle of a business trip, which is basically just cleaning up their mess.

"Prepare yourself, Desecrator of Destiny. This time, I shall bestow upon you eternal silence."

A skull wearing a crown that must be several meters long is glaring at me. It’s wearing a fluttering black coat and carrying a menacing scythe. I haven’t seen it in almost five years, but its design is still as recognizable as ever.

"Do you never learn, Hades? It’s not a laughing matter when the God of Death* keeps dying." (t/n: term is shinigami, but hades is a god name, not a regular grim reaper)

I laugh at it, and black miasma leaks out from its eye sockets and mouth. The surrounding plants turn to dust and the earth withers, but it doesn’t affect me. The first time I encountered it, it was quite dangerous, considering its effectiveness against life. But in the end, I managed to overcome it somehow. So now, it’s just a foul breath to me. It reminds me of the smell of a storage room filled with old books that haven’t been cleaned for a long time.

"What arrogance! What disrespect! Your continued disregard for death will never be forgiven!!"

"What are you talking about? Don’t get it twisted. It’s not death that I’m disrespecting, it’s you."

I say, chewing on a piece of dried squid. In one hand, I hold the squid, and in the other, my fifth can of beer for the day. I’m wearing a tie on my head. There’s no tension or anything, but it can’t be helped. I have to say, I’m weaker than the darkness I fought against a month ago in terms of direct violence. Well, in return, this guy has the absolute authority over life, which is called "death," but it doesn’t affect me.

"By the way… gulp… before we get started… nom… I have a question."

"Don’t talk with your mouth full! It’s a matter of disrespect before anything else!"

This Hades is serious in strange ways. I ignore it and continue.

"It’s your freedom to do whatever you want, but… why do it while I’m still alive?"

Hades may dislike me, but it has a different main goal. There’s no point in clashing with me, who has tasted dirt countless times, if it wants to achieve that goal.

"I’ll be dead in a hundred years anyway. Isn’t it better to pretend to be friendly until then?"

Put the greater cause before personal feelings. If that’s the case, I didn’t need to go on this business trip…

"If I overlook your existence, the greater cause loses its weight. I must kill you to move forward!!"

"Heh… I see. Let’s get this over with quickly then. Come at me."

I crush the beer can in my hand and throw it away. I’m starting to feel a good buzz. Maybe I’ll go to a brothel after this to clear my head.

"You dare to mock me…?! But I wonder how long you can keep up that attitude!?"

Hades claps its hands together. In an instant, a dazzling mandala appears in the sky. (t/n: just so you know, mandala is that geometric pattern that appear whenever magic is casted in light novel)

"What is this…?"

It feels like my soul is being directly touched.

"The god who governs death has absolute authority over life. But what happens when two gods of death clash?"

Hades sneers as its bones rattle.

"It’s a battle of dominion. If you wield your authority under the jurisdiction of another god, the authority of the one who rules that jurisdiction takes precedence."

"You…!"

"That’s right! I took it from you! The authority of Yama!!"

Hades, who was in a good mood, continues with anger now.

"You shouldn’t be able to die! I shouldn’t be able to kill you! Because another god of death stands behind you!! Yama, too, cannot forgive someone like you, who disrespects the god of death…!" (t/n: as hades is a western god of death, yama is the lord of death for hindu and buddhist. in dragon ball, he was chichi’s father)

"Hmph!"

I put all my strength into it, blowing away the death that was entwined around me.

"Are you saying that the King of Yama is on my side? What a joke."

The King of Yama is the one who delivers fair judgment to the dead. A person… no, a god like that wouldn’t take sides with a single individual, especially a living one. If the King of Yama intervened during someone’s lifetime, they wouldn’t be able to deliver fair judgment after death. The fact that they took sides before death becomes noise.

"Don’t compare your actions, which have messed up countless lives, with the actions of the King of Yama."

Wait, did this guy attack the King of Yama…? It’s true that it has inherited the authority of death, but it’s not a god of death.

(I can’t let it get away with this.)

I crack my neck. There’s nothing wrong with my body. I played my strongest card from the beginning, so there shouldn’t be anything more… Let’s finish this.

"Gah!?"

I close the distance in an instant and place my hand on Hades’ head, pushing it down to the ground. I keep it pressed against the ground as I speak.

"Orders from above. You will be completely erased."

Hades is a heavyweight in Olympus. That’s why, until now, there hasn’t been anything more than subjugation. Both sides, humans and Olympus, have avoided getting involved with each other. But there are limits to everything. The gods still have significant influence, but not as much as in ancient times. Just as humans don’t want to get into trouble, Olympus doesn’t want a full-scale war either.

"You can no longer be protected."

Honestly, I don’t like Hades, but I don’t hate him enough to want him completely eliminated. Well, it’s not that I don’t hate him, but I don’t think he’s worth directing that much energy towards. However, the people who requested my help want Hades completely eradicated. They apparently threatened to drop me if Olympus didn’t accept it. Am I some kind of nuclear weapon?

"Ridiculous! Erase the one who governs death, me!? Impossible!!"

That’s right, that’s the point. Olympus said they would accept it if he was completely eradicated. They must think he’ll just pop up somewhere even if he’s killed. So, I was asked by important people to find a way to completely erase him… I thought about it.

"It’s possible. Maybe."

A white light rises from my body.

"If I collide opposing forces, maybe, just maybe…"

I pour "life" through the hand touching Hades. It’s an idea that anyone could come up with. Someone must have tried it in the past. In fact, the person who tried it is still being killed from the moment they poured it in. However, however…

"Agagagagagagaga…!?!!!"

――――There must be a limit, right? Somewhere, there must be a point where it reaches its limit. If I pour it in that much, maybe something will happen. My assumption was correct, and after a sufficient amount of time, that moment arrived.

"You… you… you… youuuuu! You heretic! You will surely be judged…!"

With a sound like a bursting balloon, Hades disappeared.

"A deadly technique, or rather, a life-giving secret technique… SPELL MAGIC."

Well, this might be going too far with the dirty jokes. It’s true that it’s about life force, but… my dad jokes have their limits. Anyway, the job is done… or did it disappear? It vanished, but I don’t know if it’s completely gone. I’ll have to check if it respawns after a few years to be sure.

(t/n: the joke is "必生奥義SPELL MAGIC" or Hissei Okugi SPELL MAGIC. Hissei(必生) -> essential to life or vitality or life force, sounds similar to Hissei(ヒッセイ) -> sexual act in Japanese slang. the he said, (いやこれは流石に下ネタが過ぎるか)->this is too dirty of a joke), saying the term can be intepreted indecently, even though it was use to describe a powerful magic spell.)

"Well, for now, I should report it."

I take out my smartphone and try to make a call when I realize.

"Huh?"

There’s a message notification. I tap it to see… and it’s a dinner invitation from Chika-san.

"Oh no."

I wet myself.



		
			Chapter 5

			The Joys and Sorrows of Adults

			After submitting my report on the defeat of Hades, my work was finally done for the day. I mentioned that I wasn’t sure what the outcome would be, but they had already transferred the reward to me.

"Well, if it was impossible for you, it would be impossible for anyone else. Good job. The reward has already been deposited," they said.

Apparently, they had already transferred the reward while I was facing off against Hades. It’s not like we’re that close to call it trust… I don’t know what they think, but to me, they are just the client for the job. With my work finished, I headed straight to the health spa.

Why, you ask?… Don’t make me say it, it’s embarrassing.

As I soaked in the hot bath, my thoughts were not on Hades, but on Chika-san. It had been about a month since our unexpected reunion… Since then, she had been inviting me out for meals and drinks quite often… Specifically, about four times a week. I could just say no, right? But hey, I’m only human.

(Just because she became Chika-san doesn’t mean all our memories were erased)

Her invitations over the phone were dangerous. The lonely voice on the other end when I declined… I could even imagine her expression. It’s impossible, impossible. I can’t bear to see her sad face. But diving headfirst into it is also impossible. Although it has faded, the blue spring of my youth still burns behind my eyelids, and I can’t endure it.

(If it’s just going out for a meal, it’s fine)

You might think I’m being overconfident by saying that, but I have solid evidence. First of all, whenever we meet, she always takes off her ring. The only time I saw her wearing it was when we first met at work. And also, this happened the other day when we were drinking at an izakaya… I saw it, her panties. It was a coincidence, right? Well, maybe it was a coincidence? Anyway, I saw her underwear. She was wearing something amazing. I got really excited. I masturbated when I got home. I wanted to die. It’s definitely an invitation to an immoral fantasy (adultery). She’s trying to drag me into an extraordinary world. I’m doing my best to endure it for various reasons, but man…

(I can’t trust myself)

It’s about how far I can go. No, not in a sexual sense. Anyway, I declined today’s invitation because I have some cleanup to do for a shady job. Instead, we decided to go out for drinks tomorrow.

(That’s tough…)

While thinking that, I feel a sense of self-loathing deep inside me. You know, I used to think about it when I was a kid, looking at miserable adults. How dull. How pathetic. I won’t become like that. But now that I’ve become an adult, I understand. Being an adult is tough. One problem after another arises. Your own weaknesses become apparent.

(Hey, the me from my teens. Can you believe it? Today, I actually wet myself)

Well, it’s not the first time. When I was a fresh-faced company employee, I drank too much and fell asleep… It happened back then too.

(I’ve heard that tear ducts become fragile as you become an adult, but it seems like the urethra becomes fragile too)

Thinking such foolish thoughts, I finish my bath and leave the health spa. The warm breeze of April makes my cheeks relax involuntarily.

(Before I eat… maybe I should take a little walk)

Even though I’m pretending to be on a business trip, it’s not a problem that I’m actually in Tokyo. I’m away from the office, and I’ve made sure not to be recognized as myself.

"Phew…"

I buy three bottles of fizzy lemonade at a convenience store along the way and head to the park. Sitting on a bench, I gulp down the refreshing drink, and a pleasure that could make me ascends to the heavens overwhelms me. Right now, I could probably go to the moon.

"Damn, this is amazing. What’s become of me, being me and all?"

My vocabulary is dying. After talking so much about the hardships of being an adult, I realize that being an adult also brings happiness.

"What should I eat…"

Since I’ve been snacking on dried food since morning, I’m in the mood for a hearty meal. Ramen with gyoza, and fried rice. Tonkatsu doesn’t sound bad either. But wait, steak is also a good choice. Rice with butter… no, garlic.

"But yakiniku might be good too. Lots of white rice and just meat, meat, meat, no vegetables. Just grilling meat on the grill."

Leaning back on the bench, I gaze absentmindedly at the crimson sky, lost in thoughts about food. To others, I may look like a middle-aged loser, but personally, I feel quite fulfilled. And then, it happened.

"Hey, hey, mister."

A sweet, cloying voice of a girl that tickles the nose reached my ears. Hey, hey, hey, do I look like someone who falls for that kind of thing? Feeling a slight shock, I shift my gaze and…

"Mister, are you alone? If you want, let’s go eat or something."

I was speechless. A short-haired girl with a slightly upturned nose. Her adorable face resembling a cat. A slender figure.

(Chika-chan…?)

A girl who looks exactly like Saionji Chikage, but slightly younger, is staring at me provocatively. She must be around fourteen or fifteen years old. Chika-san doesn’t talk much, but I remember her saying she’s in middle school. It’s not just a coincidence… It’s not just her appearance, but also her presence. Chika-san is special, born with special powers. It’s not something that just anyone can have. Without a doubt, this girl who shares the same temperament as her is Chika-san’s daughter.

(U-Uwaa… Uwaa…)

A girl who makes me feel like we shared our youth together. A woman with whom my relationship has become complicated in many ways since we reunited.

(Is it even possible for someone’s daughter to make such a bold move on their dad…? Is this really happening?)

I cried in my heart. What? What is this? What am I supposed to do with this complicated mess of emotions?

"Hey, mister, are you listening?"

The girl pouts and puffs up her cheeks. I feel sorry for her, but that’s not the issue here. Well, you know, I’ve played around quite a bit within the limits of the law, so I understand. This girl hasn’t crossed that line yet. Yeah, that’s right. People change after they gain experience. Both men and women become a bit more jaded. But this girl doesn’t have that kind of atmosphere at all. It’s probably just about treating her to a meal or something. But normal middle schoolers don’t do that.

"What the hell am I supposed to do about this…?"

Can I even say this to Chika-san? Like, "Your daughter tried to seduce me, what should I do?" No, I can’t. But I can’t just leave it alone either. As an adult. If I can’t be caught, she’ll just go fishing for another old man… I have to do something.

"…Young lady, what’s your name?"

"Nakajima Rika, but… what about it? Can you take me out for a meal?"

…I’m glad it’s today. After the secret job, I always withdraw extra cash and spend it freely. I hand Rika-chan an envelope I took out of my pocket.

"Huh?"

"There’s a million yen inside."

Rika-chan is shocked by those words and checks the contents of the envelope. Then she visibly starts to panic.

"Oh, no… um, I didn’t mean it like that…"

I gave her that much money. She must have thought I wanted something in return.

"I’m not asking for anything in return. I’ll give you that."

"Wh-what?"

"If you’re around your age, there might be times when you don’t want to go home."

I never had that kind of time. You know, back then, I was in a protagonist-like position. My parents were on a business trip abroad, so I never had that feeling of being annoyed by my parents or anything like that.

"But let’s leave it at this. At least until that person is gone."

Otherwise, she might end up in a bad situation somewhere, so I imply.

"And this."

"…A memo and… a business card?"

"If you need a place to sleep, go there. If you give them that business card, they’ll let you stay for free. Use the money for living expenses other than accommodation."

It’s a lodging facility that the underworld uses for their own purposes, but I have connections, you know. If someone from the surface comes with my introduction, they should take care of them. …There’s a possibility of running into someone who knows Saionji Chikage, but I think it’ll be fine. If they realize we’re related by blood, they’ll definitely keep their distance to avoid provoking me.

"It’s not a bad thing to run away."

But you can’t run away forever.

"There will come a time when you have to face it. Don’t forget that."

"Okay."

I lightly pat her head and leave the park.

(It may not be a perfect solution.)

I did what I could.

(But, I’m going out for drinks with Chika-san tomorrow… This is going to be so awkward.)

It’s too soon for me to face it… Let me run away a little longer.



		
			Chapter 6

			The Taste of Coffee

			As the end of the workday approaches, the office suddenly regains its liveliness. It’s funny how even as adults, we still do the same things we did when we were students, getting excited after school. Everyone must have their own plans. While my subordinates start getting ready to leave, I grab my cigarettes and lighter and head out of the office. On the way, I buy a sweet coffee from a vending machine and go up to the rooftop.

"Oh, isn’t it Sato-kun?"

"Hey there."

There was already someone there. It’s the president. I lightly greet him as he tries to light his cigarette, and I stand next to him. Leaning against the railing, we overlook the office district. I strangely like this scene at this time of day. During the day, I don’t really think much about it, but I enjoy watching the office district and the people walking around during the evening and nighttime hours. There are people with faces as bright as those of prisoners who have just been released, and there are also people who look exhausted because they still have work to do. It never gets boring to watch. Except during busy periods or when I have something to do, I usually make it a habit to watch this before going home.

"Hey, hey, Sato-kun."

"What is it?"

"I have something to discuss with you."

"Oh, really?"

"Well, you see, I had a fight with my daughter yesterday."

Oh, his daughter, huh? I think she’s a second-year high school student, the president’s daughter. She used to come to the company’s BBQs and New Year parties when she was little, right? I remember her being cute, looking just like her mother, although she stopped showing up around the time she graduated from elementary school, probably because she felt embarrassed. When she did show up, I used to give her New Year’s money every year. "Thank you, Uncle!" she would say, and give me a kiss on the cheek. She was adorable.

"I won’t go into the specifics since it’s a private matter. But my daughter said I was embarrassing."

"Haha"

"Hey, hey, Sato-kun. When you talk to someone, you have to look them in the eye, you know? Your gaze is a bit off."

"Is it ‘off’ or ‘looking away’.*"

"I have no idea what you’re talking about! I’m worried about you. You’re the boss of the sales department, Boss~ Are you okay with that attitude?"

"Well, yeah. It’s probably better than yours, Mr. President."

"What’s that supposed to mean? I have no idea what you’re talking about!!"

(t/n: ずれてるってかずらしてるってか (Zure teru tte ka zurashi teru tteka). sato said is his eyes ‘off’ or ‘looking away’? when in fact his eyes was actually ‘slanting’. it’s a pun where it can mean his eyes is ‘slanted’ or his mental state is ‘off’. when his bos didn’t understand, he jokes his boss is more ‘slanted’ than him.

Well, it’s embarrassing for a daughter her age, isn’t it? I thought the same when I was a kid. I thought, "Why not just embrace it and go completely bald?" It’s kind of embarrassing to hide it with a half-hearted comb-over or even wear a wig. But you know, it’s different. I understand now because I secretly started feeling a sense of crisis.

(Why are hair growth products selling, anyway?)

I can’t give up. I can’t let go of my former self, even if it’s just a little bit left. I’m afraid that if I let go of even that, I won’t be able to get it back. That’s why I can’t let go, and I lie to cling to the illusion of the past. Well, in my case, I’ve used it as a communication tool after experiencing embarrassment once. It’s like being a comedian. The current exchange also seems like a rambling under the guise of a consultation.

"The president’s daughter is a good and straightforward girl, isn’t she?"

"What’s with the sudden change of topic? Well, yeah, it’s true that my daughter is a good girl, but I don’t feel happy being told something so obvious."

"But she doesn’t shy away from the harsh truth and faces it head-on."

"Isn’t there something strange about that?"

"Well, you can’t deny the unnaturalness, right?"

"Not that."

(t/n: this is a subtle joke. they’re misinterprete each other words. one is talking philospohically, the other interpret ie literally. hard to explain. please become japanese)

Until he finishes smoking his cigarette, he seems satisfied with the comedic exchange. The president cuts off the topic and starts drinking his milk tea with a satisfied expression. So it was just a rambling under the guise of a consultation.

"…President."

"Yeah?"

"I have something I want to talk to you about."

"Oh, really? Go ahead and tell me. I’m quite skilled in giving advice, you know. I’ve even been called the father of Gotanda."

(t/n: the pun is on ‘father of Gotanda’. Gotanda is a nightlife entertainment district in tokyo. the play is, he’s saying he is an expert in having fun, instead of giving wise advice)

Gotanda, huh? That’s quite a choice… and a nostalgic joke… Well, whatever.

"The president also has classmates who have children, right?"

"Yeah, that’s right. Most of my high school classmates are married and about half of them have children."

"Do you still have ongoing relationships with those people?"

"Yeah. I have relationships with the ones who are in Tokyo and we even spend time together with our families."

I see.

"In high school, there was someone I had a crush on… and now she’s married and… it’s both happy and sad…"

"Oh, I see. So the person you were interested in has a child."

It doesn’t feel like it’s someone else’s problem. Well, the president seems to have a family, so he’s not affected… but it’s heartbreaking.

"Oh, yeah. It’s a girl. She’s about the same age as my daughter… and when I saw the picture, she looked just like her."

The president laughs, reminiscing about his youth. Even though I’m the one consulting him, it’s hitting me hard. Don’t go around being Blackbeard and stabbing my heart like that, okay?

(t/n: no more note from me)

"Well, sorry for talking about myself all the time. Please continue."

"By the way, are you acquainted directly with this girl?"

"No, she’s staying in her hometown…Just for the sake of argument…"

"Yeah yeah"

"What if this person’s daughter were to approach you with a ‘sugar daddy’ proposition? What would you do?"

"—–"

The president was speechless. Milk tea was dripping from the corner of his mouth.

"Well, even if we’re talking about being a ‘sugar daddy,’ it would just be something like treating her to a meal, nothing more,"

"…"

"I’m just saying, hypothetically,"

"Y-yeah… hypothetically, hypothetically, I-I totally get it."

He understands… He’s catching on. How can someone who can’t read the room run a company? It’s a bit awkward to see the president so flustered, but when it comes to seeking advice from someone older, it’s either the president or my mom. I’m thinking of consulting my mom at some point, but it’s better to have multiple perspectives. And if anyone can vividly imagine the situation, it’s the president.

"Can I tell that girl who’s been on my mind?"

"W-well, that’s… a little, um, difficult… I mean, as an adult… "

"I see."

"Yeah…"

The conversation came to a halt.

「「…」」

An awkward silence. Is this hell or something? Compared to this situation, even being harassed by Hades and having foul breath blown at me would seem like paradise…

"…I’m sorry."

Well, yeah, this is my fault. The president is not to blame at all.

"…No… I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help…"

I silently drank the lukewarm coffee. Even though it should have been disgustingly sweet.

(It’s strangely bitter…)

I cried in my heart.

Note : you guys remember "The Strongest KY" in chapter 2? i just learned what it means. KY literally means "kuuki yomenai" 空気読めない, "someone who can’t read the mood." [cited from https://japanswitch.com/top-40-japanese-slang-to-know/]. This novel uses hardcore japanese jokes it’s hard to understand. you need to be super proficient with japanese street slang to fully immerse in this novel jokes. and, i am not.



		
			Chapter 7

			Beyond Even Fate

			It’s Golden Week. Last year, I was swamped with work and had to give up my holidays to stay at the office, but this year, I can take a break. Well, there are plenty of people working even during Golden Week, right?—That’s true. But we’re different. We’re what you’d call a "white" company.

"I started my own business because I wanted to work happily, you know!"

That’s what the president said. When a new employee, who was very aggressive and came to us from another company, suggested improvements with a condescending attitude, the president lost it. Well, it’s work after all. Nothing ever goes exactly as planned. There are busy periods too. You can’t always work at a leisurely pace. But we shouldn’t forget to strive for that. Our original intentions are important, right? By the way, that employee quit after about six months. I later found out that they had caused trouble in their previous job and left because of the work environment.

Well, leaving that aside, it’s a long weekend. On the first day, I spent the whole day drinking and sleeping at home… Hehe, it’s not a waste of time, you know? It’s a high-level strategy to fully enjoy the remaining time by setting aside a whole day for recharging. I deliberately woke up at 11 o’clock and went straight to a naughty shop I had my eye on beforehand wihout having breakfast . Well, you know. I wanted to feel refreshed. I wanted to start my day off feeling great. It’s all about strategy, tactics.

(Mmm… Yeah…) (t/n: he said うんめえ which basically mean umai, but with added casual flair. it means he approve of his plan that day, or he was satisfied with the service at the shop)

After feeling refreshed, it was time for food. To satisfy my increased hunger, I chose a chain burger joint. Maybe it’s a reaction from my student days when I used to hang out at places like this? After starting work, the frequency gradually decreased, and recently… I probably hadn’t been there in almost a year. Hence the choice. My aim was right on the money. This is seriously delicious. It probably tastes much better than it actually is because it’s been a while. I was aiming for that, but the effect was beyond my expectations.

(I love stuffing my face with a mountain of fries and eating them with the burger…)

The combination of potatoes and meat is just great. Burgers, fries, nuggets piled high on the table. A shake. An old man is eating them. And he’s all alone. It might look a bit weird, but that’s not a problem. What’s the point of having extraordinary powers? It’s to be able to be alone without caring about others, even in times like this, right?

(Ahh… this is good, really good… I’m racking up some good points…) (t/n: he said yoi kanji ni pointo tamatteru ぞぉ 
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			Don’t Look Away

			t/n: sorry for not posting anything the past month. been a very busy month. the start and end of the year is usually very hectic. gong xi fa cai nin nian kuai le to theose who celebrate lunar new year.

"Let’s talk about Katsuage Ultimate (Fate Frightening Foolery)."

"Oji-san, ri…ght?" (t/n: oji-san dayo…ne?)

He had a vacant look on his face, as if he was feverish, but I had to talk about "Fate Frightening Foolery" (coercive magic). This was a technique I developed during my first battle with Hades-kun when I was on the verge of kicking the bucket. Trapped in a huge coffin of death formed by authority, with no glimmer of light in the ignorant darkness, I was in a desperate situation. "Oh man, this might be it this time…" Just then, I had a sudden question.

"What the heck is giving death, anyway?"

When you think about it, it doesn’t make any sense. It’s understandable that you die when your heart is ripped out or your head is crushed because there’s a process, a reason that leads to death. So, what about the instant death moves used by gods like Hades? They’re gods, so that’s true. But there should be some detailed reasoning behind it. That’s when I remembered the old woman’s (not 89 at the time) words.

"In romance stories and stuff, they often talk about ‘Fate’ and meeting, right? I hate that."

"Is it because you became an old lady without having a ‘Fateful’ encounter?" (t/n: used lady instead of woman on purpose, because…you know…)

"Die."

"How awful."

"They use the word ‘Fate’ too lightly. Not just in romance stories, but in all kinds of fiction."

Is she a malicious complainer or what? I thought, while listening to her.

"They talk about changing ‘Fate’ so easily. Even gods can’t truly control ‘Fate’."

Yes, even gods. Even gods, the old woman (who was younger than now) said. Maybe those death gods are only interfering with ‘Fate’ related to death. So, I decided to twist my ‘Fate’. It’s vague and invisible, but ‘Fate’ definitely exists. So, I punched it. I kept punching it persistently until I put it in tears. It’s not like it has a personality, so the expression "put in tears" is a bit off… but well, let’s prioritize clarity. And so, I safely won the first battle against Hades. I could say I won thanks to the old woman (who was younger but still an old woman), so I went to thank her afterwards.

"What the heck are you doing… Seriously, just die already."

Yeah, well, it’s actually a dangerous move. It’s not just a backlash; there’s a good chance it could change into something on a global scale. Fortunately, the rebound at that time came back to me, but I was warned not to use it again. Well, I did use it at the last minute, but I improved it so that the recoil would come back to me.

"Hey, what’s going on…? What happened first?"

…Damn it, I can’t look away anymore.

"No, it’s not… I have to say something else first."

Stop it, please…

"――――Thank you for helping me, Oji-san."

That smile was so much like hers. The faded blue spring regained its color with tremendous force.

(I’m totally a mess…)

That girl from the good old days! I don’t want to be a middle-aged man who feels a pang of nostalgia for her daughter!! And what am I going to do… That girl, that boy who seems lost! This is definitely the start of a new story. Maybe if I hadn’t intervened, his power would have awakened? I feel something budding… Ugh, I feel like I’m going to vomit… but I can’t just not explain anything.

"Don’t worry. It’s an adult’s duty to help children."

"You’re trying to act cool… even though you came running to me desperately shouting my name."

…You’re surprisingly observant, huh?

"What? Are you perhaps interested in me, Oji-san?"

She pokes me in the stomach with her elbow. "Interested in" is… already a pretty outdated term even when I was a student. (t/n: ホの字 -> Ho no ji, the Ho is a pun of ホモ->Homo)

"Don’t tease the grown-ups. For now, Rika-chan and…you."

"Y-yess!"

"I’m sure there are a lot of things you want to ask, and I also have an obligation to explain. You probably can’t believe in a strange old man who suddenly appeared…"

"No, I believe you."

The boy said with a straight eyes.

"I don’t know anything about you. Not even your name or what you do."

But, he smiled.

"I can believe in an old man who was so desperate to help someone in trouble."

Gotcha! My heart was just shot through by guilt, not in a romantic sense! The recoil from Fate Frightening Foolery is nothing compared to the pain I’m feeling right now. Aaahhh… I’m being burned by youth, by innocence, by kindness…

"…Thanks. Sorry to ask so soon, but can I have a little time?"

"Sure."

"Okay."

After a brief introduction, I teleported with the two of them to the inn where Hikaru was staying. By the way, the boy’s name is Hikaru Akatsuki (Dawn of Light). His name even sounds sparkling in a good way, and it kind of got me down.

"Hide-san? Could it be…"

The receptionist, a flashy guy widened his eyes a bit. Well, it’s easy to guess since we teleported here. The flashy guy gave us the key to the reception room.

"Sorry about that."

"No, what should we do? Should we contact the mutual aid group?"

"Hmm… wait a minute. I have some things to take care of."

"~Ssu. I’ll prepare the amulets then."

"Yeah, please do."

If it’s come to this, I can’t not tell Chika about it. Or rather, she probably won’t let it go. Right now, I am the only contact she has with the other side, but there’s been no contact on her smartphone. Probably because I sealed it when we were living on the surface. Anyway, I texted her to meet tonight and put away my phone.

"Now then."

When we arrived at the reception room, I urged the two of them to sit down and handed them some tea I bought on the way.

"So, do you guys like to watch manga or anime? Specifically, modern fantasy with battles and stuff."

"Yeah."

"The Monday release of the weekly manga magazine is the only salvation at the beginning of a gloomy week."

"Well, that makes it easy. Most of the elements that appear in those kinds of stories also exist in real life, even if they don’t catch the eye of people living on the surface."

"So, are you a person from the underworld, Oji-san?"

"Not really. I’m not a pure resident. As far as I am concerned, the surface is my world."

When I told them I was a department manager at a certain company, they nodded, saying it seemed like a typical salaryman.

"Um, what’s going to happen to us? Will our memories be erased… or something?"

"If you just wandered in, that would be the case. But it’s not that simple for you. You two are special humans with extraordinary powers."

There aren’t many, but there are a certain number of people with the potential to survive in the underworld. If they don’t awaken, they can live out their lives, but once they do, it’s a different story. Especially since the two of them are exceptional individuals.

"If it’s completely sealed off, I could just let you go home, but that’s impossible for you two. You’re starting to open up what was closed because you’re attracting those monsters."

"Why is that?"

"Because you attract creatures like the one you saw earlier. To avoid becoming their prey, you have to become strong enough to defend yourselves."

Sealing like Chika-chan does is also an option, of course. But that’s after you’ve gained some strength. Chika-chan probably has it set up so she can release the seal in case of emergency. You can only seal your power once you have mastered the art of fighting.

"Wow, that’s great! It’s like something out of a manga or something!"

"…"

It seems like she’s happy to get a little distance from her gloomy daily life. Rika-chan looks happy. On the other hand, Hikaru-kun looks serious as he hangs his head. He seems okay.

"Well, it’s not like it’s going to happen right away. There’s also preparation to be done. Can I get Hikaru-kun’s contact information for now?"

"Sure."

I took out my smartphone, and we exchanged contact information.

"Well, that’s it for today. It’s not going to sink in if we talk for too long. And don’t forget to get an amulet from the flashy guy at the reception when you leave."

It’s not permanent, and it’s not that strong. But they should receive one that’s good enough to live normally for about a month.

"Got it. If you’re going home, Rika-chan, don’t forget to get an amulet."

"Okay."

"…That was light. Well, whatever. For now, it’s safe to stay here, so if you’re scared, just stay put."

Saying that, I was about to leave the room, but then…

"Oji-san."

I was called back. I turned around and looked at her.

"…When I was attacked by that weird thing, I was screaming for help in my mind."

"Yeah."

"…For some reason, I was picturing your face."

"…?"

"And then, you really came to help me."

She stood up and came close to me.

"I was happy. Thank you, Oji-san. You were really cool."

She stretched up and gently kissed my cheek.

"Hehe… Well, see you later!"

She slipped past me, and Rika-chan left the room. Left behind, I…

"Guhhh!?"

I fell to my knees.

"Ugh, I’m gonna die… I’m going to die…"

With all these guilty feelings and emotions, I feel like I’m about to kick the bucket any moment now…
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			Let’s get a puppy

			In order to recover a little from the immense mental damage I suffered, I headed to the movie theater. Before the incident with Rika-chan, I had been hesitant, as interacting with people was difficult for me, so I opted to enjoy a movie alone. Well, I watched a movie about animals. I chose it randomly, and to be honest, I didn’t have high expectations. Those heartwarming, emotional movies often feel like they’re saying, "See, aren’t you crying?" and I can’t get into that. But I was completely mistaken. My mental state recovered rapidly. I even seriously considered getting a puppy. I had been visiting pet shops earlier, you see.

And so, the promised night has arrived.

(My mental state has recovered, and I’ve properly prepared what to discuss… Go for it, me!)

I told Chika-san that I’d like to talk at her place, and she agreed immediately. From her response, I could sense an immoral delight, so her husband is probably not home. … If he were home, that would have been fine too. After all, it’s about their daughter. But if he’s not home, there’s no need to call him over unnecessarily. Still, this is a private matter, so I should just talk to Chika-san and let her decide what to do next.

"Whew… She sure lives in a nice mansion. As expected of the president."

I couldn’t help but use a western expression as I looked up at the mansion. In terms of total assets, mine are higher, but the money I’ve earned through underground connections doesn’t feel like the fruit of hard work. It’s like a different world for me. The money I’ve earned in the aboveboard world is what really matters to me.

"Chika-san? It’s me."


		
			Chapter 10: Mother’s Face
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 10

			Mother’s Face

			Rika-chan didn’t have a single scratch. After saying that, I showed her a photo that Rika-chan had sent me in the evening, looking like an idiot and a middle-aged girl. Seeing that, Chika-san also seemed to have calmed down, and asked if she could take a short break, which I accepted.

"…I’m sorry for interrupting the conversation."

"No, it’s fine. Even I, as an outsider, was getting anxious. It must be even more so for a real parent."

Chika-san, who had returned to the room, had regained her composure, so for now, I could breathe a sigh of relief.

"Shall I explain the situation? Earlier today, I was wandering around the city, and there was a resonance."

"Resonance? What… Ah, could it be?"

"Yes, it seems that the connection to Chika-san blood still remains within me."

Even though it’s been almost twenty years since she’s been involved in the underground, her quick wit is still impressive. She seemed to have reached the same conclusion as I did.

"I-I see… So the connection is still there. Even now… From that time, all along."

I wanted to tell her to stop making such suspicious remarks now that she’s calmed down, but I swallowed it and continued the conversation.

"Anyway, I rushed there in seconds and eliminated the ‘leftover dregs’ to rescue her."

"Leftover dregs?"

"Ah… A new type of strange creature that’s been appearing lately."

"That side has changed a lot too, huh… Are you still with the Mutual Aid Association?"

"Nah. I stopped somewhere."

The Mutual Aid Association is an organization established and run by former ordinary citizens. They provide support to those who, like themselves, have inadvertently become involved in the underground. My affiliation is also with them, to some extent. Before the Mutual Aid Association existed, traditional anti-occult organizations or government-affiliated agencies used to handle the protection, but… In the public eye, they have to maintain a clean image, but that doesn’t exist in the underground. So they often end up being convenient pawns. It’s not so much a hobby as it is for the national interest. Well, even if it’s for the greater good, for those who get caught up in it, it’s not a pleasant experience. That’s why those who disliked the current situation established the Mutual Aid Association. I’ve heard that it’s become much easier to work with them since their establishment.

"Normally, I would have just briefly explained the situation and then handed them over to the Mutual Aid Association, but…"

In Rika-chan’s case, it’s not that simple. Not only is there a connection to her parent, but she also possesses a unique aptitude. I can’t decide anything without first discussing it with Chika-san, who shares the same power.

"Chika-san."

"…Yes."

"As was the case with me, ordinary civilians who get dragged into the dark side should be given a certain level of self-defense ability before being allowed to choose whether to remain there or return to the surface and endure a certain level of inconvenience."

Will you stay in the underground? Will you swallow the inconvenience and return to the surface?

This is what Chikage, who has taken on the role of our guide, told me.

"But if Chika-san wishes it, I will do something about it. I will trample over everything to ensure that Rika-chan can live freely on the surface without any inconvenience."

"……"

"I have become stronger. Much stronger than I was back then. Even if I take on all the people in the world, both the surface and the underworld, I’ll still win."

There is violence.

"With that power, I have saved the world from crisis many times since then. My connections are not limited to just Japan."

There is authority.

If Rika-chan’s safety is not backed up, I could threaten to emigrate to the United States, and they would frantically cooperate. When it comes to a world-ending crisis, all of the countries will synchronize their steps, but otherwise, the international situation remains as it is on the surface.

"I’m not saying you have to decide right away… Chika-san?"

Chika-san suddenly stood up, took out her smartphone, and started making a call somewhere. Ignoring my bewildered state, the situation progressed.

"Ah, is that you? It’s me. Yes, I have an important matter to discuss. Let’s get a divorce."

Huh!?

"Did you think I didn’t know? I have evidence, and I can get a lawyer to act at any time. A discussion? There’s no way I’d do that. I don’t have time to waste on you. I’ve decided to focus on Rika-chan. The custody will naturally be mine. The foolish woman who’s your mistress won’t want my child either, right? Even if you go to court, it’ll just be a waste of time and money. If you get divorced right now, I won’t demand compensation, and I’ll even give you a share of the assets. Please decide on the spot right now. Otherwise, I’ll immediately file for a lawsuit… Yes, that’s a wise decision. I’ll send your personal belongings along with the divorce papers, so please submit them. Ah, I’ll change the locks, so please dispose of the ones you have now."

A sudden development. That’s the only way to describe it. After hanging up the phone, Chikage told me, who was staring blankly.

"I decided to live on the surface because I didn’t know that."

"Chika… san?"

"Even if I attended school and such, I wasn’t truly there in the real sense."

I wanted to know. The ordinary. The uneventful daily life.

As Chika-san spoke calmly, I could only listen without saying anything.

"At first, the days were so hectic that I didn’t have time to think, but as I calmed down, I started to wonder if I was just running away."

Is it right to live outwardly by sealing my power and pretending not to see it? Isn’t denying my power the same as denying myself? He said he had been questioning himself, but couldn’t find the answer. (/tn: no open quote here, maybe just inner monolog?)

"But now I understand clearly. Everything, including me, is part of who I am."

"…"

"Thank you, Hiro-kun. For me, for Rika. But feelings alone are enough. We, mother and daughter, will face the power and live with it."

Her smile was so beautiful that I forgot to breathe and was mesmerized.

"… Mother is strong, huh. You’ve really become a fine woman. I, a mere brat, am dazzled by you."

"That’s not true. Hiro-kun is a good man too. Since back then."

"Thank you. I understand Chika-san’s thinking. Then I’ll cooperate along those lines."

I need to return to the Mutual Aid Association… Ah, before that, I need to have a talk with Rika-chan. I felt heavy when I came, but now I’m in a very good mood.

"Thank you. Then, can I ask you a favor right away?"

"? Sure, no problem."

"I want you to help me release my seal. Hiro-kun, you can probably do it by force."

"… Can’t you release it yourself?"

"That’s the thing. Once the seal is released, it takes a lot of effort to reapply it, so I only have the temporary key to loosen it."

Ah… Now that she mention it, that makes sense. Of course. Such a powerful seal would require a massive effort to completely remove. If I were to remove it all, it would be too much trouble when the need for that power arises.

"Understood. If that’s the case, leave it to me."

She had once lured me into the extraordinary, and now I was the one to take her into the extraordinary. Life is full of surprises… Huh!?

"W-What are you suddenly…?"

Chika-san suddenly started undressing. Excited and confused by the sexy lingerie, Chika-san said to me.

"I need you to release the seal."

As she gently stroked her lower abdomen, a crimson pattern emerged.

"Then, please."

Uh, could you please stop showing me your womanly allure after showing me your motherly strength? Even though I was about to catch a cold from the temperature difference, I destroyed the seal. After destroying the seal, I said I had to take care of some procedures and immediately left the apartment.

(Damn it!! The image of her in her underwear is seared into my mind!!)

Because I didn’t just glance, but stared intently, the excitement won’t subside…
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			Nice To Meet You

			The next day. After leaving Chika's house last night, I immediately contacted Rika. When I asked if we could meet tomorrow, she instantly agreed. And now, I've come to the lodging with Chika, but...

"Ah, Uncle!"

When I opened the reception room door, Rika greeted me with a smile. I silently moved to the side. Instantly, Rika's face transformed into shock.

"Y-You... why are you with Uncle..."

'You,' huh? This is quite the obvious rebellious phase move. Since my parents weren't around, I never went through this phase myself, but this is exactly how my friends who did acted.

"..."

"H-Hey... what's going on... Um, Uncle, what is this—"

Before she could finish questioning me about the situation, Chika, who had been silent, moved faster.

"I'M SO SORRYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!!!"

An instant hug followed by an apology.

"I'm sorry... I'm really sorry, Rika... Rikaaaaaaaaa..."

"Eh, wait... What... What is this... ah... M-Mom! Stop it!!"

Faced with Chika apologizing through loud sobs, Rika seemed to drop her attitude. 'Mom,' huh... What a cute way to call her.

"I'm zo zorry for making you go through such hard timezzzzz!!!"

"Geez... What's going on... Someone please explain..."

She probably maintains a cool and strict demeanor at home. That's why Rika can't hide her confusion at seeing her mother crying so openly without any restraint. Though I feel bad for the clearly confused Rika, my heart is feeling incredibly warm right now. They're both good kids. Even if they can't immediately return to how things were, their relationship will surely improve. The first step in rebuilding their family. Just thinking that this scene unfolding before me represents that...

(Getting older really does make you more emotional...)

After about ten minutes, when Chika had calmed down, we decided to have a proper talk. Responding to Rika's demand for an explanation, I began to speak.

"First, let me tell you this. I used to fight alongside your mother in the Supernatural World."

"...Huh?"

"Yeah, that's the expected reaction. But it's not a lie. This was when I was seventeen."

Telling stories about the past to young people is kind of embarrassing.

"After the fighting ended, we naturally grew distant and until recently, we didn't even know what the other was doing. Then by chance, we met again at a business partner's... thinking about it now, fate really is mysterious. After that, we went drinking together, and that's when I heard about her having a daughter. That's why I recognized you right away when we met in the park that day. You look just like your mother did when she was young."

Thanks to that, I took quite the emotional hit...

"...So, you helped me back then because I'm Mom's child?"

"Yeah, that's right. Wouldn't anyone try to stop their friend's child from going down the wrong path?"

"...Is that why you came to save me so desperately too?"

"That's right."

Rika looks dissatisfied. I can pretty much guess what she's thinking, so I added.

"Are you unhappy about being seen through the filter of being Chika's daughter? But you know, most human relationships start that way. It's like when you meet a friend of a friend and become friends yourself, right? It's the same thing. Even if it starts through a filter, if you genuinely want to connect with someone, that filter disappears quickly."

I smiled as I continued.

"So let me introduce myself properly. I'm Satou Hideo, a 34-year-old old man who's recently been worried about hair loss."

"Nice to meet you," I said, extending my hand, and she hesitantly shook it back.

"Thank you. I'd be happy to learn more about Rika from now on."

"...Yeah."

Well, time to pass the baton.

"Chika."

"Yes, I know. Hey, Rika."

"?"

"I told you I was in the Supernatural World, but unlike you, I wasn't suddenly dragged into it."

"What do you mean?"

"I was part of that world from the beginning. I was born into a special family and had special powers."

And I clearly conveyed that this power has been passed down to Rika as well.

"It's an immense power. A dangerous power that could attract the attention of ill-intentioned people. But that's part of who Rika is. If possible, I want you to face it properly."

To those words, Rika responded,

"...I don't really understand when you suddenly tell me something like that."

"Yes, that's fine. You're still a child after all. I'd just be happy if you could keep Mom's words somewhere in the back of your mind."

"...Okay."

From the way things are going, this shouldn't turn out badly. Chika-san and I breathed a sigh of relief, but then—

"Wait, what do you mean by special birth? Like, are we descendants of some amazing clan or something?"

"..."

"Huh? Why are you both quiet?"

"...Well, let's put that aside for now."

"...Yeah, let's leave that topic for another time."

"Didn't you just tell me to face it properly!?"

Well, I mean... Unlike Chika-san who used to lack common sense about the surface world, Rika is different. How could we tell her? That her grandparents did something crazy at a power spot, resulting in a mutant baby being born. When I first heard this story, I thought it was ridiculous. Like how some delinquent couple's reckless actions resulted in producing someone with incredible powers...

"By the way! Mom, you've decided to get a divorce."

"What a change of topic! Though I agree with the divorce! I've been thinking we should dump that worthless guy anyway!"

"So I'd be happy if Rika came back home... Oh, if you don't like the current apartment, we could move?"

"Don't try to change the subject! What is it!? Tell me!!"

"...Well, eventually."

"You're being evasive!?"

When Chika-san looked to me for help with her eyes, I stepped in.

"Anyway. Let me explain about what happens from here on."

"What about Hikaru-kun?"

"I'll explain to him later, don't worry."

We obviously can't have him participate in this discussion.

"From now on, you'll both join an organization called the Mutual Aid Society, which supports people who've stepped into the Supernatural World."

"You mean to develop self-defense skills?"

"That's right. You'll train with an instructor while taking on simple jobs. And don't worry, you'll be paid."

Though it's only about 100,000 yen since they're basically beginners, but that's a lot of money for kids.

"I used to buy lots of clothes and games with that money myself."

"Ah... you did spend money as soon as you got it, Hiro-kun."

"Well of course. Being a high school student, those guys too..."

My words trail off.

"Uncle? Mom... what's wrong?"

"Just remembering some old friends."

Two close friends I killed with my own hands.

(I wonder if they're doing well over there...)
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			A Speck Of Pride, But Hey, It’s Mine

			I've mentioned this before, but I lack passion. It's always been that way.

Let's say there's a battle where the world would face terrible changes if I lost. The defenders usually fight with passion, for the people they need to protect, or to stay true to their beliefs.

But I couldn't do that. Even in such situations, I remained my usual self. The most I could muster was thinking, "Well, it'd be nice to win..."

"If you lose, the world will be in chaos!"

Yes, that's absolutely right. But somewhere in the back of my mind, I'd think, "If that happens, then that's that." If I lose and die, it won't be my problem anymore. And if I survive the loss, well, it'll be tough, but we'll manage somehow. I just can't get fired up about it.

That might be fine for ordinary people. But someone like the old lady would say I'm shirking my responsibilities as someone with power. I can't ignite my heart. I can only muster the average levels of enthusiasm. It's pathetic. I know it's something to be ashamed of.

Yet even someone like me has a tiny bit of pride.

"Well, now that we're nicely full, let's start the entertainment!"

Even if I can only get as excited as the average person, there are times when I want to give it my all.

"The interdepartmental manager talent show is about to begiiiiiiiiiin!"

"Yeahhhhhhh!"

This is one of those times. This annual competition at the new employee welcome party is an unavoidable battle for managers. Representing the Sales Department, I can't afford to look pathetic.

"Alright!"

"Phew!"

Look at the managers from other departments. Both men and women have the faces of warriors. Fighting secret battles behind the scenes? Yeah, that's admirable. But does that mean people in the normal world are inferior to those fighting in the supernatural world? Not at all. There's no hierarchy here. If you're giving it your all, that's worthy of respect, no matter who you are.

"The winning department will receive a cash prize from me, so do your best! The new employees will be the judges! No favoritism for your own departments, okay? Please evaluate the performances purely on merit. That's how we show respect to those fighting with conviction."

However, it might be difficult to judge openly. So the scoring will be done by sending messages to the president's smartphone. The president will never reveal who gave what score, so they don't have to worry.

"...Section Chief Satou, are you okay?"

The department head whispers in my ear. Ah, I understand the concern. Honestly, this year was particularly challenging. Plus, with everything that happened with Rika, I couldn't get much practice time. But so what?

"Suzuki, do you know this saying? 'Only fools think about losing before they even start.'"

"Right! Good luck, sir!"

"Yeah."

Just as I nod, the president calls out.

"First up is the Sales Department Manager, Satouuuu!"

The order was decided by lottery beforehand. Going first tends to result in conservative scoring, which puts you at a disadvantage. But who cares? Bring on the adversity! A man's spirit shines through when overcoming hardships!

I step forward with a puppet modeled after the president on my right hand and a smartphone in my left.

"Helloooooo!"

[Hello, we're the Gotanda Gang!]

"Please take care of us!"

[We'll do our best with our manzai today, so please enjoy!]

This year's act is a solo manzai using pre-recorded, processed voice data played through speakers embedded in the puppet. The timing is extremely critical. One operational mistake will kill the tempo, so it's quite challenging. I'm trembling... with anticipation, of course.

[You know I have a daughter, right?]

"Yes, you do. A lovely daughter who looks nothing like you."

[Don't add unnecessary comments. Well, I talk with her about school and stuff. Like 'What's your favorite subject?' and such.]

"Yes, yes."

"From a father who particularly liked the health part of health and physical education class, what do you suppose is his daughter's favorite subject?"

[What? What did I ever do to you?]

"Well, if I had to say... sorry, I have too many things to say and we'll run out of time for the routine. Shall we move on?"

[How many complaints do you have about me... My daughter's favorite subject is music! Music class, you know!]

"Ah... music class brings back memories."

[Right?]

"The teacher made me paste paper over the national anthem page at the very back of the textbook."

[Let's not touch on such sensitive topics, okay?]

The audience is responding well. We didn't stumble on the opening.

[So anyway, there's going to be a chorus test, and she wants to practice at home, asking me to help.]

"Wow, she's quite dedicated."

[Right? And for that test, do you remember round singing?]

"Yes, yes, that thing where you layer the songs."

[Yeah, that's it. I can handle normal singing fine, but round singing? Haven't done that since elementary school.]

"True enough."

[Would you mind helping me get my sense back so I can help my daughter?]

"Sure thing."

[Alright then, I'll do the overlay part, you sing. Let's do that one, you know, 'By the Quiet Lakeside.']

"Got it. Shall we begin?"

This is where it gets tricky.

"By the quiet lakeside, from forest shadows♪"

[By the quiet lakeside, from forest shadows♪]

"A man and woman's voices can be heard♪"

[A man and woman's... Wait!!]

"What's wrong?"

[That's nostalgic... Wait, seriously? You're bringing elementary school jokes from the early Heisei era into the Reiwa era?]

"Well, you used to do it too, didn't you?"

[You remember that well... Hey! You're supposed to be a professional! We're professional comedians! You're going with such a lazy joke?]

"I matched the quality of your comebacks."

[Whose comebacks are elementary school level?! We're professionals, idiot! This is how we make our living! How we feed our families!!]

t/n:The song is japanese version of Itsy Bitsy Spider. Kids in Heisei era (1989-2019) usually change the lyric to be mischevious, in this case, a man and woman voice suggests that the kid is singing something scandalous.

The manzai continued, and somehow we managed to finish without a single mistake.

The response was great... but the final touch remained.

"Well, that was a splendid solo manzai! Before we score it, let's get some comments from Satou-kun."

...Here it comes!

"Satou-kun, how was it?"

"Well, I have many things to say, but I'll keep it brief and just mention one thing."

I raised my right hand with the puppet on it so everyone could see.

"This puppet..."

Now! Activate the gimmick!

"I made it by hand."

The yarn hair suddenly popped off, creating a brief pause before laughter erupted.

(Yes, my routine had a double punchline.)

I was certain of my victory.
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			I emerged victorious. Despite the initial disadvantage, I won.

I felt like shouting from the depths of my stomach and striking a triumphant pose. It was that joyous of a victory.

We all celebrated in the sales department, basking in the sense of achievement that even a worthless person like me could pull it off.

It was as thrilling as landing a big contract. Even the losing side seemed to take it well.

We praised each other's efforts, promising a rematch next time... This kind of thing is great, isn't it?

The victory party continued in high spirits until the end.

The after-party was fun too, and I wanted to go home in a good mood and collapse into bed... but unfortunately, I still had plans.

The date had already changed, but due to the other person's busy schedule and my own commitments, it ended up being this late.

When I teleported to the training ground owned by the Mutual Aid Society, she was already there.

"Sorry for keeping you waiting."

"No, I should be the one apologizing for making such a selfish request."

It was Chika-san.

I couldn't help but gulp at the sight of her in form-fitting training wear. Maybe it was the alcohol, but my self-control was... Huh!? Chika-san gave me a meaningful smile... I pulled myself together.

Well, there's no social issue since she's divorced now, but... emotionally...

The immoral fantasy that had been haunting me even before her divorce crossed my mind, making me hit the brakes.

"No, it's fine. It's only natural to want to get back into the swing of things."

"Thank you."

I came here to help Chika-san shake off her rust.

Although she's returning to the Mutual Aid Society, her work style... is that even the right term? Well, anyway.

Her work arrangement will be similar to mine, mainly in the regular world with occasional requests.

After all, Chika-san is a company president. She has to protect her employees' livelihoods.

I think it's the right decision for her to return so she can respond immediately if anything happens to Rika-chan.

However, even in this part-time capacity, she's been away from active duty for nearly twenty years...

"By the way, how are Rika-chan and Hikaru-kun doing?"

"They had another lecture today. They worked until about midnight and are now resting at the Mutual Aid Society's hotel."

"They're still studying?"

I remember finishing in just two or three sessions when it was my turn...

I thought they would have finished long ago since they started in the latter half of Golden Week. When I said this,

"Of course not. It's completely different from back then. There's much more content now. I was surprised when I joined after work."

"Has it changed that much?"

"Of course it has. Various factions have risen and fallen, and on top of that, there's been a world crisis almost every year."

"Ah..."

"Moreover, you've been handling everything, Hiro-kun. You even prevented the world's destruction the day before we reunited."

Well, about the world crises... yeah, I guess my senses have become numb to it.

It's like, "Again?"... It feels like annual hay fever at this point.

"But the factions haven't changed that much, have they? Even thriving businesses can fail. You can't worry about every little thing."

"I can't believe you're talking about it like it's some restaurant business... There are still remnants out there... You've completely lost your sense of danger..."

I cleared my throat with a "Ahem!" and changed the subject.

I felt embarrassed, like I was making a fool of myself.

"Time is limited, so let's get started. You're ready, right?"

"Of course. Are you sure you're okay?"

Instead of answering verbally, I beckoned her with my hand. Chika-san flashed a competitive smile.

Yes, this is it. This is what I remember. This person has quite a fiery spirit.

"Here I come...!!"

As Chika-san stomped the ground with all her might, magma erupted.

Seeing the tsunami of magma completely blocking my view, I was overwhelmed by an indescribable nostalgia.

(This is her signature strategy that she started using towards the end.)

First, the visual impact of a magma tsunami is immense. It usually throws people off on their first encounter.

And if the opponent is shaken enough, even if they have a means to defend, they imagine themselves being scorched by the intense heat and instinctively try to evade.

In that case, they usually try to escape upwards. So, I could circle around and land a hit.

But defending isn't necessarily the right answer either.

(...I could blow it away, but this is just to shake off the rust. I might as well ride it out.)

I deployed a barrier to block the magma.

The magma that failed to incinerate me didn't disappear... it continued to remain.

A sea of magma filled the training ground, swirling around. I looked around, up and down, left and right, searching for Chika-san, but she was nowhere to be seen.

(...I still can't figure it out.)

I know the trick, so I know where she is, but I can't pinpoint her exact location.

She should be dissolved somewhere in this sea of magma, but there's no sense of incongruity that's common with these kinds of hiding techniques.

Chika-san, being a Star Priestess born from absorbing the Earth's power, has an extraordinarily high affinity with nature.

Once she blends in like this, you can't find her relying on your senses alone.

Unless you blow away all the magma in an instant, you probably can't smoke her out.

(However, she's also struggling to attack.)

The key to this strategy is the element of surprise.

Even if you withstand the initial magma attack, you need to do something about the residual natural forces to regain the advantage.

Even knowing the trick, it's difficult to pinpoint her location, and you have to remain vigilant against attacks that could come from anywhere at any time.

Constantly being on edge against surprise attacks is quite draining.

Even the option of blowing everything away isn't as simple as it sounds. Chika-san herself is quite strong, after all.

(It's not interesting to continue this stalemate. I should make a move.)

Let's escort the lady like a gentleman, shall we?

(If faced with this kind of tactic... what would you do?)

I took a deep breath and started inhaling the magma.

If I keep swallowing it faster than new magma can be generated, it will eventually disappear.

"What kind of absurd...!?"

I fired two light bullets with a time delay towards Chika-san, who had no choice but to emerge.

My plan to guide with the first shot and hit with the second was perfectly executed.

She managed to defend at the last second, but her body was blown away and slammed against the wall.

"But if we're shaking off rust, it needs to be at least this intense...!"

"That's the spirit!"

I swatted away the barrage of wind blades with my hand.

In addition to the overwhelming quantity that blocked my view,

(She's added color to the invisible wind blades... it must be a diversion.)

She's mixed invisible blades that she's dissolved herself into among the colored ones.

As soon as I made that judgment, I sensed a presence behind me. It's going according to plan, but it's too slow.

The earlier magma burst was a bit excessive due to excitement, but now I've restrained myself to about the level of strength Chika-san had back then.

The fact that I can still respond proves that Chika-san's skills are still quite rusty.

"You're wide op—...!?"

I turned around, saw it, and froze.

An impact ran across my cheek, and I was kicked away.

"Hey, Hiro-kun! Didn't I say no excessive holding back!? There's no way you should have taken that hit when you could react!"

Chika-san scolded me, hands on her hips and leaning forward.

This reaction confirmed it. This wasn't an intentional phenomenon.

I rubbed my cheek as I stood up and answered.

"...Chika-san, take a look at your body."

"Huh? My body? Stop saying nonsense..."

"Just do it."

After I insisted, Chika-san reluctantly looked down at herself...

"Eh? What? My breasts have shrunk?"

No, it's not just her breasts.

"Come to think of it, my line of sight is lower too...?"

Yes, Chika-san now looked exactly as she did back then.

(Ch-Chika-chan...!!)

Right now, I was incredibly excited.
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			I couldn't sleep at all in the end.

The sudden rejuvenation. It seems that when power output exceeds a certain level, the body becomes activated and rejuvenation occurs. When I suppressed my power, I returned to my original form after a while, so it doesn't appear to be permanent. I thought it was like something you'd see in a battle manga with a powerful old lady character, but I kept that thought to myself.

It took quite a while to investigate, and afterward, we disbanded and I went home... but I couldn't sleep. Even after taking a shower, drinking hot milk, and getting into bed, the image of the rejuvenated Chika-san remained burned into my eyelids.

What is this... I don't understand... I just don't understand...

The only thing I'm certain of is that I'm more excited than I've ever been. But why? If we're talking about excitement... honestly, I get pretty worked up whenever adult Chika-san makes advances too. To be frank, it usually stirs up my middle-aged lustful desires. But this is different... what's keeping me on edge now is something else entirely.

She just got younger, right?

It's strange to say "just," but Chika-san is still Chika-san, isn't she? Besides, if we're talking about a younger Chika-san, there's Rika-chan, right? Well, it'd be problematic to get worked up over a middle school girl... but she's practically identical to Chika-san from back then, just slightly younger. But it wasn't like that at all. That's exactly why I'm more confused.

What is this uncontrollable desire... I'm acting like a teenager in puberty...

Even when it was time to go to work, the excitement hadn't subsided. I managed to handle the physical manifestations through physical means (blood flow control), but the passion burning in my chest hadn't diminished one bit. I tried throwing myself into work to shake it off, but it was no use. Although I processed everything with better efficiency than usual, it didn't help at all.

I declined my subordinates' invitation and left work early, heading straight to the Mutual Aid Society headquarters.

"Whoa!? Is something wrong, Satou-san...?"

When I teleported directly into the chairman's office, he was startled and spilled his tea while leisurely sipping it. I felt sorry, but there was no time for that.

"Is there anything else about Saionoji-san and her daughter?"

"...ve"

"Pardon?"

"Give me woooooooooork!"

I pleaded as if squeezing the words from the depths of hell.

"Wh-what?"

"I can't take it... If I stay still, I feel like I'm going to lose my mind! G-give me conflict... battles, give me battles!"

"Huh...? Why are you suddenly acting like a tragic berserker...?"

"Come on... you must have something? Some kind of good fight, right?!"

"You're completely unhinged..."

He usually pushes troublesome jobs on me even when I don't ask for them. He should be pushing them on me now when I'm actually motivated. Right? Right?

"H-hey, you're too close... Are you trying to kiss me?!"

"Who'd want to kiss an old geezer like you!? You wanna die?!"

"'Kiss,' what a cute way to put it... A request... hmm..."

"Hurry up! I'm at my limit! I'm going to explode at this rate!"

"Even if you say that... We don't have any urgent requests that specifically require your attention right now."

"What!?"

"Well, we have countless jobs, but those should be distributed to other members. It would be inconsiderate to them if we gave everything to you."

Ugh... he has a point.

Most requests from the Mutual Aid Society are meant to maintain harmony in the Surface World. But they also serve as training opportunities for members to become stronger. It would indeed be problematic if they were deprived of these opportunities, but...

"Then what am I supposed to do!?"

"Well, I can't tell you that... Ah, but maybe this would work?"

"What is it!? Satou Hideo, 34 years old, will do anything!"

"I'm not sure if it'll lead directly to combat, but there's this suspicious Surface World company..."

...So it's intelligence work.

Well, these kinds of missions where you have to move stealthily without being noticed by the target might work. Maybe the thrill of not getting caught could distract me from this burning sensation?

"Got it, I'll move right away."

"Just so you can't complain later, I should mention—"

"I won't complain, just hurry! I can't hold back anymore!"

"*sigh*... I'll send the details to your smartphone then."

I received the data and quickly reviewed it. After committing the important points to memory, I teleported near the company's headquarters.

No occult powers from here on. I'll infiltrate with just my human abilities.

Erasing my presence, avoiding people's line of sight, I entered the building.

Checking the security camera positions, I proceeded forward, weaving through their blind spots.I'll just ride this one out with a laugh for now.

"Saying it's too occult? Nah, even normal people can manage this much with training. Actually, there used to be assassins who hunted supernatural powerhouses without any occult abilities."

The current request is about suspicions of someone selling supernatural goods in the regular market. But business can't happen without buyers, and selling to newbies is high-risk, low-reward. The real targets are the wealthy.

However, dealing with the wealthy requires proper connections—you need trust to make sales. The Mutual Aid Society suspects this company's management is involved in regular market distribution, being manipulated by supernatural players. Though from the chairman's tone, this is just one possibility... and not a very likely one.

(... Someone's here)

I made my way to the top floor, sticking to the ceiling to avoid detection and shadowing people closely. After confirming movement in the president's office, I went to the bathroom on the same floor, crawled through the ceiling ducts, and positioned myself above the office to eavesdrop.

Then I heard it.

"The Mutual Aid Society must be getting suspicious by now."

What, already!? A direct hit—I never expected to stumble right into a secret meeting between the president and an unknown man. I'd planned to observe the president and search the office after they left, though honestly, I hadn't expected to find much evidence here since it could be at their home...

"Getting caught is part of the plan, right?"

"Indeed."

"But will this really fool that damned Satou Hideo?"

Wait, me!?

"Though our ideologies differ, we both had our grand ambitions crushed by him. If we couldn't defeat him back then, how can we handle him now that he's become impossibly stronger..."

Hold on—do I know these people? I don't recognize either of them...

"He is strong. Overwhelmingly so. I'll acknowledge that. But that's precisely why. His extreme power has elevated his perspective. To him, we're like insects crawling on the ground. Not worth his attention. That's why we need just one chance. One chance to completely outwit him. And that one time will be enough."

Ah, dust in my nose... it's tickling... must resist... must resi—

"Once we secure the Star Priestess and the others, the flow cannot be stopped. This time, we can continue from that day—"

"ACHOO!!"

I'd done it.

By the time I realized it, it was too late.

"Who's there!?"

The ceiling collapsed, and I fell into the room.

"What!?"

"Heh... hehehe..."
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			Magicians, sorcerers, onmyoji, demon-possessed individuals, half-youkai, psychics, and shamans - the supernatural world is home to people of various origins.

Though I've mastered various techniques now, making clear distinctions difficult, I'd primarily classify myself as a psychic. But even among psychics, there are many different types. Some developed abilities through human experimentation, while others awakened to their powers through near-death experiences.

Delving deeper into classifications, I fall into a category of psychics known as "Star's Fallen Children." There was once a period when Earth's energy was abnormally active. Children born to mothers affected by this heightened energy were often gifted with supernatural abilities. These children became known as Star's Fallen Children. Chika-san is also one, though in terms of rarity, we're as different as the moon and a turtle.

My story revolves around these Star's Fallen Children...

"Curse you... Thwarted again!? The righteous world! The true dawn!!"

These appear to be remnants of organizations we once fought against.

(Which group are they from?)

We mainly faced two hostile organizations: "True World" and the "Chaos Army." Judging by their apparent age, they were probably too young to have been key members back then...

(Well, it doesn't matter which)

If they intend to harm Chika-san and Rika-chan, I can't ignore them. Disregarding their shouting, I immediately knocked them unconscious. I carefully packaged them up with a detailed note and sent them to the chairman. Best to leave this to the professionals. If force becomes necessary, they'll request my help.

(Better get out of here)

After teleporting outside and walking a bit, I let out a heavy sigh. The teenage hormones from last night have completely subsided. Instead, I feel relief. I'm truly glad I could detect the impending danger to Chika-san and the others before it struck. Though I can't be sure if we've prevented everything without seeing the full picture, just knowing about their movements is crucial. We can respond quickly if we stay alert.

(What a relief... wait...)

As I was about to open my coffee, a thought struck me.

(Did I just... destroy the next generation's story?)

It's been over a decade. This might have been the beginning of a story focusing on the next generation of Star's Fallen Children. That would explain a lot. I'm essentially in the previous protagonist's position - well, I missed being the actual protagonist, but position-wise. It's pretty common for the previous protagonist to be outmaneuvered. They seemed to be planning something like that.

If there was meant to be a next-generation story, with someone chosen by fate... it must have been him. Akatsuki Hikaru. They were talking about dawn, after all. The one to bring the new daybreak...

(Oh no, oh no...)

First the potential flag with Rika-chan, and now this!? While I never became the protagonist myself, at least I had the opportunity. I may have passed it up, but no one took that chance from me. It might be good that the young ones avoided trouble, but...

(We never know what's truly best until it's all over)

Did I just needlessly destroy an opportunity? I can't shake this thought. Troubled by guilt, I found myself wandering into a shopping district. The appetizing smells made my stomach growl.

(A bento shop...)

Following the scent, I found what appeared to be an independently-owned bento shop. Like a kid who can't resist hunger, I drifted toward it. I decided to fill my stomach before thinking things through further.

"Welcome! Oh... Satou-san?"

"H-Hikaru-kun...?"

There was Hikaru-kun in an apron, appearing from the back of the shop.

"Ah, I work part-time here."

"I see..."

What are the chances of meeting here... it feels like fate...

"What would you like? Everything's good, really."

"Well..."

As I was browsing the bentos, feeling too tired to think,

"Hikaru-chan, I'll take over from here! Your sisters are waiting for you!"

"Ah, yes."Hiro came out from behind the counter and started selecting a bento.

"Dinner?"

"Yes. It's just me and my mom at home."

He explained that his mother was a nurse who often worked night shifts, so when he had his part-time job, he'd buy bento to take home.

...Geez, what a tough life... It makes me want to cry thinking about my own carefree high school days...

But I guess that explains why he's so mature for his age.

No wonder he doesn't want to get mixed up in the supernatural world.

"Let me treat you then."

"Oh no, I couldn't..."

"Don't hold back. I make good money, you know. Use what you save on the bento to buy yourself a dessert or something."

"...Thank you very much."

His shy smile was dazzling... piercing straight through this grimy middle-aged man's heart...

What the hell... Getting worked up like a hormonal monkey first thing in the morning, I must be an idiot...

"Hmm... I had fish last time, so maybe meat today..."

"Feel free to get some side dishes too."

"Thanks!"

"Oh, and I'll walk you home."

"Huh? No need for that - I'm a guy, and it's not far..."

I would've said the same thing if it weren't for recent events.

"...There's been some suspicious activity around here lately."

When I whispered this, Hikaru's face tensed up, but he nodded in understanding.

We may have stopped the enemy's initial move, but they knew about Rika.

Given how they got involved, they likely know about Hikaru too.

We need to make sure there aren't any strange eyes or ears around.

"Shall we go?"

"Yes."

After buying the bento, I started walking with Hikaru who had gathered his things.

"...About that suspicious activity you mentioned?"

Prefacing that I couldn't go into much detail, I gave him a brief explanation.

"There are some people plotting something bad not far from here."

"!"

"Don't worry. We roughed up their leaders and stopped them before they could do anything."

"I see... but then..."

"We don't know their full plans, or how many people are involved."

We're waiting on the results of the interrogation.

"Since we captured their leaders, nothing should happen right away, but..."

"Better safe than sorry, right? Sorry for the trouble."

"It's no problem."

From there, our conversation shifted to casual chat as we walked for about ten minutes.

After buying some sweets at a convenience store near his home, we arrived at his apartment building.

"...Doesn't seem to be anything suspicious around here."

Hikaru's shoulders relaxed in relief.

Still, we can't let our guard down. I told him to contact me if anything seemed off.

"Well, I'll be going then."

"Um!"

"Yeah?"

"Would you... like to come in and eat with us?"

"Huh?"

"Well, if you go home now, your bento will get cold... Of course, only if it's not a bother."

"No, it's not a bother... But wouldn't I be imposing? Won't your sisters be uncomfortable?"

"It's fine! They're not shy at all!"

"Hey, wait..."

And that's how I ended up having dinner at the Akatsuki household...

(Ah... the warmth of this modest but loving home is piercing this salty old man's heart...!)

I wept inside.

By the way, I learned later that he'd invited me because I seemed troubled and he thought it might cheer me up.
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			"Mama~"

"Oh my, what's the matter, Hide-chan?"

After work, with my mental state in tatters, I headed straight to Shunranman to be comforted by Mama.

"I want a family..."

"Go to a marriage counseling service."

She cut me off bluntly.

Sure, that's one way, but... that's not what I meant.

"No, well... I want a ready-made family, skipping the dating, marriage, and having kids part."

"I'm shocked. A man in his mid-thirties saying such immature things."

It happened the other day. Thanks to Hikaru-kun's kindness, I got to have a meal with them... It was so warm...

Experiencing a warmth I hadn't felt in a long time, I became completely soft-hearted.

When was the last time I sat at such a cozy family dinner table?

Maybe when I was in my third year of junior high? From high school, I moved overseas for work, and by the time I came back, I was already living independently.

"I want to feel the warmth of family..."

"Why don't you just go back to your parents' home?"

"Well, my old man and mom are basically never in Japan."

After retiring, they're in the midst of enjoying their second life, indulging in things they held back on when they were younger.

And what they wanted to do was travel to various places around the world.

They're backpacking here and there, so they don't even come home for New Year's or Obon.

I can confirm they're alive through photo letters and local souvenirs they send from their travels.

"Also, how should I put it... My family isn't exactly cold, but they're just not the warm and fuzzy type, you know?"

"You're as picky as an old maid who's missed her chance."

"Life's all about wanting and wishing, right?"

"You're not coming across as cool at all, you know?"

"Mama, you're so harsh... Anyway, can I have a beer?"

"Yes, yes."

I requested a beer while doing the oshibori wiper move.

...But wait. When did I start doing this oshibori wiper thing?

It feels like I just started doing it without realizing. Is this some kind of passive skill that all middle-aged men automatically acquire?

"Here's your beer. Any snacks?"

"Hmm, not yet. Right now I just want to chug alcohol."

Mama sighed exasperatedly. Yeah, I get it.

Alcohol on an empty stomach! It can't be good for the body!

But things that are bad for you often lead directly to pleasure.

Well, I have a tougher body than most people, so it's not really a problem.

Even if my liver goes bad, I can just rip it out and replace it with a new one.

"About that family warmth talk..."

"Huh? We're still on that topic?"

"You brought it up, didn't you? ...Well, never mind. What about Chika-chan?"

Chika-chan? Huh, why so familiar?

Sensing my confusion, Mama chuckled and answered.

"She's been dropping by occasionally since then. You must have noticed, right?"

"Well... yeah..."

"And you don't mind it yourself, do you? I heard she got divorced recently too, so isn't it perfect timing?"

"I get what you're saying, but something feels off."

"Off how?"

"Well, Mama, you might have heard vaguely, but Chika-san and I hadn't met for nearly twenty years."

"So I've heard."

"The youthful spring burned into my memory? That pure spring? It feels different from all this adult stuff, you know?"

But don't get me wrong.

It's not that I don't want her as a romantic interest or anything like that.

"...At your age, you're acting like some lovesick teenage virgin... Mama's going to cry from how pathetic this is."

"Th-that's harsh."

"You're idealizing women too much."

"No, I'm not idealizing anything. If anything, on the day we reunited, she practically invited me to have an affair."

My blue spring zoomed past and warped straight to late autumn, just before winter.

"Anyway, let's put aside the topic of Chika-san for now. I have a serious matter to discuss too."

"A serious matter?"

"Yeah. A high school buddy of mine is apparently caught between his wife and mother."

"Ah, the classic mother-in-law problem."

"Right. So..."

Serious talks, silly talks, talks that were hard to react to.

Changing topics as we drank, several hours passed. Feeling it was about time, I decided to leave the bar.

Thinking I might have drunk a bit too much, I decided to walk a bit before hailing a taxi... but this turned out to be a mistake.

As I wandered around, I started feeling unsatisfied.

But going back to Shunranman now would be weird... Just as I was pondering what to do next, that's when it happened.

(I hear some cheerful voices...)

It must be because I'm drunk and my senses are dulled.

My usually suppressed keen senses picked up lively voices from the cacophony of sounds.

Though quite far, it was nothing for me.

Wrapping myself in a perception-blocking barrier, I flew through the sky straight towards the source.

(Is that it?)

The riverbank. Homeless people were having a party under the bridge.

Good faces, good atmosphere. This is... I've got to join in.

Quick decision. I bought a ton of alcohol and food at the nearest convenience store and headed to the riverbank.

"Hey, mind if I join you guys?"

Though surprised by the sudden intruder, they responded:

"Oh, a big spender's here! Get some cups and bowls!"

"Hehe, bro, there's space here. Have a seat."

"No, no, calling me 'bro'... You're too smooth, old man."

They welcomed me warmly.

They were all good-natured people, and I was able to blend in quickly.

Good booze, good food, fun drinking buddies... It's perfect. All the roles are here. It's a full house. A grand slam of happiness.

The drinks kept flowing. Completely plastered, I looked around at everyone and asked:

"Is it okay!? Can I do some party tricks that I couldn't do at the welcome party due to compliance issues!?"

"Sure! Go for it!"

"I'm strict when it comes to performances, you know? If you've got the guts, show us what you've got!"

"Alright, I'm gonna do iiiiiiiit!!!"

I stripped naked right there. Yes, a naked dance.

You see, it's when you feel embarrassed that you look like a pervert.

If you do it proudly, with not a shred of doubt in your heart, it transcends from a perverse act to a proper performance.

"That's great! Do more!"

"Gyahahahaha!!"

Look at how excited they are! Alright, I'll go even harder... Oh no.

Moving so vigorously while drunk is making me feel sick...

"Man, thanks to our unexpected guest, it's even more fun than usual."

"If only the 'Professor' was here too."

"He's got such bad timing."

As I was on all fours, still naked, taking a break, I overheard this conversation.

"Professor?"

"Yeah, he's like the leader of this area."

"He's got class and knowledge. His demeanor is nothing like us dropouts."

"But he doesn't look down on us either, he's really considerate."

"His stories are interesting too."

"We reckon he might've been a university professor or something before."

"He never tells us his name, so we just call him Professor."

"Huh? I'd like to meet him too."

Just as we were talking about this, it happened.

"Oh, speak of the devil. Bro, the Professor's here!"

Looking towards the voice, I saw a figure coming down to the riverbank.

Oh, despite living like this, he's got quite a good physique... Huh?

"You all seem to be having quite the lively time today. Mind if I join..."

He seemed to notice me belatedly as well.

This can't be, I thought. It must be some kind of mistake. But the look in his eyes as he gazed at me left no room for denial.

"That aura... You're Satou Hideo, aren't you?"

It was a reunion with a former nemesis. I was naked, and he was homeless.
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			With A Naked Heart

			On the embankment away from the bustling crowd, he and I sat cross-legged, observing the festivities from afar.

...At least we had put our pants back on.

(What the hell is this situation?)

Everyone else must have sensed something. Still, they kindly refrained from mentioning it.

Thanks to their warm consideration, the anger and other emotions that had started to flare up inside me had subsided.

However, now that I've returned to a neutral state, I'm not sure how to interact with him.

"...You've changed. You've become incomparably stronger than you were back then."

"...That tone of yours, have you washed your hands of the underworld?"

If he were still in the underworld, he would've inevitably heard about me.

Despite that, his attitude suggests that, like Chika-san, he must have distanced himself from that world.

"Yes, I've been like this since you defeated me."

"A man of your caliber could have aimed for a comeback if you were still alive."

This guy's name is Yanagi Seiichi. He was once the leader of the Chaos Army.

Not only was he capable, but he also had charisma. Despite being an organization that advocated for "true chaos," they had unparalleled unity.

Conversely, the True World, which claimed to establish absolute order through the Star's Fallen Children, had a rather rough leader and frequent internal conflicts.

...Anyway. Even though I defeated him, he was still alive. With Yanagi's talents, he should have been more than capable of making a comeback.

In fact, his former underlings were plotting a resurgence behind the scenes.

"...It would be a lie to say I didn't have that intention."

"Then why?"

As I asked, Yanagi gave a small laugh and began to explain.

"Defeat on the brink of achieving a grand ambition was hard enough to bear. But what's more,

I was thwarted by a mere boy with no principles or assertions, just sheer strength.

It would have been better to lose to the True World bunch. I was utterly crushed."

That's harsh. But what's truly terrible is that I can't even argue against it.

Just strong. There couldn't be a more accurate description of me.

"But I didn't have time to be depressed. You may have let me go, but the others wouldn't, right?"

"Yeah. That was actually my intention."

"I thought as much."

I was sharp-edged back then.

I thought it would be better if he was killed by a mob rather than by me, the one who defeated him.

I thought that would be more humiliating. So I spared his life and let him go.

I never heard that he died, but since his shadow never loomed again, most people, including myself, assumed he was dead.

Well, since he's alive, my plan didn't work out.

"I was deeply wounded, not just mentally but physically too. You adjusted it to be prolonged, didn't you?"

"That's right."

"I didn't want to be killed by hyenas preying on a corpse, so I ran. With a broken heart."

He says he couldn't stay in the underworld.

That's understandable. It's not too harsh for individuals, but it's different when you're part of a group.

Those who were lying low and waiting for an opportunity must have been eager to strike down Yanagi in his weakened state, like kicking a dog that's already down.

After all, he was the man who had once elevated his organization to become one of the two major powers in Japan's underworld.

They must have been determined to kill him at all costs before he could make a comeback.

"I considered fleeing abroad, but that would have been too predictable. I decided to stay in the country, but with a twist.

I couldn't stay in the underworld, but I couldn't live in normal places in the surface world either. In the end, I ended up in places like this."

"...I see."

Indeed. No one would have dreamed that the Yanagi would be hiding among the homeless.

That's how he managed to evade his pursuers, so his judgment was correct.

He's truly a capable man. It makes me sick.

"It was humiliating."

"I bet it was."

"But adversity makes people stronger. Thanks to that, I was able to regain my ambition in about a month."

What incredible mental strength...

"However, I couldn't do anything right away. My power hadn't returned, and I knew that even if I recovered, I wouldn't be able to return to the underworld for at least ten years."

And he's level-headed too.

Ah, I realized my past shortsightedness. Of course, he couldn't be killed by a kid's shallow schemes.

"For the sake of a future comeback, I wandered through homeless communities across the country, constantly on the run.

There were only a handful of good things. The bad far outweighed the good. Well, thanks to that, I managed to keep my ambition alive."

?

"...At the same time, another feeling began to sprout. Let me put it bluntly. I was moved by human kindness."

"That's unexpected."

"The bad things were more numerous. But precisely because of that, the good things—human kindness—really touched me."

Despite living in the same rock-bottom conditions, people would show kindness even to unknown drifters.

Not everyone was like that. Such exceptional people were a minority.

However, Yanagi laughed, saying that no matter where he went, if he stayed long enough, he would encounter such people.

"In the end, what I had been doing was unnecessary meddling.

I thought that without intervention, people would degenerate into an unbearable state. That's why I desired chaos.

I believed that if people struggled and persevered in the mud of chaos without breaking or bending, they might eventually bloom.

And those blooming flowers would influence others... Haha, what shallow insight I had."

He spoke self-mockingly, yet somehow cheerfully.

I could only stare at Yanagi's profile with a dumbfounded expression.

"I realized that people can manage without being harshly pushed away or tightly bound."

And at that moment, he says, the ambition that had burned so strongly vanished as if it had been a lie.

"So that's how you ended up like this?"

"Yes."

After a brief silence, I spoke up.

"...With your talents, couldn't you set up some kind of support organization?"

It might be difficult to reach into the core of the nation and make significant changes.

But even if not on a national scale, he should be able to create a considerable flow of money.

"If I had the minimum foundation, sure. But I don't even have a legal identity now. It was erased when I was defeated."

He could probably obtain an identity if he returned to the underworld, but that's difficult too.

Even if it's not discovered initially, once his true identity is revealed, it would harm the people he wants to help.

Yanagi smiles wryly, saying he's made that many enemies.

"...Then, if I guarantee your position, there's no problem, right?"

"What?"

"You might not know, but I'm now the strongest in the underworld. I've saved the world from crisis multiple times."

I have plenty of favors to call in.

Moreover, if I, who has a history with Yanagi, back him up, no one would openly complain.

There might be some who try to do something behind the scenes, but if the environment is set up properly, Yanagi should be able to handle it.

Even if he can't, it won't affect me.

Chika-san, Rika-chan, Hikaru-kun, everyone at the company... the people I want to protect now.

There aren't many who would dare to touch them and incur my displeasure.

Well, there might be some, but the benefits of having a man like Yanagi at their disposal outweigh the risks.

"...I don't understand. What are you thinking?"

"Because of you guys, I ended up losing my friends. I don't intend to forgive that."

But that's that. I'm not a kid anymore either.

Even if I can't forgive the past, I can at least make concessions in the present and future.

At the very least, I can deal with the current Yanagi in a level-headed manner.

"For what purpose?"

"Of course, it's not just out of pure goodwill. It's give and take. I've been wanting the power of a free-thinking strategist."

"..."

"So, what will you do?"

"...There's no loss for me. But are you sure about this?"

"If I wasn't, I wouldn't be proposing this. It's a conclusion I've reached after careful consideration."

"...It seems the core of your unpredictability hasn't changed... but to think that child would grow into such an adult... It's quite moving."

Shut up.

"I understand. I'll accept that deal."

"Then it's a contract. Well, let's at least go through the motions to seal the deal."

I took off my pants right there.

"...I see, very well."

He seemed to understand and also took off his clothes.

"Let's go."

"Yeah."

It's a naked dance of reconciliation.
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			Absolutely Not Possible

			Two men faced each other with nothing to hide.

While we may not forgive the past, we can join hands for the future.

That being said, even if I'm okay with it, there's another person from back then who needs to be informed - Chika-san. I need to properly talk to her, as she was repeatedly targeted for their plans.

Even if Chika-san doesn't accept it, I don't intend to go back on my agreement with Yanagi. If it strains our relationship... well, it's necessary.

I had no idea that remnants of the two former major organizations, True World and the Chaos Army, were plotting conspiracies. The Mutual Aid Society and government organizations were also unaware. If they had known, they would have informed me.

While I usually handle requests casually, I can't stay silent when it comes to matters involving these two organizations. There's no reason not to request my help when they can use my maximum fighting power with full motivation.

But we failed to grasp any of their underground movements, allowing them to reach the stage of taking action. Without the coincidence of trying to quell my lustful urges, we might not have caught on to their movements.

That's why we need Yanagi's brainpower. He'll be useful not just for dealing with the remnants, but in other areas as well.

"Oh, this new apartment is quite nice!"

So, after work, I was visiting Chika-san's new home.

They moved from the previous apartment because Rika-chan didn't want to live there anymore. Apparently, they fully incorporated Rika-chan's opinions in choosing the new place, partly as atonement for past events.

The Mutual Aid Society had already sent a housewarming gift, but this was my first time visiting in person, so I was a bit nervous.

"...Gift, check. Alright, let's go."

I had the auto-lock opened via the intercom and went inside. When I reached the apartment I was directed to...

"Welcome, Uncle!"

Rika-chan greeted me.

Catching Rika-chan as she jumped at me, I carried her on my back to the living room.

"Welcome. Oh, Rika, don't bother Hiro-kun."

"I'm not bothering him at all. Right, Uncle? You're happy, aren't you? I'm an active middle school girl, you know?"

"Hey, if you say something like 'Yeah, junior high girls are the best!' after that, you'd be a real creep."

I'd report you to the police immediately if you did.

"Ah, here's a cake I brought as a gift."

"Oh my, you didn't have to go to the trouble."

"Well, you know, it's just part of being a salesman."

They've probably already had dinner, so it should be perfect for an after-meal dessert.

So, we ended up chatting while nibbling on the cake.

"Uncle, you've got pretty good taste, huh? You brought a nice selection."

"Nah, it wasn't my wisdom. I asked one of my subordinates for advice."

"A subordinate, huh? A girl?"

Chika-san's eyes narrowed slightly.

"It's a guy. The department's number one sweets junkie, who's also the top candidate for diabetes risk - that's Takeshi-kun's recommendation."

"Takeshi likes sweets, huh..."

"Wait, being the top candidate for diabetes risk isn't exactly a compliment, you know."

That's right.

But Rika-chan, that kind of reaction like "Even though he's that kind of guy?" isn't good. If you say that, Takeshi will blow his top. He'll start lecturing about gender and equality for a good hour.

"Well, anyway, let's get to the main topic."

"...It's about the underground world, right? And you want Rika to join us?"

"Hey, Mom. Why are you trying to exclude me?"

"Sorry, Chika-san. But this isn't unrelated to Rika-chan either."

I haven't told Chika-san about the remnants yet.

This was the Mutual Aid Society's decision. There's no need to unnecessarily cause anxiety when nothing has been confirmed yet.

I agreed with that. Instead, we've secretly assigned guards, and I'm ready to respond immediately if anything happens.

"...Tell me the details?"

"Just recently, it came to light that remnants of True World and the Chaos Army had joined forces and were up to no good."

"...Could it be-"

"It's not the top brass. It was orchestrated by people I don't even know."

By the way, Chika-san is aware that we didn't kill Yanagi and the others.

She was relieved to hear that and gladly accepted it.

"Hey, Mom, what's this... chaos something?"

"Well... True World was a group trying to create an excessively controlled society, like the dystopias you often see in sci-fi."

"The Chaos Army was all about lawlessness, thinking money isn't even good enough to wipe your ass with! They were trying to create a 'yahoo' society."

"Huh? That sounds super annoying."

"'You said it.'"

I've got nothing to add to that.

Well, I was on the opposing side, so I have no intention of defending them at all.

"And you know, they were after Rika-chan's mom in the past."

"Why... Oh, because of that special power?"

"That's right. And this time, it seems they had their eyes on you, her daughter. Though we don't know the details yet."

"...I understand the situation. It was to raise awareness, right?"

"Well, that's part of it, but there's one more thing."

I begin to explain to Chika-san, who's tilting her head in confusion.

"Do you remember Yanagi Seiichi?"

"Of course. How could I forget? You too, right, Hiro-kun?"

"Who's that?"

"He was the leader of the Chaos Army I mentioned earlier."

"So, a really bad guy, right?"

"What about Yanagi?"

"Well, it turns out he's alive. He's living as a homeless person now."

"――――"

Chika-san freezes with a face like a cat's flehmen response.

This is exactly as I intended. If I had just announced his survival normally, various emotions would have erupted, causing her to lose her composure.

That's why I added the information about him being homeless.

After a moment of silence, Chika-san said,

"...Excuse me. I need to drink some tomato juice."

She retreated to the kitchen.

When she returned with a half-empty bottle of tomato juice, she said while holding her forehead:

"...Could you explain everything from the beginning?"

"Of course."

I don't understand, but it seems when you're overwhelmed, you become calm, huh?

As I explained the situation from last night, Chika-san slumped onto the table.

"What in the world is going on..."

"But Mom, isn't this a perfect flow for a villain's redemption? This is definitely the kind of guy who becomes an ally, right?"

"...Rika? Please distinguish between manga or anime and reality, okay?"

"No, no, what Rika-chan is saying isn't entirely wrong, you know?"

"Huh?"

"He's not an ally, but I've decided to team up with him."

I explained about the contract to help him return to the underground world in exchange for borrowing his power, and...

"...I understand. If that's what you've decided, Hiro-kun, I won't say anything."

She accepted it, albeit with a complicated expression.

"Are you sure?"

"Because... it's for our sake, right?"

She sees right through everything.

Chika-san smiles, seemingly reluctant yet pleased. My heart won't stop racing.

After finishing the serious talk, we engaged in casual conversation over tea, when Rika-chan suddenly said:

"Hey, hey. There was another organization besides the Chaos whatever, right?"

"Yeah."

"What happened to their leader?"

"Hiro-kun?"

"I don't know. I only found out about Yanagi yesterday. I thought he was long dead."

"Well... I'm sure that one is dead."

"Right!"

We laugh together.

"Wait, how can you be so sure? That Yanagi guy was alive too, so maybe he's alive as well?"

"'No way, that's impossible.'"

We deny it in unison.

"Well, you see? I may dislike Yanagi, but that man was capable."

"But that other guy, well... He was essentially just a thug who had an awakening of self-importance."

"In a way, he was more troublesome and malicious than Yanagi, but... you know?"

"Yeah. Given the situation, he's probably dead."

"Why are you pushing the survival theory, Rika?"

"Well, if that Yanagi guy turned out like that, I thought maybe the other one might have ended up in an interesting situation too."

You're treating this like it doesn't concern you... well, I guess it actually doesn't.

"Hmm... So, Rika-chan, if he were alive, what do you think he'd be doing?"

"Huh? Well, since the Yanagi guy had a good story, wouldn't it be funny if this one had a comedic redemption?"

"Specifically?"

"Like, maybe he became a comedian?"

"If that guy was doing manzai or something, it might actually be funny."

"Okay, okay! I've got a good one too!"

"Oh, you too, Chika-san? Go ahead."

And so, we ended up having a lively improv session about what might have happened if he were alive.
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			Dazzling Youth

			It's Sunday.

For office workers, it's a healing day to recover from the week's fatigue.

It's a wonderful day where you can fully relax under the pretext of preparing for work starting tomorrow.

Well, it doesn't go so smoothly if you have a family. There's probably family obligations and such.

Dads these days are amazing, aren't they? When I was a kid, I used to mock those gloomy, damp-looking middle-aged men at the station.

But thinking about it calmly, it's pretty tough. Working until you're exhausted every day, and on the rare day off, being rushed to take the kids somewhere. I wonder how their bodies can handle it.

Once you understand how incredible fathers are, those damp middle-aged men suddenly transform into strong characters hiding their true abilities.

"I'm sorry for bothering you on your day off."

"It's fine, it's fine. I was just lazing around anyway."

I laugh off Hikaru-kun's apology as he bows his head.

I had just finished lunch and was sprawled out watching some recorded dramas when Hikaru-kun contacted me.

He asked if I could help him with training, and I immediately agreed.

After all, I'm a free single guy with no wife or kids.

And now, I'm doing warm-up exercises with Hikaru-kun in one of the Mutual Aid Society's training rooms that we've reserved.

"Hey, Hikaru-kun. Do you know why we do these warm-up exercises?"

"Huh? Um, to avoid injuring our bodies by moving suddenly... right?"

He answered, though confused by the sudden question.

Yeah, that's correct. That's what they teach you in PE classes too.

"That's right. But that's for ordinary people. For folks like us, we wouldn't get injured even without doing this."

"Eh? Then why..."

"There's no physical benefit, but there is a purpose."

I continue explaining while doing squats.

"It's a mental switch. We do it to get ourselves in the mindset that we're about to move!"

There are various categories for people with power, but basically, the soul carries more weight than the physical body for all of them.

Take Chika-san, for example. She looks like a beautiful adult woman, seemingly far removed from combat, but if she wants to, she can move at a speed invisible to the eye.

That's because her power depends on her soul, not her physical body.

"The soul is greatly influenced by mentality. Not just in terms of performance at any given time, but also in terms of growth."

"I-I see."

"However, training the body isn't completely meaningless either."

The body does have some influence on the soul, and the act of training itself affects mentality.

If you think, "I've trained this much. I must be stronger than before," it becomes true.

Well, the effects vary greatly. Sometimes there are visible results, and other times the improvements are minimal...

"So, here's another mental-related question. What do you think is the best mental state to be in during a fight?"

"...Based on what you've said so far... should we be confident?"

"I can't give you full marks for that. Maybe about 50 points?"

"Huh?"

"Sure, if you can truly believe from the bottom of your heart that 'I'm the strongest! There's no way I could lose!' then that's good."

But can you maintain that all the time?

It might not be a problem against weaker opponents. But can you maintain that mental state against equals or stronger opponents?

"Can you believe in yourself without a shred of doubt even in a clearly disadvantageous situation?"

"That's... impossible."

"Right?"

Well, there are some types who can do that.

They might think, "This looks bad... I see, this is where my comeback begins!"

But such people are rare. Normal folks can't be that optimistic.

"That's why the trick is to try to maintain a neutral state."

Or for someone like Hikaru-kun, it might be good to focus on family.

If you die, you'll make them cry. Thinking like that can make you desperate.

"You don't want to make them cry, right? Those cute little sisters of yours."

"Yes! By the way, what do you think about when you fight, Satou-san?"

"Me? I... sorry, I don't really think too deeply about it."

These days, I rarely struggle in fights, and even in the past...

"I was desperate, but I can't say it was thanks to that..."

I guess that's what the old lady calls "bulldozing through."

Even Yanagi said my flaky parts haven't changed... Ah, I'm getting depressed.

"Well, I'm a bad example, so don't worry about it."

"O-Okay..."

"Alright, shall we get started? We'll do some practical sparring. Keep in mind what I just told you."

"Yes sir!"

Hikaru-kun closes his eyes and takes a deep breath.

He's flipped the switch. I don't know what his power is exactly.

The Mutual Aid Society and Hikaru-kun himself recognize him as an esper with the simple ability of physical enhancement, but...

(He does seem like a protagonist type kid.)

And the fact that he doesn't seem to be related to the Star's Fallen Children, despite being an esper, is also curious.

I thought he might be one if this was the second story revolving around the Star's Fallen Children, but it doesn't seem so.

...Well, it's fine. Training him based on what we know now won't be a waste.

"Are you ready?"

"I'm ready anytime!"

"Good answer. Then, come at me."

"Here I go!!"

He kicks off the floor hard and comes at me with a punch. I grab his hand and throw him upwards.

I adjusted it so he wouldn't quite hit the ceiling, but Hikaru-kun looks completely baffled.

He probably has no idea what just happened.

After landing, Hikaru-kun seems confused and stops moving.

"Don't stop. Don't let your guard down. That's a penalty. I'm going for your stomach."

I approach at a speed just barely visible and swing my arm back exaggeratedly.

Hikaru-kun instinctively crosses his arms to protect his stomach... good judgment.

"Oof!?"

But it's useless... well, not entirely. I adjusted it so that even blocking would result in appropriate impact.

It is a penalty, after all. There's also the aim of making him more alert by feeling pain.

There's a possibility he might become timid instead, but...

"...I'm fired up now! Please continue!!"

That's right. You're that kind of guy.

We continued sparring without breaks for several hours until sunset.

By the end, he was so exhausted he didn't even have the energy to speak, but the light in his eyes hadn't dimmed at all.

I offered him a sports drink and decided to stay with him until he could move again.

After about 30 minutes, when Hikaru-kun could finally move, he downed the sports drink in one go and bowed deeply to me.

"Thank you so much for today."

"Yeah. I can't do it every week, but I'll join you when I can."

"...I appreciate it."

"Well then, shall we hit the showers and wash off this sweat? A shower after getting all worn out feels great~"

"Haha, you're right-- Oh, that reminds me."

"Hm?"

"Satou-san, do you have any plans after this?"

"Nothing in particular. I'm a single nobleman without a wife or kids. Actually, I might have upgraded to single emperor by now."

Such plans for a single emperor... there aren't any, right?

If I had to say something, I guess I'd either eat out on the way home or buy something to eat.

I'm more in the mood for the latter right now. I feel like going to a convenience store and buying a ton of stuff without thinking about the consequences.

"In that case, would you like to come to my place?"

"Pardon?"

"Well, my mother really wants to thank you in person."

"Ah, I see."

When stepping into the hidden world, whether to tell your family or not is left to the individual's discretion.

If you choose to tell them, someone from the Mutual Aid Society accompanies you to explain the precautions and such.

I didn't tell my parents anything, but Hikaru-kun apparently decided to tell his family after some deliberation.

I'm sure his parents have a lot of questions.

"Alright, I'll come along."

"Thank you very much."

But you know, this kid is really refreshing.

(What a dazzlingly bright blue...)

I cried in my heart.
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			A Whiff Of Curry

			Heading to Hikaru's apartment, his mother greeted me at the door.

His mother was a cute woman with a clean-cut short hairstyle, befitting her profession as a nurse. She looked quite young for having a high school-aged son... maybe 32 or 33? If my guess is right, she must have had Hikaru at a very young age... but I shouldn't pry.

"I'm Akatsuki Yuri. Thank you for taking care of my son..."

"No, no, I'm just doing what needs to be done," I replied.

As I was being ushered inside, I heard light footsteps. Two twin girls, about ten years old, appeared. They were Hikaru's sisters, Ai and Midori.

"Welcome! Mister, did you bring us presents?"

"Presents, presents!"

"H-Hey! Girls!" Yuri scolded her daughters.

I tried to calm Yuri down while crouching to give the girls their gifts.

"Wow!!" they exclaimed in unison.

The twins' eyes sparkled as they hugged bags filled with snacks and stuffed animals. This is irresistible... I can feel my healing gauge rapidly increasing...

"Oh, um... we can't accept such..."

"Please, don't worry about it. These are just prizes from the arcade."

"P-Prizes?"

"Yes."

There was some time before dinner, so I had invited Hikaru to the arcade. When I offered to treat him, he tried to refuse, but I insisted, saying it would be lonely for an old man to play alone.

I went to the arcade partly to kill time, but also to get souvenirs. If I had just suggested buying something, Hikaru would have hesitated due to his personality.

"But still..."

"I just enjoy winning prize games, that's all."

I'm not interested in the prizes themselves. This isn't entirely an excuse. I really don't need stuffed animals or toys. Imagine a man in his mid-thirties hugging a stuffed animal? I mean, some people are into that, and I won't judge, but the thought of myself sleeping with a stuffed animal makes me want to vomit.

There are some handheld game consoles in there too, but while I play console games, I'm not really interested in handhelds. If I want to game in short bursts, my smartphone is enough.

"It looks like a lot, but I didn't even spend 10,000 yen on all this."

"...The staff looked pretty pale," Hikaru said, sounding a bit exasperated.

Well, I did clean them out. I'm sure it was tough for the store. Just to be clear, I didn't use any supernatural abilities. It was pure skill.

"Amazing! Mister, are you a pro?"

"Well, I suppose I could call myself one."

Back in high school, I used to frequent arcades. Whenever I got paid for underground jobs, I'd head straight to the arcade and blow it all in a day. Crane games and such are all about experience. Once you get a feel for it after playing enough, it's a breeze. Though if I consider how much I spent to get that feel, I'm still in the red overall.

And that's not counting the other games I played. If I include those, I've probably spent about as much as a manager's annual salary at a big company. It's a terrible way to spend money, but that's what happens when you give a stupid kid a lot of cash.

"Didn't big brother get anything?" Midori asked.

Hikaru averted his eyes at the question.

"...Let's continue this conversation inside," I suggested.

"You see, our big brother is so clumsy, he couldn't win anything," Ai explained.

"Ah, I see," the twins nodded in understanding.

I chuckled a bit.

I could smell it from the entrance, but once inside... ah, it's really whetting my appetite. Today's menu at the Akatsuki household is curry. Homemade curry by mom is a special remedy for lonely middle-aged men. I'd gladly pay 100,000 yen to partake in this.

...I wonder how long it's been since I had Mom's curry.

Hikaru and I washed our hands at the sink and sat at the table. Yuri brought out the curry with perfect timing.

"Huh? What's wrong, Mister?"

"Are you crying?"

The twins looked at me worriedly as I pressed the corners of my eyes.

"You see, kids, this old man is starved for home-cooked meals like this."

Just curry alone would be overwhelming, but there's even a homemade croquette on the side. If I were served curry with croquettes like this, of course I'd cry.

You know, there are restaurants that advertise "homestyle" cooking, but compared to the real thing, it's fake. Like an "innocent" AV actress.

"Ah, haha..." Yuri laughed awkwardly, unsure how to react.

I'm sorry. But I think Yuri, being an adult, understands. There's probably at least one sad old man like me at her workplace too.

"W-Well, let's eat!" Hikaru suggested.

We all put our hands together and said, "Itadakimasu."

You know, just this pre-meal "itadakimasu" is enough to make me want to cry. At home, I don't even say it. I just start eating in silence.

"Delicious... so delicious..."

"Right? Mom's curry is the best!"

"S-Stop it, that's embarrassing."

"Mister, do you want my croquette?"

"Haha, I appreciate the thought, but I'm good."

"Then I'll give you my salad..."

"Midori, don't try to push your vegetables onto our guest."

"Hikaru's right, Midori-chan. A balanced diet is important not just for health, but for beauty too. Don't you want to grow up to be as beautiful as your mom?"

"I do!"

"Then you can't be picky."

Says the old man who only eats what he likes and ended up like this.

Well, when I was young... I could eat and drink as much as I wanted without gaining weight, seriously... The mysteries of aging. Speaking of mysteries, get it? Curry? Wahahaha!!

"Hey, Mister, is our brother doing well?"

"Hm? Oh, of course. He's well-regarded at work."

An old man and a high school boy. Normally, you'd wonder what kind of relationship that is. So I explained to the twins that Hikaru was doing work experience at my company and I was looking after him.

"I see. We were worried because our brother looks reliable but can be quite clumsy."

"Hey!"

"Don't worry, Hikaru. If you're usually dependable, being a bit clumsy sometimes actually adds to your charm."

"You might be right. Big brother, are you okay? The women at work aren't giving you sultry looks, are they?"

"You guys, knock it off already."

I love this casual family atmosphere... As an only child, I find it especially precious. The twin girls are infinitely cute; if I'm not careful, I might end up giving them my bank account.

"Ah, Satou-san, would you like seconds?"

"Oh, thank you. I'll have some more."

The meal progressed pleasantly, and after we finished eating and Yuri removed her apron after washing the dishes, she glanced in my direction.

"Hikaru."

"...Yes."

I deployed a perception interference technique and took Yuri outside.

For adults, the real discussion begins now... Not in a weird way, of course.
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			On the way, I bought a drink from a vending machine and headed to a small park nearby with barely any playground equipment. It was a place where we could talk without worrying about others since it was deserted. I could have managed to clear the area myself, or we could have even talked at home... but I let Yuri-san choose as she might have felt uncomfortable otherwise.

No matter how much I say I'm not listening, it's understandable she wouldn't want to have a difficult conversation where the children are.

"Here you go."

"...Thank you very much."

I handed her the tea, but Yuri-san just held it tightly without opening it. I went ahead and opened my can, moistening my tongue with coffee.

(Should I start the conversation? No, Yuri-san's the one who has something to say...)

As I was pondering what to do, Yuri-san hesitantly began to speak.

"...You might have some idea already, but..."

"Yes."

"When I was young, I was quite wild—no, to put it bluntly, I was foolish."

Whoa, she's coming out swinging with a direct hit! I had some idea of how the conversation might go, but this is a bit... difficult to respond to.

"Objectively speaking, I was in a privileged position where complaining would have been luxurious, but I was dissatisfied with everything and rebelled. I hardly ever went home, was picked up by the police multiple times, and made my parents bow their heads in apology many times. Even then, I barely reflected on my actions and continued to fool around... When I was sixteen, I gave birth to Hikaru."

Yuri-san's parents apparently told her to have an abortion. They probably foresaw the hardships their child would face. However, the young Yuri-san didn't accept that.

"It wasn't for any noble reason like not wanting to waste a life that had been conceived. It was just rebellion against my parents. Stupid, right?"

"...Yes. I can't say I was particularly admirable myself, but I don't think I was quite as foolish as the younger you."

"That's harsh," Yuri-san laughed. I thought it would be wrong to try to soften my words here, and it seems I was right.

"I ran away with a man and started living together... but well, he turned out to be good-for-nothing. Of course, any adult who would get a student pregnant is bound to be no good, but I was too stupid to even realize that. He would get drunk and violent, and was reckless with money. About half a year after I gave birth to Hikaru, I reached my limit and tried to return to my parents... but they refused me."

They had given up on her, huh? Or perhaps they deliberately pushed her away, knowing she needed to learn her lesson the hard way.

"With nowhere else to go after being rejected by my family, I ended up returning to that man. He must have realized I had no one else to rely on. The treatment got even worse. Nowadays, I can think of various ways to seek help from the government or escape, but..."

"A naive girl who hadn't studied properly and underestimated society couldn't have known better, right?"

"Exactly."

...Just like before, Yuri-san seems to want to be blamed. She wants someone to scold her for her youthful mistakes. It probably comes from her sense of guilt towards her children. If it makes her feel better, I'll play along... but it's quite tough being the one to say these things.

"The turning point that helped me escape that hell was when I became pregnant with Ai and Midori. My ex-husband tried to get violent with me while I was pregnant, and Hikaru, who was still small, put himself in harm's way to protect me. 'I'll protect Mom'... When I heard those words, I felt utterly pathetic and wondered what on earth I was doing."

After that, she fled back to her parents' home with Hikaru, begging for forgiveness at least for the child's sake, and was granted temporary acceptance. She then studied desperately, went to school, obtained a nursing qualification, and became independent.

"Even now, we're not living in luxury by any means. I feel sorry for making my children go through hardships."

But still, Yuri-san declares with unwavering eyes:

"I am happy."

Why, you ask? It's obvious.

"Because I have my children. They are more precious to me than my own life."

That's why, she says with a trembling voice. She couldn't continue after that. It seems the person who came to explain things from the Mutual Aid Society must have been quite harsh. She probably understands intellectually, but being confronted with the raw reality has left her terrified.

"...Yuri-san. How did Hikaru explain who I am?"

"Eh? Um, he said you helped him when he was in danger and have been taking care of him since then... Oh, I'm sorry!"

"Ah, no need to thank me or anything. I see, so that's how he glossed over it. Just like him."

"Um... what do you mean by 'glossed over'..."

"It's true that I helped him when he was in danger. That's not a lie. But Hikaru is hiding one thing."

Her already pale face turned even worse. I feel bad, but please forgive me.

"When he was attacked by the monster, you know. Hikaru was trying to protect a girl he didn't even know, putting his own life on the line."

"...!"

"Being able to risk your life for others is a beautiful thing. But while it might be an inspiring story for others, it's complicated for a parent."

If he had survived, that would be fine. But what if he had died? Could you simply feel proud of your son? Could you avoid hating the person your child died protecting? Humans are weak. There are many things our heads understand but our emotions can't accept.

"I can't promise to protect Hikaru absolutely. I'm not a god or anything, and I have my own circumstances."

"..."

"If I'm told to protect a fool who rushes towards death, I can only say that's an unreasonable demand."

Yuri-san bites her lip and hangs her head, and it really pains me... but please listen to the end.

"But I can make one promise."

This isn't for Yuri-san's sake, nor is it just for Hikaru. It's because I want to do this.

"I'll train Hikaru with all my might so that he can return home to his family, even while living such a reckless life."

"Satou-san..."

I smile at Yuri-san as she looks up.

"I didn't decide this out of sympathy for your circumstances, or because I thought it was what an adult should do. I found Akatsuki Hikaru's way of being as a man admirable. I decided to help him stay true to himself as a man."

You probably have various regrets. But this much is certain.

"And that's also because you raised him to be such a fine person."

"Me?"

"Yes. Yuri-san, it's good to reflect on the past, but it's wrong to carry an excessive sense of guilt."

Does making a mistake mean you're doomed for life? Of course not. There might be some things that can't be undone, but not everything is like that.

"Hold your head high—your treasure is shining brightly."

Unable to hold back any longer, Yuri-san burst into tears. But I don't think these are negative tears. I stayed by her side until she stopped crying.

"...I'm sorry for showing such an unsightly side of myself."

"Any man who calls a woman's tears unsightly isn't worthy of being called a man."

She probably still has some anxieties. But with a somewhat brighter face, Yuri-san said:

"Please take care of my son."

"Of course."

The serious talk ended there, but we didn't part ways immediately. We ended up chatting a bit longer because she couldn't go back looking like she'd been crying.

"I see, so being a nurse really is tough, huh?"

"Yes. Your body is your capital, so if that breaks down, it's hell."

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

(At night. Taking a single mother to a deserted park... from an outsider's perspective, this looks pretty... no, let's not think too deeply about it.)

I quietly averted my eyes from this inconvenient fact.
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			"Don't you think that recent new employees are clearly of higher quality compared to the past?"

Sometimes, I gather with the department heads for lunch. It's rare for everyone to be available at once, but today four of us managed to meet up. There's me from Sales, Akagi from Human Resources, Aoba from Accounting, and Asagi from Information Systems. The latter three are often called the "Traffic Light Trio," which makes me feel a bit left out. Not that it bothers me much. By the way, Asagi is the lone woman among us. Funny, considering her name means "light yellow."

"It's not that the rookies from the past were inferior. It's just, how should I put it..."

"You mean their starting level is higher, right?"

When I said that, Akagi nodded vigorously, as if I'd hit the nail on the head. Aoba and Asagi seemed to agree, nodding as if to say, "Now that you mention it..."

"Sure, the ones who end up excelling will do so regardless, but even the average ones seem to start at a higher level these days. I wonder why that is?"

...Not that it matters, but Asagi-san, your lunch today is nothing but meat.

"Could it be because of the revised education system? You know, Sato-kun and Asagi-san were part of the 'relaxed education' generation, right?"

"Ah... that's right, we were called the 'yutori' generation."

"The younger ones are technically in the same category, but there's a difference between the early and later periods."

"No, there's something bigger than education at play here."

While Aoba's point might be part of the reason, I think there's a more significant factor.

"Such as?"

"Hmm."

I take a bite of my sandwich and hold out my smartphone.

"A smartphone?"

"More precisely, it's the simplification of information acquisition."

Think back to when we were kids.

"Remember when you first entered elementary school? If you wanted to look something up, pretty much your only option was a dictionary."

These days, every household has a computer, but it wasn't like that in the past. Even if you had one, connecting to the internet meant you couldn't use the phone, and overuse could lead to ridiculous bills. It wasn't something an average middle-class family could use freely.

"And how many kids would actually bother to look things up in a dictionary just because they were a bit curious?"

I certainly didn't. Only the really serious and motivated kids would go through the trouble of looking things up in dictionaries.

"But what about the kids in their twenties now?"

By the time they were old enough to understand, there was likely a computer at home, and mobile phones were easily accessible. It's been even more so since smartphones appeared. If there's something they don't understand, they can easily connect to the internet and gain knowledge. As knowledge increases, perspectives broaden and comprehension improves.

"The barrier to looking things up has lowered. Of course, that's going to result in smarter kids."

"Ah... I see what you mean."

Being able to look up things you don't understand, and having that become a stress-free habit from childhood, is a significant advantage. As a result, we're seeing a mass production of kids with high initial levels. Of course, there are some downsides to this too... but that's unavoidable. Nothing comes without drawbacks. Every generation has its issues; they've just changed over time.

"But you know, Sato-kun, out of all of us, you seem like you'd be living the most carefree life."

"Yeah, but he's actually quite thoughtful."

"That's hilarious."

"What? Are you picking a fight?"

"We're complimenting you!"

Damn, I feel so left out... these traffic lights...

"By the way, Sato-kun, are you feeling a bit tired lately?"

"Huh? Ah... my private life has been pretty busy. But don't worry, it's not affecting my work."

"It's not good to bottle things up. Maybe you should take some time to refresh yourself?"

"Refresh, huh... Like drinking more?"

"I meant in a healthy way. How about a planetarium?"

"A planetarium?"

"Actually, I've recently gotten into home planetariums. They're great!"

Aoba enthusiastically recommends a planetarium, but... This is clearly a case of using me as an excuse to talk about his own interests. Besides...

"Can't you just go outside at night to see stars?"

Sure, Tokyo's sky might be a bit hazier compared to rural areas, but stars are stars. You can easily see them, so why bother paying for it?

"You don't get it. Sure, natural starlight is beautiful. But are you saying there's no value in the artificial light created by human wisdom? No, that's not right."

From there, Aoba launched into some kind of high-minded speech, but the three of us listening were thoroughly unimpressed.

"Listen to this guy talking big. Wasn't he depressed for two weeks when his favorite AV actress retired?"

"Right? And this coming from the guy who cried for real when his favorite hostess quit the club."

"Says the one who got angry when his favorite snack was discontinued."

"You guys are cruel."

We chatted until just before the end of lunch break, and that day's meal meeting came to an end. After that, I finished my work as usual and reached the end of the workday. I wasn't in the mood to drink out, so I went straight home. I changed into my loungewear and was sipping on a beer, but... something felt lacking. Then, a thought crossed my mind.

"...Planetarium."

It seems Aoba's recommendation had unexpectedly stuck with me. It was something I'd never experienced in my life. Some guys might choose it for dates, but I was more of a party type.

"Maybe I'll give it a try."

Still sitting on the sofa, I concentrate. It's time to rewrite space. In a matter of seconds, my living room transforms into a pure white space with nothing but the sofa and table.

"Copy and paste the night sky texture... No, wait. A regular night sky wouldn't be interesting enough."

Since we're at it, why not recreate a "non-Japanese night sky" here? And not just from one place. Let's patchwork multiple night skies together.

"...This looks pretty good."

I quickly search on my computer for places with beautiful starry skies. After picking out a few, I send my doppelgangers to those locations via teleportation. Some places are daytime right now, but that's not a problem. I just need to use past vision on my observation devices (the doppelgangers). So I have my doppelgangers copy the night sky textures from each location and paste them one after another, covering every direction without gaps. Keeping my eyes closed for the surprise, I finally open them when it's complete.

"Wow."

I toss a pizza into my mouth. The pizza, loaded with extra cheese and toppings, is incredibly rich. As the flavor storm hits my brain, I wash it down with beer.

"Phew."

I let out a breath.

"...Something's not right about this."

This DIY planetarium of mine isn't relaxing at all. What is it... It's completely different from what I expected. It's not even a matter of being moved or impressed. Something just feels off. Come to think of it, he did say something about the artificial light created by human wisdom...

"...I guess too much is as bad as too little, huh?"

Destroying my homemade planetarium and returning to reality, I boot up my laptop and open an online shopping site. After browsing for a while, I order a highly-rated home planetarium.

"Hehe, I'm looking forward to its arrival."

I set it to be delivered on the day I return from my business trip, so until then, I'll enjoy the anticipation.
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			A Rendezvous

Bringing Yanagi back to the public stage.

When I brought up this idea, both the chairman of the Mutual Aid Society and the government official naturally showed reluctance.

"Well then, that's fine. I'll lick the ambassador's shoes."

I immediately licked the shoes of the U.S. Ambassador to Japan who was present at the meeting.

You might ask if I have any pride? Of course I do. But things have priorities, don't they? Pride never comes first.

Perhaps realizing my seriousness, the chairman and the government official immediately changed their tune. The ambassador was visibly taken aback.

He had agreed to attend thinking he might be able to do me a favor, but he clearly hadn't expected to have his shoes licked.

"Mr. Sato, please spare me... I mean, seriously?"

His tone was dead serious. I compensated him for the shoes.

As expected of a country's ambassador, he paid great attention to his appearance, so they were quite expensive.

I do regret it, but at the same time, licking an ambassador's shoes is not an experience you get in everyday life, so I'm secretly proud of it.

Like, "I've licked the shoes of the U.S. Ambassador to Japan, how about you?" That kind of thing.

Anyway, this is as far as I can go with Yanagi's matter.

There's still work to be done with behind-the-scenes negotiations and such, but that's not my job.

By the way, Yanagi seems to be reluctant to part with the homeless people he's been living with, even if it's temporary.

"...I'll miss them," he said.

Apparently, he'll stay under that bridge until the very last moment.

Even though he could start living a normal life now, even without the arrangements for his return being complete, he flatly refused.

I gave him an emergency contact method just in case, so there shouldn't be any problems if something comes up.

Anyway, I've done what I can, so I'm enjoying my daily life without worry.

Today is no exception. Today is a date.

"Sato-kuuuun! Sorry to keep you waitiiiiing!!"

"No, no! I just got here myseeeelf!!"

Well, my date is with a middle-aged man, though.

After our initial excitement, the president and I suddenly calmed down and nodded to each other.

"Shall we go then?"

"Yeah."

The "date" was just a joke. We had actually arranged to meet after work to buy things for tomorrow's business trip.

By the way, that earlier exchange wasn't planned or anything.

I just went along with it because I figured he'd try to pull off some kind of joke like that.

"But you know, I get excited every time!"

"Me too!"

We're not exactly thrilled about the big business negotiation that requires the president to go in person.

The president and I share several common interests, and one of them is business trips.

Of course, a business trip isn't a vacation. In fact, if it were a vacation, neither the president nor I would be this excited.

We'd probably just say, "Looking forward to tomorrow's trip, huh?" "Yeah." But a business trip is different.

Even on a business trip, we're not working all the time. There's some free time.

But can we fully enjoy sightseeing with that time? Well... probably not. Even if we have quite a bit of time, we can't go to all the places we'd like to as we could on a tourism-focused trip.

We like that constraint.

It's good to find little pleasures within the constraints of work.

The feeling is close to playing games secretly during class.

In our case, there's the added thrill of knowing we'd face a scolding and confiscation if caught, which makes it supremely enjoyable.

"First things first, it's gotta be underwear, right?"

"Exactly."

And part of the fun of business trips is in the preparation. This is easy to imagine.

It's the same excitement you feel when preparing for a school trip.

The president and I went to the men's clothing section of a large shopping center and started browsing underwear.

Usually, you replace underwear when the elastic loosens or when they get worn out and start to tear.

But the president and I also buy new ones for business trips.

It feels so good to take a bath at your destination and change into brand new underwear.

How should I describe that feeling... It's like the invincible feeling a robot anime protagonist gets when switching to a new model in a pinch, ready to turn the tables!

"By the way, Sato-kun. As always, won't you switch?"

"If you're going to say that, then as always, why don't you switch to mine, Mr. President?"

The president and I get along well, but we don't agree on everything.

We both buy new underwear for each business trip, but we prefer different types.

We're both in the boxer shorts camp, but I prefer knit boxers while the president prefers regular boxers.

"You see, I think this fluttering sense of freedom is the selling point of boxers."

"I understand, you know? I was the same until I graduated high school. But listen, knit boxers have their merits too."

They have a gentle touch. The soft, not cool, sensation is just so comfortable.

In that sense, briefs and boxer briefs are similar, but they're too tight.

Combine the roominess of boxers with the gentleness of knit fabric... isn't that the ultimate?

"No, no."

"No, no."

As the president and I were engrossed in our underwear discussion,

"What on earth are you two doing?"

"Oh, Mama."

Mama was standing there with an exasperated look.

"Mama, listen. Sato-kun is..."

"Mama, listen. The president is..."

"First of all, learn to read the room, you grown men."

An irrefutable point. We had no comeback.

In the end, our boxer debate once again ended in a no-game, so we quickly proceeded to checkout.

But given the chance, the president and I will surely engage in another underwear battle.

"By the way, Mama, are you shopping? Shall Sato-kun and I carry your bags?"

"Thank you, but I'm fine. It's personal shopping and not too much."

Apparently, she's going on a trip for a few days starting tomorrow.

"Where are you going?"

"Fukuoka. A girl I used to look after runs a shop in Hakata, but she's planning to hand it over to one of her favorite employees soon."

So there's going to be a kind of farewell party, and Mama was invited.

"Oh... What a coincidence. We're also heading to Hakata tomorrow."

"My, my, that is a coincidence indeed. If your schedule allows, why don't you come to the party?"

"No, no, we'd be complete outsiders."

"You two would be fine. Besides, Ran-chan... oh, that's the girl I looked after. She's not the type to mind."

"Hmm... What do you think, Sato-kun?"

"Well, if it's a place Mama looked after, it must be good. I'd like to go if we can."

"As expected, Sato-kun gets it~ Mama, could you tell us the date and time?"

Based on the time Mama told us, it shouldn't be a problem.

Well, if there's trouble on our end, things might change... but that can't be helped.

"Alright, it's decided then. I'll let them know I'm bringing guests."

"Thank you very much!"

"...You two are well past your teens, but you still act like it."

Well, we've got one more thing to look forward to on this business trip. Score!
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			A Man's Battle

As evening fell the next day, the boss and I arrived in Hakata.

Given the hour, the proper salaryman's approach would be to eat and recharge for tomorrow's business meeting. But we're different. There's something we must do before eating—find lodging.

You might say, "Shouldn't you have booked in advance?" You're right. It's common sense for any working adult. However, if there's no pressing need, we prefer to search for accommodation after arriving. It's one of the many pleasures of our business trips together.

"Well then, Satou-kun."

"Yes, shall we engage in our Budget Hotel Battle?"

We got off the taxi in an area we'd scouted beforehand and parted ways with the president, setting off on foot.

As a department head and company president, we could easily book high-end accommodations. Even for regular employees, let alone executives, a bit of luxury is permissible. But that's not our style. Well, sometimes it is, depending on the situation. This time, however, we're opting for budget hotels as there's no need for anything fancier.

Why budget hotels? And cheap ones at that?

It's not about cost-cutting or frugality. It's purely a matter of taste.

The boss and I simply can't get enough of the budget hotel atmosphere.

We're not talking about trendy budget hotels. We prefer the unremarkable, mediocre ones.

Small rooms with bare minimum amenities. Poor sunlight is a bonus.

We get inexplicably excited by rooms with an unmistakably shabby ambiance.

There's nothing quite like watching pay-per-view in a dingy room, devouring cup noodles, onigiri, and hot snacks from the convenience store, all while nursing a beer.

(Just imagining it gets my heart racing...)

I'm sure the president is equally engrossed in his budget hotel hunt.

Our Budget Hotel Battle is a noble contest where we present our findings and decide where to stay.

So far, we're neck and neck. Being kindred spirits, we tend to like each other's choices.

That's why winning is so satisfying, and losing is still enjoyable.

(The key to choosing a budget hotel is inconvenience.)

Prime locations near stations are out. They're too high quality by our standards.

Sure, some take advantage of good locations to cut corners, but that's rare.

It's human nature to want to capitalize on a prime spot.

Plus, good locations attract competition, forcing hotels to up their game to stand out.

This might not apply to small towns, but in a big city like Fukuoka, competition is fierce.

(Hotels in less-than-ideal locations often hit the sweet spot.)

Some try to compensate for poor location by improving quality.

It happens, but raising quality means higher initial investment and maintenance costs.

Only the most motivated managers would go that route.

Most settle for mediocrity. They play it safe to minimize potential losses.

For short stays, most guests would choose an average hotel near the station over a high-quality, expensive one further away.

"Oh."

After walking for a while, I spot a promising candidate.

The exterior looks good. The wear and tear that even paint and repairs can't hide suggests it's been around for decades.

Appearances aren't everything, but a good salesman can glean a lot from just the exterior.

Don't underestimate me, the head of the sales department.

My salesman's instinct is screaming that this is a winner.

(Reception is... on the second floor.)

These slightly narrow stairs... the signs are looking good.

With rising anticipation, I climb to the second floor, and...

(The receptionist is a worn-out old man!!)

And his customer service is terrible! He barely glanced at me before returning to his newspaper!

And that... and this... Oh ho ho... This is perfect!

"Do you have two single rooms available?"

"Yeah, yeah. No problem."

I ask for the bare minimum information and promptly leave the hotel.

It might seem a bit off, but given their poor service, it shouldn't be an issue.

I buy a coffee from a nearby vending machine and start preparing my presentation on my personal smartphone.

(To find such a gem on the first try... I must be lucky.)

This is a good omen. This business trip is bound to be a "great success."

The boss and I already expect the negotiations to go smoothly barring any major mistakes, but now I'm anticipating even better results.

Right now, my luck is definitely on the rise. I can feel it—the wind at my back, ready to carry me anywhere...

"Hm."

Just then, I receive an email notification on my personal phone.

It's from the president. Seems he's found a place too.

I skim through it. It's a good find, no doubt. But I'm confident. This time, victory is mine.

He probably has some selling points he's keeping as a trump card.

But so do I. And I'm sure my hidden ace trumps his.

(Still... for the president to find a good one so quickly too...)

This isn't just a great success; we've hit the jackpot. We're on a roll.

I finish compiling my materials and immediately send them to the president's personal phone.

About five minutes later, my work phone rings. It's the president.

"I've looked over your materials. ...Not bad at all."

"Thank you, sir. Yours look quite promising as well."

"Given the timing, these must be our first finds? To get such quality on the first try... Satou-kun, this business negotiation is going to be something else!"

"I couldn't agree more."

"Business aside, let's get to the main event. Shall we begin our battle? I'll start. Listen, this hotel—"

I cut him off mid-sentence.

"There's no need to waste time."

"Oh?"

"There was a shop near the reception. The type without dedicated staff."

"What... did you say?"

"A so-called shop that's barely worthy of the name—just haphazardly arranged steel racks with products. The receptionist probably doubles as the shopkeeper."

I could hear the president gasp over the phone.

"The lineup includes three types of standard cup noodles, one each of cup yakisoba, udon, and soba."

"T-that's..."

"And a few types of snacks. Again, just the most basic flavors like lightly salted and consommé."

"What a lack of effort... But we have the good old pay-per-view here...!!"

"We have that too."

These days, some places don't offer pay-per-view (adult content) anymore.

"Let's end this. In a corner of the reception floor, there was something discreetly placed."

"W-what was it?"

"Free papers... with local adult entertainment information."

"——"

Come on, this isn't a love hotel.

Maybe in more relaxed times, but nowadays... it's just there as a token gesture, utterly pointless.

"...It seems I've lost. I'll head over there right away. Dinner's on me."

"Much obliged."

And so, this round of the Budget Hotel Battle ended in my victory.
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			Pulling on the threads of fate

"Wow... that was a huge victory, wasn't it?"

"Yeah... it really was a huge victory."

At a smoking area in the shopping district.

We're taking a breather after finishing our business negotiations, but... man, it went unbelievably well.

This morning, I went to the other company with the president, and things just kept moving forward. The talks progressed so smoothly that we wrapped everything up in no time.

The outcome exceeded our expectations, and I think we managed to have a discussion that was beneficial for both parties.

But our streak of good luck didn't stop there.

Since it was getting to be a good time, they invited us out for lunch.

It wasn't a place featured in the media, but rather a hidden gem recommended by locals.

We were excited as we headed to the restaurant, and guess what?

We ran into some big shots, including the president of a company they do business with. We ended up having lunch together.

And boy, did things get lively.

We even managed to establish a good relationship with that company too, you know?

Apparently, they're a pretty successful company in Kyushu looking for a foothold to expand into the Kanto region.

"The timing was just too perfect, wasn't it?"

"We must be heaven's favorites at this point."

Having the president with me was another stroke of luck.

There were some things I couldn't decide on my own, but with the president there, it was no problem at all.

The conversation flowed so smoothly... it felt incredibly satisfying.

There's still more to discuss, but the rest is going to be a breeze. It's like we're already in garbage time.

"If there's a goddess of fortune, this is beyond just taking a break at a hotel - we'd be heading straight there."

"Forget a break, we'd be checking in for the night."

The president and I must be what they call "lucky guys."

"So, what should we do now?"

"Well, we have quite a bit of time before our appointment."

The get-together with Mama's acquaintance is tonight at 8 o'clock, but right now it's just a little past 3 PM.

We were supposed to be working until evening, but... things went way too smoothly.

"Why don't we have an early dinner, then lounge around at the hotel until it's time?"

"Yeah, I'm not really in the mood for sightseeing."

The mood is good, but I guess this is a side effect of things going too well. We're in a bit of a post-climax state.

"What should we eat?"

"We had soba for lunch, so let's go for something rich and heavy."

"...Ramen?"

"Well, it is a local specialty, but..."

Having noodles for both lunch and dinner seems a bit much.

Sure, a hearty tonkotsu ramen with a side of fried rice would satisfy the craving for something rich, but...

"Oh, how about motsunabe? What do you think of motsunabe?"

"Motsunabe! That sounds great~ Oh man, it'd go so well with some drinks."

"We're not drinking, you know?"

"What!?"

Is this guy in his right mind...?

"Sure, motsunabe goes great with alcohol. But we'll deliberately hold back. That way, we can enjoy even better drinks tonight."

"!"

"We've been trained by Mama. It's bound to be an amazing place. Don't you want to enjoy it to the fullest?"

"...I'm ashamed of my shallow thinking."

This is why he's the president... Now that he mentions it, he's absolutely right.

But the fact that I couldn't realize this on my own clearly shows the difference in our "caliber."

I was blinded by desire and couldn't see what was important.

"I'll follow you for life, President."

"Oh, stop it, you're making me blush."

And so we set out in search of a motsunabe restaurant.

If we asked the business partners we exchanged contact information with, they'd probably recommend a good place.

But neither the president nor I intended to ask. Why? Because we were confident.

Right now, we're invincible. We win without even trying to win.

And we were right. We entered a motsunabe restaurant that caught our eye, and boy was it delicious.

We ate the piping hot motsu while forcibly restraining our desire for alcohol.

We returned to the business hotel with a mix of satisfaction from a full stomach and frustration from not being able to drink.

We bought some ice cream at a convenience store on the way back. We'll eat it after taking a shower.

"Ahh... that's refreshing."

As soon as we got back to the hotel, I took a shower. Of course, after a bath, I'm in just my underwear.

Being in your underwear at home versus at a business hotel. It's the same state of undress, but the sense of liberation is different.

I think it's because when you do it in your own territory at home, you don't feel as liberated.

"Oh, I forgot."

I realized as I was lying on the bed eating the expensive ice cream.

I forgot to ask Chika and the others what souvenirs they wanted.

I should at least ask the Saionji family first (by the way, they've gone back to their original surname).

"What kind of souvenir would you like? Please ask Rika-chan too... There."

I type out the message and put down my smartphone.

Just as I was thinking about watching some pay-per-view, my phone rings.

"Eek!"

It's from Chika-san.

It's probably nothing, but the timing was so perfect that it startled me a bit.

"Hello, it's me."

"It's Chika. Is now a good time?"

"Yeah. What's up?"

"Hehe, I just wanted to hear Hiro-kun's voice."

How cute...!

"I see. Aren't you at work?"

"It's fine. I was just taking a coffee break."

"Oh, I'm eating ice cream at the hotel right now."

"...Eh, not during a break or anything?"

"Things went really smoothly. We finished early today. So I'm just killing time until tonight."

"Well, congratulations on that."

"Thank you. So, what kind of souvenir would you like?"

"Um, it's Fukuoka, right?"

"Yeah."

"How about Fukuoka ramen and mentaiko... or something like that?"

I laugh at how predictable it is, and then she says,

"Hmm... but when you think of Fukuoka, that's what comes to mind, right?"

"Haha, that's true. Okay, I'll get those for you, plus some local alcohol."

"Thanks. As for Rika... well, I'll ask her, but she'll probably request something weird."

"Something weird?"

"That girl has some quirks. She prefers souvenirs that make you wonder 'Why did you choose this?' rather than the standard ones."

And apparently, she laughs her head off when she sees them.

But I kind of get it. Gag souvenirs can be a total flop if they don't land, but they're hilarious when they hit the mark.

After that, I talked with Chika-san for about 30 minutes before ending the call.

Then I just lazed around, wasting time until our appointment.

I met up with Mama at the meeting place, and she guided me to the restaurant in question.

Probably because Mama's place is called "Shunranman" (Spring in Full Bloom), this place was called "Natsu Masakari" (Summer in Full Bloom).

"Ran-chan~ We're here~"

As she called out, someone who seemed to be Ran-mama came out from the back... huh?

"Mama! It's been so long! Thank you for today~"

"Don't be so formal. We're close, aren't we?"

Two maidens (♂) getting all lovey-dovey.

That's... no, it can't be... because... there must be some mistake...

"Oh, right. Let me introduce you. This is our regular customer."

"Oh my! Nice to meet you, I'm Ranko. Today is really..."

The friendly smile freezes on her face.

The person at the end of that gaze is... me.

"...Are you... Satou Hideo...?"

"...Ki-Kizaki... Ranmaru...?"

It was a reunion with a former nemesis. I was a salaryman, and he was an okama.
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			His Present, Worried About the Future

If Yanagi Seiichi, the leader of the Chaos Army, was a man of wisdom and power, then Onisaki Ranmaru, the head of True World, could be described as a man of luck and power.

While they shared commonalities in strength and charisma, their strengths differed. Yanagi used his sharp intellect to elevate the Chaos Army into a major organization in the underground world. This was, in a sense, straightforward—a logical rise to power.

Onisaki, however, was different. He stacked up numerous small coincidences and trivial strokes of luck to push True World into becoming a major underground organization. This was simply unstoppable. If Yanagi had logic as his backbone, one could counter him by pitting another wise person against him. But luck... there's no way to deal with that. After all, even he himself didn't intend it, so there was no way to stop it.

"Some call me a monster or a demon, but from my perspective, that man is far more terrifying. He's untouchable."

Onisaki was such a troublesome opponent that even Yanagi in his prime said this about him. I myself had been outmaneuvered by him countless times in the past, so I immediately agreed with Yanagi's statement, thinking, "That's so true!" even though he was my enemy.

Although I ultimately emerged victorious, he was truly a formidable foe. And yet, such a formidable enemy...

(Why the hell is he a drag queen now?!)

Come on, give me a break, seriously. My two former archenemies—one's homeless, and the other's the mama of a drag queen bar? How am I supposed to react to this?! This is way too much for an amateur to handle...!

"Hideo-chan? And Ran-chan too. You two—"

Mama's words snapped me back to reality. I have a lot on my mind, but... now's not the time for that!

"Ah, yeah, just some acquaintances. Don't worry about it."

"I see. I won't then."

Brushing it off smoothly, Mama began chatting with the bar staff.

"You..."

Onisaki's eyes widened.

"No matter how much you or I try to cover it up, we can't fool Mama's eyes, can we?"

"...No, we can't."

"And neither of us wants to make Mama worry."

"...That's right."

"So I did what I did. Any complaints?"

"...None. Let me thank you."

What I did was distort perception. I twisted the recognition of myself and Onisaki so that it could be brushed off as "just the way things are." There's no sense of discomfort. For example, if we started fighting right now, Mama and the others wouldn't think anything of it.

It's not the best method, but I didn't want to make Mama worry unnecessarily, and above all, I didn't want to ruin the atmosphere here.

"...We'll talk about everything else after this party."

"Agreed."

Damn... this drag queen way of speaking is still so jarring! The image of his former self keeps flashing in my mind, and it's driving me crazy!!

(I need a drink to deal with this... seriously.)

The party continued until late into the night. After returning to the business hotel with the cheerful company president, instead of going back to my room, I headed to the hotel rooftop. It's normally off-limits and locked, but that's meaningless to me.

"Phew..."

Sipping on a cup of instant miso soup I bought to sober up, I ponder absentmindedly. Onisaki Ranmaru. Along with Yanagi Seiichi, one of my former archenemies. Although I ultimately triumphed over both, at the time, neither was an easy opponent for me.

(I wonder how Yanagi would react if I told him about this.)

While I might have been an enemy Yanagi couldn't ignore, his greatest enemy was probably Onisaki. If you asked Onisaki, he'd probably say Yanagi was his greatest enemy too.

Yanagi Seiichi and Onisaki Ranmaru. The two were polar opposites in every way. Yanagi sought a new horizon at the end of chaos, but his essence was quite gentlemanly. Onisaki sought absolute stability through order, but his essence was that of a ruffian. To put it bluntly, he was a thug.

(How many times did I think, "Aren't you guys backwards?")

Why would such a thug seek absolute order? People who don't know the circumstances probably wouldn't understand. But there's a proper reason.

Why did he try to bind the world and people with absolute order... at the root of it all was self-restraint. Onisaki Ranmaru was originally from the surface world too, caught up in misfortune and stepped into the underground world.

However, the group that protected him wasn't good. Not all people who come from the surface to the underground are protected by the Mutual Aid Society. There are several factions in the underground, and for them, former "panpi" (civilians) are just chances to increase their forces.

The group that protected Onisaki was a small faction of obvious troublemakers, and at first, Onisaki himself did whatever he wanted. He was a man who would later become the leader of a major faction. His potential was different from the average small fry. He rapidly rose to prominence, they say. But one day, he realized something. Looking at himself and the people around him, he thought:

"Isn't it dangerous to let people like us run wild?"

If he had only targeted the troublemakers, it would have been fine... but you understand, right? As I've said before, whether it's positive or negative, you need strong passion to do something big.

Onisaki was the same. He came to view all of humanity as dangerous. He believed that he and the other troublemakers weren't special at all. That beneath the surface, everyone was a potential troublemaker.

Human history is a history of liberation. As time progressed, people became more and more unrestrained.

...If left unchecked, wouldn't this lead to irreversible consequences?

Onisaki harbored such fears.

So what could be done to prevent these fears from becoming reality? What he sought was absolute order. He tried to protect humanity's future by binding it tightly.

At his core, even though he was a thug, he was a thug leaning towards goodness. So he established True World under the banner of protecting humanity's future, but...

(Talk about meddling to the extreme...)

Yanagi was the same, but come on. "Humanity is doomed if things continue like this?" Hey, that's just your opinion, you know? That's all I can say.

From the perspective of those caught up in it, it's really unbearable, seriously.

By the way, I've made this kind of counterargument many times, but... well, he never listened. Of course not. A guy who would change his opinion based on the words of a teenager in his teens wouldn't start talking about changing the world in the first place.

That stubbornness... I guess it's also what attracts people to him.

(But what is he thinking now?)

From what I could see at the farewell party... I didn't sense anything dangerous. I don't think he's planning a comeback with his former ideology or anything like that.

But he's definitely hiding something. The reason for this farewell party was that he was handing over the bar to a kid he had been looking after. So, what after that? Mama was asking about that too. Was he going to open a new place somewhere?

He shook his head firmly and said:

"There's just something I left unfinished."

Since I've forgiven Yanagi, I think Onisaki can do as he pleases as long as he doesn't cause trouble. But I can't overlook his "unfinished business" without hearing what it is. Given our history.

"...So you've come."

As I turned around, Onisaki silently landed on the rooftop. He had a serious expression, but...

(The drag outfit is throwing me off...!!)

Couldn't he have at least dressed as a man for this?!
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			Midnight Conversation

"Did I keep you waiting? I'm sorry. The cleanup took longer than expected."

"No..."

What's with this exchange?

It's the complete opposite of Yanagi. When that guy reunited with me, he tried to act calm but seemed uncomfortable.

In contrast, this one has the casualness of meeting an old acquaintance. Well, she is an old acquaintance, but... we were enemies, weren't we?

"But my, you've... aged, haven't you?"

She puts her hand to her cheek, muttering in astonishment. Stop putting on airs.

"And your body, well, it's gotten quite sloppy."

Shut up.

"You used to be quite the fashionable one back then, but those clothes from that time, they probably don't fit you anymore, right?"

Yeah, that's right! Exactly!

When I was sorting through old stuff and found clothes I bought back then, I tried to put them on, but it was impossible!

My waist was so tight I couldn't bear it! When I tried to force it, the buttons flew off!!

"You've changed quite a bit yourself, haven't you?"

No, that's not it. It's not good to let her control the pace of the conversation like this.

I sighed deeply and interrupted Onisaki's words.

"Do you understand your position?"

I release a bit of power.

I hit her with enough pressure to easily kill her former self.

In my estimation, Onisaki has become weaker than before. But she nodded without the slightest tremor at my pressure.

"I understand. I'm in a position to beg for my life pathetically now."

Saying that, she knelt down, put both hands and forehead on the ground, and bowed her head.

I'm dumbfounded by such a perfect dogeza, but she continues regardless.

"Satou Hideo. I'm well aware that you have your reasons to resent me. I'm an enemy you can't kill enough times."

"..."

"But, even so, please. Please, just for a little while... spare me."

"..."

"There's something I must do."

...If I were my younger self, I would have said "I see, but die" and cut off her head.

But well, having aged and learned various things, I now understand.

This person is now sincerely begging for a temporary reprieve. And it's not out of fear for her life.

"...I can't give you an immediate answer. I'll decide whether to kill you or not after hearing what you have to say."

I tell her to raise her head and stand up.

We can't have a calm conversation with her on her knees.

"I understand. Where should I start?"

"First, why are you alive?"

I deliberately spared Yanagi to humiliate him.

It was the same with Onisaki, but a bit different from Yanagi.

I wanted to humiliate her too, so I didn't directly finish her off.

But knowing her tenacity well, I did inflict a fatal wound. I also took away her means of recovery.

Then I left her. I thought if I left her, someone who didn't like her existence would kill her like a looter in a fire.

She seemed to have been abandoned by luck in the final battle, and honestly, I thought she had died.

In fact, I heard stories like that later.

Although no body was found, given the situation, it wouldn't have been strange if not even a piece of flesh remained, so I thought she had died...

(Onisaki was strong, but she wasn't good at underhanded tactics...)

She didn't have the brains like Yanagi either.

Abandoned by luck and unable to wield much power, it should have been checkmate.

"Yes. I thought I had died too."

"Then..."

"But several coincidences intertwined, and I managed to escape from the brink of death."

You've got to be kidding me...

"At that time, I was swallowed up by the distortion in space caused by the clash of powers."

"But..."

"Yes, I had received a fatal wound from you and was further exhausted from fighting the pursuers."

That life should have been flickering like a candle in the wind.

How on earth did she survive from there?

"I was saved by a subordinate who was transported with me to where we ended up."

"Subordinate?"

This doesn't make sense. I should have killed all the executives who could have done something beforehand.

In preparation for the final battle with Onisaki, I had cut off several escape routes.

Killing all the executives was part of that. I should have thoroughly crushed those who were skilled in transfer or healing.

To my puzzled look, Onisaki says:

"I understand your doubt. In fact, the one who was with me at that time was more like a caretaker, even if they were a subordinate."

They were from the underworld, but a small fry among small fries.

They tried to intervene to protect Onisaki during the fight with the pursuers, but rather Onisaki herself had to maneuver to protect that subordinate.

"But at the last moment, they awakened to their power."

"Is that even possible!?"

There's no way I could have predicted that!

There's no end to it if I have to factor in the awakening of small fries when making strategies!

"That child took my death in my place, and I was able to survive.

However, faced with the fact that I had lost to you, my ideals were thwarted, and I couldn't protect the subordinate I should have protected, I was completely crushed."

It was then, she says, that she met Mama.

An acquaintance had fallen seriously ill, and she was picked up by Mama, who was temporarily acting as a substitute Mama in the land where Onisaki had been transported.

Well, yeah. Mama wouldn't abandon someone who was in tatters both physically and mentally.

"Having recovered somewhat thanks to Mama's kindness, I initially worked as a boy to repay the debt."

However, gradually thinking that this way of life might be okay... she apparently changed jobs to become an okama.

She says that as she interacted with Mama and various people, she completely gave up on the grand cause she had been advocating, realizing it was wrong.

"Satou Hideo. You said it, didn't you?"

"Huh?"

"'Your dream is just your personal opinion. Don't be so presumptuous.'"

"Ah. I did say that."

"You were right. Even without being bound by order, there are wonderful people like Mama."

And the reverse is also true, Onisaki says with a bitter smile.

"No matter how strongly you try to bind them, there will always be... people who rebel against that and raise the flag of evil."

She says she realized this during her life with Mama.

"In the end, the fact that I was indulging in lawlessness before finding my dream was my own problem.

There was no need to use such a grand subject as 'humanity'... that was just an excuse to avoid responsibility."

...Mama is great, isn't she?

She showed through her way of life, her way of thinking, a flexible way of living to a fool who was running in a strange direction.

Mama, were you actually the protagonist?

"Let me get back to the story. I was having fun with Mama, with the weight off my shoulders, but remember I said it was a substitute at the beginning, right?"

"Yeah."

"In the end, it turned out to be difficult for the original to return, so we had to close the shop."

"Is that so..."

"Mama invited me to come to Tokyo together, but... I couldn't trouble Mama, so I declined."

Of course, it would be too risky to work in Tokyo. It was a natural decision.

"Then I was introduced to a shop run by an acquaintance in Fukuoka, and I started working there."

She smiles, saying that she eventually became independent, owned a shop, and spent happy days.

"But you know, when I stopped and looked back at the past, I thought..."

"What?"

"That there might still be children trapped by the dream I had advocated."

"..."

"Then I couldn't just stay as I was anymore. After all, I started it. I have to end it with my own hands."

To persuade with words, and if that's impossible, then with these hands...

"If there's any meaning to this life that survived that day... it must be for that purpose."

"So you're asking for a little more time?"

"Yes. I know I'm in no position to ask, but please."

She bows her head again.

"...Well, your concern isn't wrong."

"! Could it be..."

"Yeah. I recently prevented the remnants of the Chaos Army and True World from trying to cause trouble together."

"!"

"Well, I only captured two who seemed to be the ringleaders, but there are probably still others aiming for a comeback."

"...All the more reason I can't die. Satou Hideo. Please, I'll do anything I can. So—"

"Alright."

"Huh?"

I tell Onisaki, who looks dumbfounded as if caught off guard:

"If you accept the conditions, I'll let you live."

"...What do I need to do?"

"Work under me. I want to do something about those guys too. But I can't let you run free."

So, work under me. Absolute obedience to orders. If you can swallow that, I'll let you live.

To the conditions I presented, Onisaki:

"I accept."

"That was quick."

"Because I feel I can trust the current you."

"Oh?"

"The old you would have killed me without question, right? But you didn't. You listened to me sincerely."

And, Onisaki smiles.

"It's for her... for Saionji Chikage, isn't it?

I have no objection to following the current you, who has become a good man capable of swallowing grudges for the sake of someone important."

"...I see. Then the contract is established. Work like a horse."

I gulp down the miso soup that has gone completely cold.

Somehow, you really never know what life will bring.

"So, specifically, what should I do?"

"You'll work together with Yanagi."

"...That man is alive too?"

"Yeah. Seems like he found his own answer. He's harmless now."

"I see."

"I'll arrange for you to return to the surface world, so wait until then."

"Understood."

...But you know what.

I wonder what the remnants think when they see their former bosses like this.

"By the way."

"What?"

"What's Yanagi doing now?"

"Ah... He's homeless."

"Homeless!?"

"After barely surviving, he became homeless and hid himself."

When I tell her that he reformed after experiencing human kindness there,

"That man... becoming homeless... You really never know what life will bring, do you?"

Hey, you're quite something yourself, you know?
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"Ah... it's night already..."

Having returned home after a few days of business travel, I decided to spend my entire day off drinking and sleeping. I had just woken up and checked the clock—it was 7:30. Seems I managed to wake up before the promised time. I turned off the alarm I had set and headed to the bathroom. I took a shower to wash off the sweat and clean myself.

Feeling refreshed, I ate some sweet bread I had bought at the convenience store before coming home, just to fill my stomach a bit. As I was munching on the bread and watching TV, the intercom rang.

"Hey, Chika-san."

"Good evening. Did you just wake up?"

"Yeah, I was out cold until a little while ago."

"Good work on your business trip."

"Thanks. Come on in, come in."

I invited Chika-san into my home. Come to think of it, this is the first time I've had a woman other than professional ladies in my house. When I was living with my parents, female classmates would come over to play, but that hasn't happened since I became a working adult.

"Oh... It's surprisingly tidy. I hope it's not rude to say that."

Chika-san looked around the room curiously. Well, I understand that given my personality, it wouldn't be strange if it were messy. Actually, when I first started living alone, it was quite cluttered. So why did I develop the habit of tidying up? Well, hehe, you know? When you invite professionals over? I felt it would be inconsiderate to have them enter a dirty room.

(You might say, "Then just call them to a hotel," but I prefer to do it at home.)

I like the feeling of a moment of the extraordinary mixing into the completely ordinary environment of home. Well, I can't honestly tell Chika-san that.

"I'm not a kid forever, you know. I've grown up at least this much."

"Hmm?"

Her gaze was somewhat cool. She's seen through my lie, but probably doesn't know exactly what I'm lying about.

"Well, make yourself comfortable."

"Okay."

I seated Chika-san and prepared some tea. Well, by preparing, I mean just pouring tea from a bottle into a cup.

(But still... I'm nervous.)

I glanced at the living room from the kitchen. The fact that Chika-san is in my house. That reality makes my heart race. Looking at her cheerful profile, I feel like I might... might... stray from the right path... No, I mean, there's no moral issue anymore, but... It's just that Chika-san is special, and that's why I've become quite fixated...

"Here you go. You seem to be in a good mood."

"Thanks. Yeah, I feel kind of at ease here."

"At ease?"

"Well, this is where Hiro-kun lives, right? So maybe that's why. It feels like I'm surrounded by Hiro-kun's scent... hehe."

"Huh, body odor!? Do I really smell that much like an old man!?"

My excitement suddenly vanished. Smell... I've been avoiding thinking about it, but after my hair, it's the next thing I'm worried about.

"No, it's not like that. I take extra care, you know?"

When I take a bath, I wash carefully in risky places like behind my ears.

"But... it won't go away! From my pillow!!"

That old man smell! It won't disappear! Why... why is the smell I used to smell from my grandpa's pillow now coming from my pillow!? I cry softly. Right now, I'm deeply hurt.

"...Is that how you're going to take it?"

Huh... Oh, I see. That's what it was.

Seeing Chika-san's stone-faced expression, I realized I had misunderstood. It seems this was a roundabout way of flirting. It's like a misunderstanding straight out of a romantic comedy with a dense protagonist, but I don't think I'm at fault here. It's Chika-san's fault for treading into the sensitive territory of smell, which is something us older guys start to worry about. Well, that aside, even though I've realized it was flirting, I'll ignore it. It would be weird to get embarrassed about it now.

"Hey, I want you to be honest with me, don't hold back just because it's me."

"No, no, it's fine. There's nothing like that, really."

"Really? You're not lying?"

"...It's true, and is it really something to worry about that much?"

"For an old guy, it's a matter of life and death. Probably when I stop caring about this... there'll be no stopping the aging process."

I tremble in fear... What is this conversation? This is no time to be fooling around. I need to fulfill the purpose of inviting Chika-san over. Well, when I say 'invite,' I actually intended to go to Chika-san's house. I only accepted because Chika-san said she wanted to come to my place.

"Well, putting aside the sad issues, here, these are souvenirs."

I place three large paper bags on the table with a thud.

"...You bought quite a lot."

"Work went incredibly well, so my purse strings loosened up."

That aside...

"The one with the clown sticker is for Rika-chan. I bought weird stuff as requested."

And the other two are for the Saionji household rather than just for Chika-san. In Chika-san's case, she didn't specifically request anything unusual.

"Thank you. Then, this is for you in return."

Saying that, Chika-san produced something out of thin air with a thud! This is... beer. And foreign beer at that. England, Germany, America... there's quite a variety.

"A friend of mine went to a beer festival, it seems. I received these, but I thought it would be nice to drink them together with Hiro-kun."

"...Hehe, that's a welcome gift. Alright, let's open them right away."

"That's the spirit."

Some of these taste good at room temperature, and if we want cold ones, I can cool them with my abilities. I've developed several techniques for drinking delicious beer, so there's nothing to worry about.

"By the way, remember when we went to your place before, and we played that game about what Onisaki would be doing if he were alive?"

"Yeah, we did. Oh, this is delicious."

"I found out the answer."

"Pardon?"

"That guy became an okama."

"..."

"He was working as a mama at an okama bar in Fukuoka."

"...?"

"No, it's okay. I don't have a fever or anything."

Chika-san leans forward, placing her right hand on my forehead and her left hand on her own. Well, I understand. I get why she'd react like that. But it's the truth... And speaking of which, I can see her chest. Um, what's this? Blatant seduction is... well, it excites me when it's Chika-san. But this kind of unintentional sexiness is even more effective. Maybe it's because of the alcohol, but my excitement is getting out of control...!! The glimpse of her bra is irresistible!! Suppressing the scream in my heart, I show her my smartphone.

"Here's the proof."

The screen of my smartphone shows a photo of Onisaki. Chika-san stares at the phone as if trying to bore a hole through it.

"T-This is... certainly there's a resemblance... but still..."

The reality before her eyes seems hard to accept. Chika-san's expression keeps changing.

It's understandable. It's incomprehensible that a former arch-enemy is alive and has become an okama.

"It's not just that he's become an okama, but... why is he alive... It's strange, isn't it? It's impossible for him to be alive in that situation..."

Chika-san holds her head, groaning. It's a natural question. How could he survive in that situation? It really doesn't make sense.

"Ah, actually..."

When I explain how he survived,

"Is that even possible!?"

She laughs with exactly the same reaction as mine.
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Thanks to the precedent set by Yanagi, they accepted Onisaki's survival and cooperation more readily than before. However, that didn't stop Chika from holding her head in her hands.

"Why did he become an okama... I mean, I guess that's a valid lifestyle choice... Not that I'm trying to judge, but you..."

Well, she was certainly struggling with it.

Chika probably came to my place expecting something erotic. But the shock of Onisaki's situation seemed to have completely killed that mood, and she ended up drowning her sorrows in alcohol instead. She drank until she was completely wasted, so I had to use my transfer ability to send her home. Naturally, I didn't try anything funny. After all, Rika was at home too.

Now, about Onisaki.

I informed the Mutual Aid Society to take the same measures as they did with Yanagi. Perhaps because it was the second time, they accepted it without much fuss. They said they'd handle things with the government too, so I left that to them. However, there was still one man I needed to talk to personally. That was my responsibility.

"Oh, if it isn't Hide-san," a voice called out.

"Hey. I brought some gifts. Is the Professor around?"

After work, I visited the riverbank to meet Yanagi. Since we'd be working together from now on, I couldn't just throw them together without a word. We might have a contract, but we were once mortal enemies. It was only right that I should speak to him first before introducing them.

"The Professor? Seems he's out wandering again. Hasn't come back yet."

"I see. Mind if I wait a bit?"

"Of course not. Especially since you brought gifts."

I joined their circle and sat down with a grunt. One of the homeless men placed a cup in front of me.

"Hm? Is this... coffee?"

"It's coffee made from roasted dandelions. It's pretty good. Give it a try."

"Don't mind if I do."

I took a sip. It was similar to coffee... but with a unique flavor.

"This is delicious."

I might even prefer it to regular coffee.

"Hehe, glad you like it. There's more if you want, so don't hold back."

"Ah, I couldn't..."

"Don't worry about it. We got gifts from you too, after all."

"If you insist. So, what were you guys talking about?"

In the center of the circle was a pile of erotic magazines. If you just saw this scene out of context, you might think they were performing some strange ritual.

"We were discussing sexual preferences."

...Oh?

In an instant, every cell in my body perked up. I see, I see. A talk about sexual preferences. Erotic talk, huh?

If that's the case, I can't just halfheartedly join in. That would be disrespectful.

"Since you're here, why don't you tell us about your preferences?"

"Alright. My preference is..."

What are your sexual preferences? It's easy to say, but it's an incredibly profound question.

Some guys like big breasts. Does that mean their preference is just "likes big boobs"? No, that's not right. They might like big butts too, you know?

Preferences are complex. It's hard to pinpoint just one thing.

But if you're forced to name one, think about what you naturally pay attention to when choosing erotic magazines or adult videos. It might not be the absolute top preference, but it's significant enough that you can't ignore it.

"...Cosplay."

"Ooh, straight to the point!"

"There's no need to be deliberately eccentric, right?"

Their eyes seemed to ask if I wanted to elaborate, so I nodded.

"What I want to make clear is that what I like is specifically cosplay."

Take nurses, for example. If you had to choose between a regular woman in a nurse costume and a real nurse in her work uniform, which would you prefer? For me, it's the former.

"I'm not looking for realism. What I want is the 'lie'.

Take nurse cosplay, for instance. You know how the skirts are often so short you can almost see their panties, or how the necklines are really low?"

That wouldn't fly for real nurses.

The short skirts and such are only permissible within the context of cosplay, the 'lie'.

"I prefer the cheap, obviously-cosplay look over anything trying too hard to be realistic."

"You're really getting into this, huh?"

Of course I am. This is important stuff.

"Bloomers are hot right now, but what I like are fantasy bloomers."

"Fantasy bloomers?"

"I like the kind of bloomers that are 100% erotic, with sexy butt lines and just the right amount of wedgie. Not the real ones."

By the time I was in elementary school, bloomers were already gone. We had short pants, and by middle school, they were a bit longer.

But it's not like I've never seen real bloomers. I've seen them in my parents' childhood photos. They're the type to keep a lot of sports day photos and such.

"Real bloomers are kind of frumpy, right?"

"Well... yeah. When I was a kid, we had bloomers, but I didn't think much of them."

"See? But it's not like the real element is completely unnecessary."

What I want to say is that cosplay is based on reality.

"Take nurses, for example. Why do we want to see nurse cosplay? It's because we find real nurses sexy, right?"

If you showed a girl in a nurse outfit to someone who's never seen a nurse, they wouldn't get it. The appeal that people who know nurses feel.

"How do you describe the blue sky to a blind person? It's the same thing."

"No, it's not!"

"You're getting poetic all of a sudden..."

"The sexiness you feel from real nurses! Isn't that what makes cosplay exciting?"

I was about to ramp up my explanation even more when I suddenly sensed a presence and hit the brakes. Looking up, I saw Yanagi walking towards us from a distance.

"Sorry, I need to step out for a bit. I have something to discuss with the Professor."

"Talk about a mood killer..."

I trotted over to Yanagi, who tilted his head in confusion.

"Do you need something? It shouldn't be time yet. You shouldn't have any reason to come here..."

"Ah, well. The thing is, I've confirmed that Onisaki Ranmaru is alive. He's become an okama."

"What? Wait. He's alive and... an okama?"

"And well, it seems he's reformed like you, so I've decided to make him a subordinate."

"Hold on-"

"You'll be working together from now on, so I thought I should at least let you know."

"Wait, wait, wait! Explain this properly... Hey! Where are you going?"

"Shut up. I'm busy right now. We'll talk later."

Now, back to discussing sexual preferences!!
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The discussion about sexual preferences on the riverbank was a very fruitful time.

Huh? Yanagi? Don't know him. Well, I'm sure he'll find his own way to deal with things.

As adults, we're expected to work well with people we're uncomfortable with, at least professionally.

Now, if it were our cute new hires at the company, I'd be more considerate.

But Yanagi and Onisaki were originally my enemies, and they're older than me, so I don't feel obligated to be that considerate.

(The ones I need to worry about are...)

I glance around.

Everyone's hunched over their desks, working diligently... no, wait. Someone's doodling manga.

Well, that's fine. If he were just slacking off, that'd be one thing, but this manga artist type is efficient with his work.

(He probably finished his paperwork early and is taking a breather)

That's within acceptable limits.

Even in sales, it's not just about being out in the field. There's plenty of paperwork too.

These quiet times are subtly appreciated by bosses like me. It's a chance to observe the subordinates closely.

I can't see how they're doing when they're out, so I use times like this to spot who needs attention.

(This year, it's all three new hires, huh?)

It's work, so being serious is expected, but being too serious is a bit scary.

If it's just excessive enthusiasm causing them to spin their wheels, that's still okay. That sort of thing settles down on its own into a good rhythm.

But if it's for other reasons, it could be a danger sign.

For example, if they're trying too hard with paperwork because they feel they're failing at sales.

To be honest, no one expects new hires to become immediate assets.

It hasn't even been half a year, so we should be watching over them warmly. Of course, I'd scold them for truly terrible mistakes.

I'm getting off track. We take a long-term view, but some people view them harshly.

—None other than themselves.

When you first join a company, it's half expectation, half anxiety... maybe a bit more expectation.

You start off thinking, "I'm going to do great!" But as you get used to things...

You see how your seniors work and think, "Can I do the same?" or "Maybe I'm not cut out for this..."

But as I said before, we don't think "This guy's no good" at this stage. It's a one-man sumo match.

So far, I haven't received any reports about such precarious situations from the mentors assigned to the new hires.

But from what I can see, they seem to be holding their own negative sumo tournament already.

I'm not saying the mentors are bad... There's a matter of aptitude and getting used to things.

I assigned the current mentors thinking it might be time to let them look after juniors.

So this is my mistake. It's my job to clean up after the mentors.

(Well, let's do this again this year!!)

I psyche myself up a bit and get to work for the few hours until closing time.

As the end-of-day bell rings, I call out the three new hires: Saeki-kun, Shiozaki-kun, and Sudo-kun—the "Sa-Shi-Su" trio.

"It's not like you guys did anything wrong, okay?"

I laugh it off as they look visibly anxious.

"By the way, do you have any plans after this?"

"No..."

"Nothing in particular"

"I'm free, but..."

"Then would you mind coming with me for a bit? Don't worry. It's all on me."

It's hard to refuse when your boss asks like this.

It's not my favorite approach, but please bear with me—I'm not just lonely and looking for young people to drink with.

As expected, though they don't seem eager, the three agree, and I take them to a high-class hostess club in Shinjuku.

"Welcome. Thank you for your hard work this year as well."

"No, no, sorry for the trouble."

"Not at all. This 'event' contributes greatly to the shop's profits, both in sales and other aspects."

I had arranged this in advance, so the owner himself came to greet us.

I'd actually prefer the owner to entertain us... but he's not one of the hostesses. I can't ask him to do that.

We head to the reserved seats in the back, but the Sa-Shi-Su trio seems uncomfortable.

"Um... isn't this kind of place expensive...?"

"Don't worry about it. Your uncle here makes good money."

It is expensive, but it's not like we're at a high-end club in Ginza. Those are for the next step.

I seat the three and first use the oshibori wipes. Ah... refreshing.

"I'll get straight to the point. You guys are worried about whether you can make it in the sales department, aren't you?"

"!!!"

The three of them flinch.

What an honest reaction... I smile wryly and try to calm them down.

"I'm not criticizing you. Would you listen to what I have to say first?"

"...Yes"

"Neither I nor your seniors expect someone who's been with the company for less than a year to be immediately effective."

First, I need to put it into words clearly.

"This isn't about your abilities; it's just how things are.

Elementary school, middle school, high school, university... you might misunderstand because you progressed smoothly, but school and company are different."

If you don't stumble at the start in elementary school, you generally understand how things work.

So when the environment changes, you can carry over your previous know-how to the new environment, but companies are different.

It's a completely unknown world. So it's natural if things don't go well.

It's obvious, but the more successful you've been until now, the harder it is to see this obvious fact, and you end up blaming yourself.

"You're still in a state where we can't tell if you're fish or fowl.

You joined the sales department, but your true aptitude might be elsewhere, and you might do better if you transfer.

But you don't even know that much yet. That's where you are now. So don't be too hard on yourselves."

If this continues, they'll eventually break down.

I explain that there's no need to ruin their shining twenties with their own hands.

"But... I really wonder if I can make it..."

"...Indeed, as you said, sir, I sailed smoothly through school... so I thought I could handle society too..."

"But nothing's going well at all..."

Bit by bit, their true feelings spill out along with their tears.

"No matter how much your boss says it's okay, anxiety is anxiety. So, I'm going to help you build some confidence to ease that anxiety, even if just a little."

"Confidence?"

"That's right. Remember in elementary school? You had tests for vaulting horses, right?"

"Y-Yes..."

"When you found out about the test, weren't you anxious about whether you could do it well?"

But if you practiced over and over to be able to jump, didn't it get a bit better?

I remember practicing a lot with my friends during lunch breaks in elementary school.

"That's true, but specifically, what are we..."

I smile at the three confused faces,

"Come ooooooooon! Hostess Teacheeeeeeers!!!"

I shout.

Answering my call, six hostesses in teacher outfits, holding pink chalk, appear.

"Yes♪"

Let the Satou Hideo-hosted Hostess Club Classroom begin!
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"..."

"Oh my, what's wrong with you all? Your teacher has arrived. You should be applauding to liven things up."

Let me clarify from the start: I'm not joking around here.

I tell them I'm being serious, but the three of them remain perplexed.

I shrug my shoulders and say with a sigh:

"What's the most important skill in sales? It's being a smooth talker... in other words, communication skills, right?"

"W-well, that's true, but..."

"You lost confidence after seeing how your seniors work when you accompanied them, didn't you?"

"...Yes."

I think they had confidence in their communication skills.

But after seeing their seniors in action, they probably thought, "Can I really secure contracts like that?"

Paperwork has clear methods, so it's manageable, but sales is different.

There are manuals, but you can't rely on them alone. It's largely about intuition.

"That's why we have the Cabaret Girl Teachers."

The Cabaret Girl Teachers I've gathered this time are top performers or second and third-best from this club and other affiliated ones.

In other words, they're pros at talking. Oh, I see that look on your face... You don't get it, do you?

"Don't underestimate these night butterflies, you know? Only second and third-rate clubs rely on erotic sales tactics.

If you want to make it in a first-class club, looks alone won't cut it. You need the appropriate conversation skills."

There are those who can trick foolish men into spending ridiculous amounts in one night.

But that's third-rate. That kind of extortion can make men snap and cause incidents.

You see such cases in the news, right? There are risks involved, serious risks.

It takes considerable skill to ensure that even after sobering up, a customer feels they had a good time and doesn't regret spending money.

"Hey, even if you guys were drop-dead gorgeous, could you earn a million yen in one night?"

"Well..."

"But the girls here can do that. And they can do it without making the customer regret spending the money."

Why is that? It's because their communication skills are off the charts, of course.

"So today, you're going to study the art of communication to the fullest."

Meanwhile, I'll be drinking.

The reason all the Teachers brought their own champagne is for this purpose.

We're asking them to do something slightly different from their usual job, after all.

I'll be spending money more lavishly than usual, while the Teachers take care of the newcomers.

"Come on, introduce yourselves!"

"N-nice to meet you!"

"Oh, how cute~"

"I love how fresh the kids are at this time of year."

"It really gives you energy, doesn't it?"

"No need to be so tense, relax, take it easy."

The newcomers straightened their backs when I explained the intention, but... to be honest, this is just a pretext.

It's true that the cream of the crop in the nightlife industry has amazing communication skills.

But will listening to them make those skills your own? You might gain something small, but it's just that - small.

Will it lead to dramatic growth? Not really.

So does this session have no meaning? That's not true either.

(Humans are simple creatures, after all.)

I've instructed the Teachers to make it seem like they've learned something and had a breakthrough while talking about relevant topics.

My goal is to adjust their negative thought patterns to be more positive and help them relax.

They're underestimating themselves, but the fact that they passed the company entrance exam and are here means they have potential.

But if they lean towards negativity, it's a waste of talent. If left unchecked and they make a mistake somewhere, they'll undoubtedly fall into a vicious cycle.

So I'm switching their mindset before that happens.

If they do that, even if they fail in the future, they'll be able to reflect properly and apply it to the next opportunity with a more positive mental state.

You might ask, "Is it necessary to use cabaret girls as teachers?" Well, they're men, after all.

If they're going to be taught various things anyway, it's more pleasant if it's by beautiful women. If they were girls, we'd use handsome hosts.

(But... what's with those outfits?)

I came up with the idea of this cabaret club classroom when I first became an education supervisor and started instructing newcomers.

It's been over ten years since then, I guess?

Of course, the faces have changed since the beginning, and I think I've been working with the current Teachers for about three years.

I'm sure these girls wore normal dresses in their first and second years...

Why are they wearing such blatant male fantasy teacher outfits now? Dresses would be covered by expenses, but these probably wouldn't be.

Out of pocket? Are they paying for this themselves?

"Ah, don't worry. These are covered by expenses."

As if sensing my doubt, one of the Teachers, Aria-chan, chuckles and adds an explanation.

"...They're covered?"

"Well, at first we were planning to pay for them ourselves. We thought Mr. Sato would bring newcomers this year too."

"You were planning to pay out of pocket?"

"We're always indebted to Mr. Sato, and we enjoy this too."

"That's nice, but why did it end up being covered by expenses?"

"After the club closed, we were discussing it among those likely to be called, and the owner overheard us."

Apparently, the owner said he'd cover it as an expense.

"Seriously? What's the owner thinking?"

Even if the suits themselves are good, they wouldn't be used in cabaret work.

What? Are they starting a female teacher day or something? ...If so, I'd like to know in advance.

"Actually, there are quite a few girls who want to be teachers in this cabaret classroom."

"Really?"

Well, I do spend a lot of money on this day, so it does contribute to their performance... but isn't it troublesome?

Oh, well, it's only once a year, so maybe not. I guess it's like a slightly unusual event that helps boost numbers.

"Yes. But only those who are performing well get called."

"So it's motivating them?"

"Yes. It's become one of the factors for positive competition, so the owner thinks this much is fine."

"Hm..."

"And just between us, the owner has a thing for female teacher outfits."

That's just a fetish, isn't it?

But... I see. I've been coming here for a long time, but this is the first I've heard of it.

The owner is quite shy... I'd like to set up a proper opportunity to discuss this sometime.

"Still, that's pretty generous. Even for cosplay, those are pretty nice suits, right?"

"If we're talking about generosity, aren't you the same, Mr. Sato? You spend quite a bit every year for the sake of the newcomers, don't you?"

"Well, I make money from side jobs, so..."

Our company allows side jobs, so I declare part of my underground income as money earned from side jobs.

Underground money is tax-free and doesn't need to be declared, but since I'm a big spender, it's better for me to declare it.

Think about it. If I'm clearly spending beyond my apparent income, it would look suspicious, right?

I'm using the excuse of investment profits so I can spend money without worries.

The government is happy to process everything since they're getting extra tax money anyway.

"Even so, the fact that you don't hesitate to spend a lot of money for others, not yourself... that's really cool, Mr. Sato."

"You're saying such nice things. Maybe I should order another bottle of champagne?"

"Thank you very much. But I'm a bit worried about you drinking too much."

"Don't worry, don't worry. I pass my annual health check every year."

And so, a few hours later.

Look at the faces of the newcomers. Don't they look completely different from when they first entered the club, all bright and shining?

"It was worthwhile, wasn't it?"

"Yes!!"

Excellent, excellent. It seems this year's cabaret classroom was a success too.

However, there's a risk of getting new employees hooked on cabaret clubs and such.

One of the first students was exactly like that.

I noticed and taught him how to enjoy it in moderation, getting him back on track, but if left alone, he might have lost his way.

That guy is now working hard at a branch office. It's not a demotion. He's in a management position because his abilities were recognized.

You might think I'm not one to talk about moderation given how much money I throw around, but that's different.

(I use it freely when I have it, but I can manage well enough when I don't.)

Even if I were told to live only on my salary as a company employee, I'd be fine.

Sure, I'd be able to buy fewer things physically, but I don't dislike that kind of inconvenience either.

There's a different kind of fun in managing with limited funds.

But putting that aside, about these guys.

From my perspective as someone who keeps leveling up as a player instead of switching to a sage class, Sudo-kun seems suspicious.

(Saying anything now would only dampen the mood, but I'll keep an eye on him from time to time.)

Switching gears, I smile at the three of them.

"Alright, from here on out, let's just have pure fun! On to the second round!!"

"We'll follow you anywhere!!"
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			The Inheritor of Death

During lunch break, I slipped out of the office saying I'd eat out, and headed to a café run by people from the "other side."

I wasn't really in the mood to eat out, but having been summoned, I had no choice.

(Well, considering who it is...)

It would be a bit uncomfortable to ignore them.

Nothing would probably happen if I blew them off, but emotionally...

"Ah, Mr. Sato. They're waiting for you at the back table."

"Got it. Oh, and I'll have a café au lait, café au lait."

Having decided to meet, I ordered just a drink—it would be rude to eat during the conversation—and headed to the table.

"Shall we say 'Nice to meet you'?"

"I suppose. Though I already know about you."

A bewitching woman with purple hair greeted me with a faint smile.

One eye hidden by her bangs was subtly alluring. She had sex appeal, no doubt.

Being a "married woman," I had no intention of hitting on her... or perhaps she's a "widow" now?

"So, what business do you have with me today? Have you come to avenge your husband—Queen Persephone?"

"Fufu."

Persephone. Also known as Persephone or Proserpina.

The name of the goddess who is the daughter of Zeus and Demeter, and the consort of Hades.

"What's so funny?"

"Of course I'd laugh. You're asking so directly? About that?"

"I choose my words carefully for those who deserve consideration."

I'm Japanese, after all. I don't owe anything to the Greek gods.

If anything, they've caused me more trouble... and her husband was the prime culprit.

"How arrogant."

"Not to brag, but in high school, I was known as a delinquent."

Really, it's nothing to brag about. Just embarrassing. Even now, huh?

As an adult, I've learned to put on airs, but I feel like my core hasn't changed much.

Well, even now as back then, I only act that way towards enemies... right?

"Dokyu...?"

Seems Japanese slang doesn't translate well to gods. Of course not.

"Well, putting that aside, let me clear up a misunderstanding first."

"Misunderstanding?"

"I didn't call you here out of a grudge. If anything, I'm grateful you thwarted Hades' scheme."

"...You don't share his views?"

"If his plan had succeeded, it would have caused serious chaos in human society."

"And you don't want that?"

"If I disliked humans, I wouldn't dress like this, would I?"

As she said it, I noticed. Persephone's outfit was head-to-toe, perfectly coordinated brand items.

Her natural way of wearing them. It's not something you acquire overnight.

It's partly about personal taste, but to reach this level of mastery isn't just about taste.

You need to have loved and used those brand clothes and accessories for years.

"...I understand. Indeed, if things had gone according to his plan, we'd be worrying about more than just brands."

We'd be at a level where we'd have to worry about what we eat today.

Restoring the faded reverence and authority of death... As a death god, it might be natural, but...

"That said, it's not that I don't have any affection for Hades."

"...Seriously?"

So she didn't come to avenge Hades?

I asked that, but I didn't think it was out of affection for her partner.

I thought it was to maintain her face as the Queen of the Underworld... Gods tend to have high pride, after all.

"You actually loved Hades?"

You'd think it's natural for a married couple, but if you hear how this couple got together, it's hard to think that.

To explain it simply, it went something like this:

Hades: "I've fallen for my brother's daughter. Will you give her to me as a wife?"

Zeus: "Sure."

Hades: "Great! Then I'll kidnap her so she can never return home!"

Zeus: "Fine by me."

Mama Demeter: "Are you kidding me? I'll kill you!"

I'm not joking. It was pretty much like this.

Try this in modern times. It'd become a social issue. It'd be in the news every day.

Even in ancient times, it must have been quite something. Who would think there's love in a couple that got together like this?

"Isn't it arrogant to measure gods by human standards?"

"Even if you say that... There are stories of you being quite dissatisfied too."

"Well, when you're married for a long time, all sorts of things happen."

"But if there's love, all the more... well, it's not confirmed that he's completely annihilated yet."

To my words, Persephone said,

"No. He has truly been annihilated. I know it, being his wife."

These are the words of the Queen of the Underworld. I don't know the logic, but it should have a certain credibility.

"...Even so, you hold no grudge against me?"

"Precisely because we're married, there are lines that shouldn't be crossed, and it was Hades who tried to cross them first."

And she says she can understand why I, a human, eliminated Hades.

"...You're surprisingly understanding for a woman from Greek mythology."

"How rude. Oh yes, I should mention that while the underlings might, Zeus and the others don't hold anything against you either."

"Is that so?"

"It was common knowledge that Hades was acting somewhat out of control, so the general view is that it couldn't be helped."

"I see."

"Athena even seems to think favorably of you."

"Because I'm strong?"

"Because you're strong."

That's not pleasing at all... Athena's totally a landmine woman.

Well, most of the Greek gods are landmines anyway.

That's why truly good ones like Hestia stand out so much.

Giving up her seat among the twelve gods to her crying nephew, or continuing to support people's lives as the goddess of the hearth... isn't she a good woman...

"Putting Athena aside... what did you come to see me for, after all?"

"A warning."

"A warning?"

"...Hades has been annihilated. That's a fact. But just because he died doesn't mean the underworld disappears."

"I suppose not."

The underworld is just Hades' territory, not something that would disappear in a chain reaction.

If it were such a system, the people who requested me wouldn't have asked to eliminate Hades.

"So as the Queen of the Underworld, I need to succeed Hades and govern the underworld, but..."

"But?"

"...His powers haven't been transferred to me."

"Huh?"

"It might be because it's unprecedented for a top-tier death god like Hades to meet a complete death, unlike lesser beings."

Hades was a serious man.

It wouldn't be strange if he had prepared for his powers to be transferred to his partner in case of emergency.

Yet Persephone says that hasn't happened.

Apparently, there's no disruption in running the underworld, but...

"So you're saying there's a possibility he transferred his powers to someone else."

"Yes. And that someone..."

"Might have also inherited Hades' grand cause."

"Exactly."

Ugh, what a pain...

"But do you have any obligation to warn me?"

"Olympus has no intention of getting involved with you."

"...Ah, you want to say that if such a person appears, it has nothing to do with you."

"That's right. That's why I came as Zeus's representative."

They want to have Persephone, Hades' wife, directly state that they have no ill intentions.

"Hades and some other Olympian gods have caused you a lot of trouble, so we're on edge too.

You're ridiculously strong to begin with, and now you've done something outrageous like giving true death to a death god, so we can't just stay silent."

Persephone sighed.

"Well, that's all I had to say. I have some business to attend to, so I'll be going now. Ah, I'll take care of the bill here."

"Alright. By the way, what business?"

"Flirting and sightseeing. Now that I'm free, I thought I'd enjoy myself."

"..."

"Well, that's that."

Persephone left the place with a flourish.

(Oh, Hades...)

I shed a small tear.
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			A Day in the Life of a Junior High School Girl

The rain was falling softly outside the window.

The news said the rainy season had arrived earlier than usual this year.

I've never really liked this time of year, but this time was different. My heart was so light that I didn't even mind the damp air.

"Rika, you've been in such a good mood since around Golden Week," my best friend Kana said as soon as she opened her mouth.

"Really?"

"Yeah. For a while there, you were so irritable it was like you were on your period all the time."

That's... rude... I thought, but I couldn't deny it.

Well, I guess I was pretty frustrated and at my limit with various things from around spring break.

"You stopped coming over to stay at my place too."

"Ah, yeah. I really appreciate your help during that time."

There were times when I didn't want to go home, so I'd stay over at friends' houses.

Well, I only did it when I really couldn't handle it, so it wasn't that often... but I'm truly grateful.

Friends who tell you to come over without asking questions are rare and valuable.

"It's fine, it's fine. I understand how you felt. But that problem's been solved now, right? Your surname changed and all."

"Yeah, it's all sorted. She finally threw out that garbage."

A mother who turned a blind eye to her cheating husband, claiming it was for the sake of the children.

I hated it. It was so disgusting that even looking at her face was painful.

If it was really for my sake, they should have just divorced already. Mom was the one earning more anyway.

Besides, what's the big deal about having both parents?

There are plenty of families out there where single mothers raise their children splendidly.

(I'm still not quite used to the new surname... but compared to before, it's not even an issue.)

Saionji Rika. That's my name now...

I was a bit confused at first because it's different from Mom's maiden name that I'd heard before.

Mom said she changed both her surname and given name completely when she decided to live in the "surface" world.

But since she decided to embrace everything now, she chose to revert just the surname to Saionji.

As for the given name, well, it doesn't change just because of a divorce, so that can't be helped.

"But you know, that's not all, is it? There's something else, right? To be specific... this?" Kana grinned and held up her pinky finger.

"...Isn't that for women?"

"Huh? Doesn't it mean someone you're interested in?"

"Well, I don't know the details, but isn't it a gesture that refers to women?"

"Then what about men?"

"...The middle finger?"

"That's picking a fight!"

But isn't that manly?

"Anyway, that's not the point! So, what's the deal? Did you get one?"

"...Well, he's not exactly my boyfriend yet... but I guess I've met a nice guy."

He's an older man.

Since I met him, my life has started looking up.

Well... yeah, appearance-wise, he's a bit of a sloppy-looking middle-aged guy.

But men aren't about looks. It's about heart. I think that even more now, considering my ex-father was only good-looking on the outside.

This guy's inner self was amazingly cool from our first meeting.

(Though him sprawling on that bench was something else... but what came after, you know.)

His way of dealing with me was like a mature, good man.

Honestly, I was interested in him from that moment. And then... well, you know.

It was only our second time meeting, but I thought he seemed pretty cool at first impression.

Like, refined silver? The type that doesn't get flustered easily. And this guy came running to me with such a worried look on his face, you know?

(Of course that would make my heart skip a beat.)

...Well, I was shocked when I found out later that the reason he was nice to me was because I'm Mom's daughter.

But a good man doesn't stop there.

"Are you unsatisfied with the 'Chika-san's daughter' filter? But you know, most human relationships are like that. It's common to be introduced to a friend of a friend and become friends, right? It's the same thing. Even if there's a filter at first, if you intend to really face the other person, that filter will disappear quickly."

It was so cool I thought my heart would stop.

"...Ka... Rika! You're making a face that shouldn't be shown in public!"

"Oops."

"It's not 'oops'! So, what kind of person is he? Tell me!"

"Hmm, I wonder if I should~"

"Don't be mean... Oh no."

Just then, the bell rang and the teacher entered the classroom.

Kana said, "Tell me the details later!" and returned to her seat.

(Well, it's not like there aren't any problems...)

The age difference? Well, age doesn't matter when it comes to love.

But it must be complicated for Mom.

It would be awkward to react to your daughter dating someone who used to be a close friend.

As I was thinking about this,

"Alright, everyone quiet down. Today, I'm introducing a transfer student."

A transfer student? I was surprised by the sudden announcement.

I hadn't heard anything about this... maybe it was sudden?

Oh, but looking closely, there's a desk set up next to mine. It wasn't there until yesterday.

"Okay, come in."

At the teacher's prompt, a female student entered from outside the classroom.

Silver hair, blue eyes... a foreigner? No, more importantly!!

"Wha... What!? Is that for real!?"

They're huge! Her chest! Her hips! What's with those breasts!?

Aren't they about the size of a small child's head!? And her butt is big too, wow!!

But she's not fat! It's all so... whoa, whoa, whoa...!!

"Naka... Saionji, that's sexual harassment even if it's towards the same sex."

"But this is just...! Eeeeh!?"

Her face is as cute as a doll's too! And that hairstyle with one eye covered by her bangs is just... just...!

What is this beautiful girl who looks like she jumped out of a man's fantasy! Is this even allowed!?

"...Sorry about that. She's a bit of an idiot."

"No, please don't worry about it."

"Is that so? Well then, please introduce yourself again."

"Yes."

She nodded, stood at the podium, and started writing with chalk... Huh, I can't read it.

What's that, English? No, it's different, right?

"My name is Sarna Diadokos, and I'm from Greece. I'm new to Japan and might cause some inconvenience due to my unfamiliarity, but I look forward to getting along with everyone."

The transfer student bowed her head politely.

Even her bow is beautiful... This is dangerous. There's zero elements where I can win as a woman.

"I'd like to have a Q
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			The Day of Trial

As I was enjoying my routine after-work smoke on the rooftop before leaving the office,

"Section Chief, do you have a moment?"

"Oh, what is it, Matsumoto? And that's... Kawada from the Information Systems Department, right?"

Matsumoto came to me with an employee from another department.

I can immediately match faces and names in my own department, but it took me a moment with someone from a different section.

"Eh? Ah, you know me?"

Kawada blinked in surprise.

"Yeah. You and Matsumoto joined the company at the same time, right? I know you, I know you."

Remembering people's faces and names is an essential skill for salespeople.

To hone that skill, a senior colleague I looked up to in my rookie days told me:

First, memorize the faces, names, and basic profiles of the employees in your own department.

That senior quit to take over the family business, and now we only exchange New Year's cards... I'd like to see him again sometime.

"So, what's up? Got some trouble?"

"Well, not exactly trouble... Section Chief, you go to bars, right? Not okama bars, but those fancy regular ones."

"Yeah. I basically cover any place where you can drink."

I even go to host clubs, you know.

Not too often, but entertaining hosts can be quite fun in its own way.

"H-hey, Matsumoto... I don't think this is something we should be asking Section Chief Sato about..."

"Don't be stupid. Sato is the biggest player in our company. If you ask him, you can't go wrong."

"Hmm?"

"Well, you see. Kawada here is interested in those fancy bars. You know, it's cool to drink at places like that."

"H-hey, you... Stop it, it's embarrassing!"

"No, no, there's nothing to be embarrassed about. Actually, that was my reason for going the first time too."

Just because it seemed cool. Really, that was the only reason.

I remember casually frequenting bars and learning how to enjoy them from other customers and bartenders. Those were the days.

"That's so like you, Section Chief. Well, you might not care, but those places have a pretty high threshold, right?"

What's with that phrasing? It makes me sound like a rough guy. Not that I can deny it.

Anyway, I get what you're trying to say.

"So you want me to give you a quick lecture, is that it?"

"If it's not too much trouble..."

Kawada takes out a notepad. It seems he really intends to just talk.

I think he could be a bit more brazen... but I guess it's hard to be too casual with a superior. Especially from a different department.

"It's no trouble at all. Alright then, this old man will treat you tonight."

"No, no, no! That's not what we meant..."

"It's fine, it's fine. Matsumoto, you'll join us too, right?"

"I'll gratefully accept."

"Good, good. Now then, let's..."

Just then, my smartphone vibrates. I check it and...

"...Sorry, something urgent came up. I can't make it today. How's your schedule for tomorrow?"

"I'm free."

"M-me too... yes!"

"Then let's do it tomorrow. I'll make sure it's extra fun to make up for today. Really sorry about this."

I stub out my half-smoked cigarette and toss it in the ashtray. I down my coffee in one go and leave the rooftop.

Leaving the company, I head to a café run by the Mutual Aid Society.

It's a café on the surface, but there's a facility for members in the back, accessed by manipulating space.

It's basically like the adventurers' guild you see in fantasy stories.

There are several such facilities in Tokyo, and the one I'm visiting now is the one I use often.

"Sorry for the sudden call."

"No, it's fine. I told you to contact me if anything came up with those kids."

"Those kids" refers to Rika and Hikaru.

They've been taking on simple requests as training with an instructor about once or twice a week, though not too frequently.

They've gotten pretty used to it, so today they were supposed to take on a slightly tougher request to get a glimpse of the harshness of the hidden world...

"More importantly, Senpai... is Yoshino-san okay?"

Apparently, his wife suddenly went into labor, so he couldn't accompany them at the last minute.

Normally, today's request would be canceled at this point, but good requests suitable for newcomers aren't always available.

If they miss this one, who knows when the next opportunity will come. You might think we could just let another freelancer lead them, but it's not that simple.

The role of instructor is only entrusted to those the Mutual Aid Society has complete faith in.

Long ago, there were cases of people pretending to be freelancers, joining the Society, and then influencing newcomers to poach them for their own organizations.

That's why the Society is so strict about selecting instructors, but the downside is that they don't have enough personnel to quickly find a substitute.

However, this time I was available, so we decided to at least go through with the briefing.

"Yes. He's at the hospital with his wife now."

"I see, I see. Well then, can you tell me about the request assigned to the two of them?"

Apparently, they haven't explained it to the two waiting in another room yet because they don't know what's going to happen.

I need to listen carefully.

"Here are the documents."

"Okay, let's see... Ugh!? Eh... this kind of thing? And two cases at that..."

I involuntarily grimace, and the receptionist looks troubled.

"This is sort of like a rite of passage in our world..."

"I-I understand, but..."

"We don't have anything more straightforward at the moment..."

"...Give me a moment. I'm going to consult with Chika-san first."

Hikaru might be okay, but Rika...

I quickly take out my smartphone and send a message. The reply comes back:
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"Perverts are our target this time."

When I announced this, Rika-chan looked puzzled, while Hikaru-kun's face resembled that of a cat doing the Flehmen response.

"Well then, shall we go to the scene?"

"W-w-w-wait! Huh? What? Satou-san! Explanation! Explanation! What do you mean by this!?"

"...Seeing is believing. You'll understand when you see it."

It's not proper conduct to not thoroughly explain the request beforehand. A proper instructor would have given a detailed explanation. But I'm here now. With me around, nothing too outrageous is likely to happen. So, to make them understand to the bone, prioritizing the initial impact is better.

(To be honest, when it was my turn, I didn't think much of it)

This must be about personality differences. The one experiencing versus the one making others experience. Adults versus children. It's amazing how perspectives can change so much depending on one's position...

"Are you both done with preparations?"

"Okay~"

"...I-I guess so."

Rika-chan seems quite thick-skinned. While Chika-san is the serious type, Rika-chan seems to have a nature of not thinking too deeply about things.

"Alright, let's go."

I teleported with the two of them to a certain mountain in Saitama Prefecture.

"We'll walk a bit."

"Roger that."

"Y-yes!"

I could have teleported directly to the base, but I decided to let them walk a bit to prepare themselves mentally. And as planned, while walking through the mountain at night, Hikaru-kun's feelings seemed to settle down. We arrived at our destination after walking for about ten minutes.

"Uncle? There's nothing here?"

"Oh, but there is."

I stubbed out the cigarette I had been smoking in an ashtray and exhaled a big puff of smoke. As the exhaled smoke spread vigorously, blowing away the camouflage, a Western-style mansion appeared where there was supposedly nothing.

"You can learn about this kind of camouflage from your instructor later. Now, let's go."

I kicked down the door and shouted.

"This is a raid!!!"

Then, from all over the mansion, people who seemed to be members of the organization appeared. Counting roughly... oh, there are about fifty of them. To gather that much support... well, I understand the feeling, but still.

"Th-that's... Satou Hideo!?"

"Even if we were exposed, why would a man like him..."

"L-l-l-leader!!"

Seeing my face, more than 70% of them became flustered. The remaining 30% didn't even flinch. Judging by their attitude and apparent strength, that 30% must be the executives and the top brass.

"Calm down, all of you. Yes, he is indeed a fearsome man."

A well-groomed man standing on the landing of the stairs spoke up. He must be the leader. But... is he about the same age as me? Seriously, man? You're quite good-looking...

"'Humanity's Strongest,' 'Earth's Final Line of Defense,' 'Personification of Nuclear Power,' 'The Jörmungandr of Umeda.' He possesses strength that not only lives up to these grand titles but even makes them seem insufficient."

The Jörmungandr of Umeda is wrong, though. That nickname was given by someone from the underground who saw me drinking myself to death in Umeda during a business trip to Osaka. It has nothing to do with strength, just meaning I was way beyond the level of a mere snake in terms of drinking.

"...But so what?"

Their agitation began to settle. ...Right, this is a nostalgic feeling. These types of guys often have a strange charisma.

"Are we going to bend our will just because of power? Are we going to abandon the light we've been pursuing just because a strong person appeared?"

Man, that sounds so cool.

"Don't make me laugh. Human dignity isn't something that bows to mere strength."

I reflexively reached for a tall can of beer but restrained myself. If it were just me, that would be fine, but I'm responsible for guiding these kids, so I can't escape into alcohol.

"Besides, is Satou Hideo really what we should be looking at right now? Sure, if he were a woman, he might have tremendous potential, but he's a man."

"..."

"What we should be looking at now is that girl over there."

"Eh, me?"

Rika-chan flinched slightly as everyone's gaze suddenly turned towards her.

"...Indeed."

"I sense considerable potential."

"But that makes it all the more regrettable."

"Ah, yes. She lacks refinement."

"What are you saying? It's our duty to guide and teach her."

Rika-chan? They're not exactly complimenting you, you know? Well, to them it's praise, but... Oh!

"Uncle!?"

"Satou-san!!"

A beam of light was fired from the leader without any warning. I deliberately intercepted it, jumping into its path as it was aimed at Rika-chan.

"It's alright. No damage done."

"O-okay... Huh!? Wait, Uncle, why is your hair blonde now!?"

"...You're quick. Hair dyeing magic... if it had hit, that girl would have become a beautiful blonde."

"Even the fastest hair dyeing magic was so easily..."

"At this rate, we won't be able to hit her with the makeup beam or the tanning ray."

"Wait, wait, wait! What are you trying to tan!? This calls for a skin-whitening beam!!"

Ah... they're not really united after all. Even if their ultimate goal is the same, personal preferences differ when it comes to the details. I think both are fine though.

"Hair dyeing? Makeup? Tanning? Skin whitening? S-Satou-san... who on earth are these people..."

"...As you can see, they're an organization. Let me tell you their name."

I sigh and say:

"They're the 'Society for Creating Gyaru Friendly to Otaku.'"

"'Huh?'"

"The Society for Creating Gyaru Friendly to Otaku."

"It's not that we didn't hear you! W-what are you saying..."

"In the underground world, there are those who use supernatural powers to do bad things. These guys are one such group."

There are outright villains who unfairly acquire large sums of money, kill people, or kidnap women, but these guys are a different breed from those straightforward bad guys. There's... a certain number of perverts who use their powers in stupid ways to satisfy their fetishes. And the annoying thing is, even if you crush one group, another pervert pops up, and it never ends. Compared to the outright villains, they're small-time... no, calling them small-time might be an insult to actual small-time crooks, but they're still a nuisance. It's also the Mutual Aid Society's job to deal with them to prevent trouble for ordinary citizens.

"Young lady over there. Won't you become a gyaru too?"

"Stop recruiting."

"As a gyaru friendly to otaku, you could save many shy boys."

Damn, they're not listening at all... I mean, I like discussing fetishes too, but come on. Forcing it on others is wrong, isn't it? It's enough fun to chat about it with close friends... I mean, like-minded companions.

"What do you say? Let us hear your answer."

"...Uncle."

"You can ignore them. Now then, I'll handle the strong ones, so you two take care of the rest."

"Okay... Ah, I really don't feel like doing this at all."

"W-well, let's do our best."

I take a step forward while lightly rotating my shoulders.

"Hey, before we start, can I say one thing?"

"What is it?"

"You guys, aren't you misunderstanding something? I think there are gyaru who are friendly to otaku."

But,

"Those girls aren't just friendly to otaku, you know? They're friendly to otaku 'as well as' others."

For a moment, time stood still. But they quickly came to their senses, and:

"Say that and it's war!!!"

≪Kill him!!!≫

And so, the battle began.
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"Hah... hah..."

Thirty minutes, huh? That took quite a while.

I observe the two of them while sitting on top of the pile of beaten-up perverts.

As I declared, I didn't let a single tough opponent escape that would've been too much for the two of them.

Those kids dealt with about five enemies. Though outnumbered, the skill level wasn't an issue.

Yet they're this exhausted...

"These guys were way too persistent..."

"They were... weaker than the monsters we usually face... but their tenacity was extraordinary..."

It's because these small fries were tougher than expected.

I tell the two who are breathing heavily:

"This is the difference between monsters and humans."

While we sometimes deal with humans in our requests, this is a first for these two.

When humans are the enemy, except for pervert cases, there's usually a serious situation behind it.

Naturally, they're not at the stage where I'd let them step into such matters.

"Light, I taught you this before, right?"

I restrain the fallen ones and transfer them all to the Mutual Aid Society's facility.

From here on, it's the Society's job.

"...When people from the supernatural world clash, their mental state greatly influences the battle."

"That's right."

However...

"These guys are a kind of special case."

For example, the leaders and executives I took down.

Even those who were several times stronger than these guys sometimes lose their will to fight the moment they face me.

Some might not break without fighting, but as they engage, they crumble under the absolute difference in ability.

But these guys were brimming with fighting spirit throughout. Perverts are usually like this.

They use their supernatural powers solely for their fetishes. In a way, you could say they have conviction.

That's probably why. Their unwavering mental state is extraordinary, even if their power isn't.

"It's been nearly 20 years since I stepped into the supernatural world?

I've beaten up about as many perverts as there are years in the Western calendar, and most of them kept struggling until the very end."

Memories race through my mind. Nothing but rotten ones.

"Over two thousand perverts... this country is done for."

"...Why... why do they use their powers for such things..."

Rika-chan worries, Light-kun laments.

There's nothing to say to that. Really, it's messed up.

Nodding deeply, I heal the two of them.

They're surprised by the sudden lightness in their bodies, but...

"Um, perhaps..."

"Yes. There's one more case."

"I knew it!"

They're smart kids. Well, that's why they're struggling now.

The first impression was impactful enough, so I'll properly explain about the next opponent.

"The next enemy is the Virgin Frontline. You can probably guess what kind of people they are."

"Virgin fanatics?!"

"S-Saionji-san! A girl shouldn't... you shouldn't say such things!"

I've been avoiding mentioning it, but the high school boy Light is more of a maiden than the junior high school girl Rika, isn't he?

Or maybe he's thinking of his younger sisters because Rika is younger.

As a big brother, he probably can't help but think about how he'd feel if his own sisters were casually making crude remarks.

"Well, let's go to the next one."

"...Okay."

I take the two dejected kids to a certain port in Chiba Prefecture. From mountains to the sea.

Perverts really do live everywhere, huh.

"Time for a raid, you bastards!"

As I kick down the warehouse door, I simultaneously deploy a barrier around the area to prevent civilians from getting involved.

Inside the warehouse, about twenty men and women were chatting in a circle, but they immediately entered battle stance upon seeing us.

...Like before, there are women mixed in here too.

In the past, it was all men, but recently, many pervert groups have a small number of women mixed in. I hate this kind of gender equality.

"S-Satou Hideo?!"

"Impossible... Why are you here?!"

"More importantly..."

Everyone's gaze turns to Rika-chan. They nod and silently give a thumbs up.

"Gross! Disgusting! What's with these guys?! Ew ew ew ew ewwww!"

She's absolutely right.

I should probably be angry here too, but... I'm just too mentally exhausted to muster the energy...

"...Looking at the two rookies, is this Mutual Aid Society training?"

"It's surprising that Satou Hideo is acting as an instructor, but... more importantly!"

"Has the Mutual Aid Society deemed us heretics?!"

"Why?! We haven't done anything!"

"You have."

I don't want to say this in front of a young lady, but...

"Girls who had their... restored without their knowledge were almost becoming an urban legend on social media as a mysterious incident."

I feel sorry for the government and Mutual Aid Society who had to rush to cover it up...

The only saving grace is that it wasn't indiscriminate restoration on the streets.

These guys basically act on requests from men.

Like, "My girlfriend who has experience with other men," or "That girl I have a crush on," and so on.

The ones making the requests are just as messed up. I try not to think too deeply about it. It would drive me crazy.

"Just come quietly."

"Fools who don't understand our noble cause! Men, let's do this! We'll fight to the last man!"

And so the battle began.

Though fewer in number than before, their average level was higher, and the fight dragged on, but the two managed to secure victory.

I reported the completion of the request to the Mutual Aid Society on behalf of the two who were silently hanging their heads.

"...Let's go get something to eat for now."

The two nodded silently. I chose a family restaurant.

We could have gone to a nice sushi place or an expensive yakiniku restaurant, but in their current state, they probably wouldn't be able to appreciate the taste.

I'll take them to a fancy place next time as a reward for their hard work.

"...Satou-san."

"Hm?"

As I was looking at the menu, Light-kun, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

By the way, Rika-chan seems to have recovered by the time we entered the restaurant and is now at the drink bar mixing various drinks.

You do that, don't you? In middle and high school, everyone does it.

"What will happen to those people from now on?"

...Ah, I see.

Being serious and thoughtful, Light-kun has probably guessed. What happens to those who cause trouble in the supernatural world.

But in this case, there's no need to worry.

"Don't worry. They'll live."

Those perverts will have their fetishes sealed by the Mutual Aid Society's curse specialists.

It's not permanent though. If they work and contribute, the seal can be lifted.

As I explain this...

"Is that a punishment? If they slack off during the work..."

"It is a punishment. For them, their fetishes are more important than anything."

They almost never slack off on the work.

"By the way, the reason we don't kill them is that they become valuable assets in times of crisis."

"Assets?"

"Yeah. For them, a world crisis equals a crisis for their fetishes. They're extremely cooperative in emergencies."

It was the same in my time too.

When I was about to face the final battle with Chika-san, a bunch of reliable perverts joined in and helped clear the way for us.

"..."

"Light-kun?"

"I'm a bit tired."

"Yeah..."

He looks like he's about to cry, like a salaryman who's worked over 100 hours of overtime in a black company...
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			A Moment of Healing

The day after dealing with that group of perverts, I kept my promise and took Matsumoto-kun and Kawada-kun to my regular bar.

I have several favorite spots, but I chose the one I thought would suit Kawada-kun best. It was mainly because of the bartender's personality. While all the bartenders are good men, I figured a calm and gentlemanly one would be more appropriate. A dandy, slightly roguish type might be a bit intimidating for him.

"Ah, Sato-san, good evening. Are these the ones you mentioned?"

"That's right. They're beginners. Teach them various things, like you did for me way back when."

"With pleasure. But... hehe."

"Hm?"

"I'm reminded of how you used to be, Sato-san. It's a bit nostalgic. You've really settled down, haven't you?"

Oh geez, how embarrassing.

Though, I'm not sure if "settled down" is quite right. It's more like I've learned how to adjust my energy to enjoy each situation to the fullest.

"Um, well, thank you for having us today!"

"Kawada, calm down."

The bartender's eyes crinkled as he smiled warmly at the two young men.

It's these casual gestures that make him so cool.

"So, what would you like to order?"

"Well... I'm not really familiar with alcohol in general..."

"I see. What kinds of drinks have you had before?"

"Chu-hai and beer... I like chu-hai, but beer is a bit tough for me."

Alright, I get it. He hasn't had much experience with proper drinks.

But if he can handle chu-hai, at least alcohol itself isn't a problem.

"In that case, why don't we start with a Kahlúa milk?"

"Eh? Boss, isn't that something girls usually drink?"

Matsumoto-kun chimed in, probably thinking it didn't match the cool image he had in mind. Kawada-kun didn't say anything, but he seemed to be thinking the same thing.

"Isn't it more uncool to force yourself to drink something you don't enjoy just to look mature?"

"Well..."

"Besides, it'd be a shame for the bartender if you drank his carefully prepared drink like that."

"...You're right, Section Chief Sato."

Kawada-kun's face showed a sudden realization.

Though, to be honest, the bartender probably wouldn't mind.

He'd likely just watch over their youthful mistakes with an indulgent smile.

"By the way, Boss, what did you order your first time?"

"A martini. I thought it would look cool."

"How was it?"

"The herbal flavor was... quite unique. I honestly found it unpleasant."

"That's terrible!"

Matsumoto-kun's retort was justified.

"No, no, that's not true at all. Sato-san has always been a cheerful person, both then and now. He even enjoyed that failure. Enjoying your drink is the most important part of appreciating alcohol."

The bartender came to my defense.

It was this kind of thoughtfulness that used to make the young me feel all fluttery inside.

"Besides, he can enjoy martinis now."

"Drinking is all about getting used to it, after all."

You should start with something easy to drink.

Find what you enjoy, then gradually expand your range.

Naturally, you'll be able to drink various types of alcohol that way.

Of course, if something really doesn't suit you, it's okay to admit that too.

"So, bartender, we'll have a Kahlúa milk. And some assorted nuts for snacks, please."

"Certainly."

It's a sweet drink, so let's balance it out with some salty snacks and sip it slowly.

"Don't gulp it down. Try drinking it little by little, almost like you're holding it in your mouth."

As the order arrived, I gave them a bit of advice. The two nodded and brought the glasses to their lips.

"Ah... it's good..."

"Delicious... It's like a café au lait... but different, probably because it's alcohol..."

"It has a surprisingly high alcohol content, so be careful."

I took a sip and tossed some salted nuts into my mouth.

The nuts are good, but not exceptionally so.

Yet there's something addictive about them. Once they're in front of you, you can't stop eating.

"These nuts seem like you could eat them forever."

Matsumoto-kun seemed to feel the same way, popping them into his mouth one after another.

Kawada-kun was still a bit stiff, but Matsumoto-kun seemed to have completely adapted to the bar's atmosphere.

His lack of shyness is a good point for a salesman. Though, it can sometimes lead to mistakes too.

"The glass is almost empty. Are you guys okay? Not feeling sick or anything?"

"Ah, no, I'm fine."

"Me too."

"Then what would you like next? Instead of naming a drink, tell me what kind of flavor you'd prefer."

"...Even with the nuts, my mouth still feels quite sweet, so maybe something refreshing?"

"Bartender, how about a Fuzzy Navel?"

"That would be visually refreshing as well. Good choice."

"Then let's go with that. Oh, and some jerky too, please."

"Certainly."

A Fuzzy Navel is a cocktail made with peach liqueur and orange juice.

It looks just like orange juice and is easy to drink with a smooth taste.

There's some sweetness from the peach, but he'll probably make it with a stronger orange flavor, so it should match the request.

"By the way, Boss."

"Yeah?"

"You seem a bit low-key today, don't you? Usually when we drink, you're all 'Woo-hoo!' and excited."

"It's not appropriate to get rowdy in a place like this. There's a right energy level for enjoying each situation the most."

It's like wearing a full suit to the beach - you wouldn't enjoy it. It's the same principle.

There's a way to present yourself that lets you best appreciate each setting.

"Relax your shoulders and take on a slightly laid-back attitude. That's about right for here."

On the other hand, in a casual izakaya, I prefer to enjoy myself from the bottom of my heart, like 'Let's have a blast, oh yeah!'

The 'Woo-hoo!' me that Matsumoto-kun is talking about is how I am in those places.

We've drunk together in those kinds of establishments before, so he probably found this a bit strange.

"I see."

"That's helpful to know."

"Kawada-kun, you don't need to take it so seriously. Just keep in mind that this is one way of thinking about it."

More importantly...

"Kawada-kun, if you've been researching bars, you probably know about cigar bars too, right?"

"Ah, yes."

"Are you interested? If so, I could take you sometime. Let's all three go together."

We could smoke cigars here too, but I don't have any on me, and it's better to go to a specialized place anyway.

"...Is that really okay?"

"Of course. Matsumoto-kun will join us too, right?"

"Count me in!"

"But why go so far... I'm not even in your department..."

"Oh, it's just a little thank you."

"???"

"Yesterday, I had some tough stuff to deal with. It left me feeling a bit down."

Drinking with young people is nice. It gives you energy somehow.

I lightly patted Kawada-kun's shoulder to tell him not to worry about it, and took a sip of the newly arrived cocktail.

Matsumoto-kun looked like he wanted to know about the tough stuff, but...

(I can't exactly tell them I was exhausted from beating up perverts while with my kid.)



		
		
		
			Chapter 38: 
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 38

			Untitled

			Summer Has Arrived

Time seems to flow faster when you become an adult.

With everything that's been happening lately, I've hardly noticed it's already July.

"...There's an opening!"

"No, there isn't."

A strike interwoven with several feints.

Not bad, but still a bit lacking. I can't let myself get hit by that.

(He's so serious, even on a precious day off)

Today is Saturday, the most carefree and enjoyable holiday for kids.

Yet he still sent an invitation saying, "If you have time today, would you mind joining me for some training?"

I don't mind, really. I had taken the day off for some business in the normal world. After that, I was free.

(But these kids are spending their precious youth... Oh?)

As I easily dodge the series of attacks and get behind Hikaru-kun to hold him, I notice something.

Looking up, I see Rika-chan above me with both hands outstretched.

"Flyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!"

"Huh!?"

Hikaru-kun is startled.

No wonder. The wind was released with such force that it threatened to sweep us both away.

I neutralize the wind with cigarette smoke and use the smoke to capture Rika-chan as she tries to distance herself.

After confirming that she's been slammed to the ground, I declare a break.

We need to hydrate soon, or we might get heatstroke.

"Make sure you drink plenty of water. 'I'm still fine' isn't actually fine, you know."

"Yes!"

"Okay~"

"Well then, let's evaluate your performance while we take a break."

...Man, I could really go for an ice-cold beer right now.

Feeling unsatisfied with the sports drink, I gulp it down and continue.

"First, Hikaru-kun. Your movements have improved. Definitely."

"Thank you very much."

"However, you're not quite making the right choices during combat."

Fighting by forcing your strengths. Fighting by covering your weaknesses. Or balancing both.

If we were to roughly categorize combat strategies, it would be these three.

After explaining this, I say,

"Given your temperament, the style that suits you best is fighting to cover your weaknesses."

"...Yes, I think so too."

Right. Earnest and steady.

That type tends to fight in a way that minimizes losses. That's exactly Hikaru-kun.

"Then you shouldn't do things that don't suit you."

"Things that don't suit me?"

He tilts his head, seemingly unable to think of anything. I tell him,

"I'm talking about feints."

Mixing truth and deception to land attacks. Isn't that the basics of fighting? Yes, that's true.

But poor feints can actually be a hindrance. Sometimes, it's better to attack straightforwardly if that has a higher chance of landing.

That's exactly Hikaru-kun's case. The real attacks are pretty good, but the feints are sloppy. They're at a level where I'd say go wash your face and try again.

"In that situation, it would have been better to attack straightforwardly rather than trying to be clever."

"Akatsuki-kun does seem like he'd be bad at lying. Like, he'd probably look super guilty after telling a lie."

Exactly.

"I-I'll be careful..."

"Hikaru-kun, your fundamentals are good, so keep improving on that while reconsidering your strengths and weaknesses."

"...Yes!"

I guess that covers it for Hikaru-kun.

"Now, let's move on to Rika-chan."

"Yay~"

"Rika-chan, on the contrary, your fundamentals aren't good. It might be boring and tedious, but you need to work on that properly."

"Ugh... okay."

She probably realized it herself. She nods with a guilty look.

But you know, they're parent and child, yet completely opposite in this regard.

In Chika-san's case, she was strong from the start, but she consistently and diligently trained her fundamentals.

"However, your combat approach was good."

"Really!?"

"Yeah. You're decisive above all else. In terms of the categories I mentioned earlier, you're able to fight by forcing your strengths."

Given her personality, a style that minimizes losses doesn't suit her.

She seems to understand this subconsciously. There wasn't a single instance of her fighting that way.

She kept pushing her strengths at me, going all out.

"The wind at the end was especially good. You knew I would protect Hikaru-kun when you did that, right?"

"Yeah. Because considering personality traits is part of fighting too, right?"

"Exactly."

Hikaru-kun probably couldn't do that.

If Hikaru-kun were in the opposite position, even if he knew for certain that I would block it, his inherent kindness would make him hesitate to attack with full force.

But that's not a flaw, it's a strength. I don't dislike that kind of kindness.

Conversely, it's not that Rika-chan is cold-hearted. Being able to take bold actions is also a strength.

"Just remember that strengths can become weaknesses if used incorrectly."

Rika-chan's decisiveness could lead to shallow thinking.

Hikaru-kun's kindness could lead to weakness in doing what needs to be done when it needs to be done.

Let's summarize for Rika-chan.

"Work hard on the basics. Your decisiveness is fine as it is. But if you consciously think a bit more, you'll improve even further."

"Think more... got it."

"Once we've rested enough, let's start again. Next time, try to keep in mind what I've just said."

"Yes!!"

What an energetic response.

"By the way, summer vacation starts in about two weeks. Do you two have any plans?"

"Nothing in particular. As usual, I'll do my homework, look after my sisters... and maybe increase my work here a bit."

Hearing Hikaru-kun say he wants to contribute money to his family really hits me hard.

Hikaru-kun puts whatever's left after deducting expenses for consumables like recovery items into his household...

I feel ashamed of my past self who only used money for playing around.

"I might hang out with friends. Mom seems to want to take me on a trip, but... you know?"

"Ah yeah, she's been looking busy lately."

When we drank the other day, she had this "hell is about to begin" kind of look.

"What about you, Uncle?"

"Hm? Well, I'm not exactly free, but I have some leeway."

I should be able to take paid leave if I want, and summer vacation shouldn't be a problem.

Well, that's assuming nothing comes up.

But there doesn't seem to be any sign of trouble or urgent matters, so I think I'll be able to relax this year.

"Then why don't you take us out to play, Uncle?"

"Me?"

"Is that not okay?"

"It's fine, but... would it be fun to go out with an old man like me?"

"It would be fun. Because even though you're an uncle, we can talk normally when we chat."

Probably because my sensibilities are still childish.

"Alright. I'll take three days of paid leave sometime in the latter half of July, so decide where you want to go."

"Yay, Akatsuki-kun!"

"Huh?"

"Oh, Akatsuki-kun is coming too, right? It's a good chance to take your sisters out to play."

The way she naturally includes Hikaru-kun and his sisters shows she's really an extrovert.

Hikaru-kun isn't exactly introverted, but he's serious, so he tends to hold back in situations like this.

"Well, um..."

"Kids shouldn't hold back."

"...Then, please."

"Sure."

"Hey hey, Akatsuki-kun, where should we ask to be taken? It's summer, so the sea? Ah, but the mountains might be good too..."

"I... either is fine. Ai and Midori would be happy with either too."

Hey, hey... are these kids serious?

"No, no good at all, Rika-chan. Your imagination is too poor."

"Huh? I'm suddenly being dissed?"

"It should be both. Play at the sea during the day, and camp in the mountains at night. That's the only way to go."

The second day will be all about the mountains. Enjoy the mountains to the fullest.

And on the final day, swim in the sea from the morning and head back in the evening... Perfect, right?

"Um, won't that be too much of a burden for Sato-san?"

"Huh, why? Even if I'm taking kids along, I'll be enjoying myself too, you know?"

Of course, I'll be keeping an eye out for any dangers.

But if I'm having fun too, it's not a burden at all.

"Uncle, your mentality is really youthful, isn't it~"

"It's because I never forget the heart of a boy that I can enjoy summer even as an adult. More importantly, let's think about what to do!"

"Yeah! Akatsuki-kun, is there anything you want to do!?"

"Um..."

And so, we got excited talking about our summer vacation plans.
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"...A teacher, huh?"

On Sunday, while slurping some somen noodles for lunch, I was reminiscing about yesterday's events.

After finishing training and taking a shower, I was drinking beer in the facility's lounge when the chairman approached me. He said he had a favor to ask, and at first, I thought it might be another troublesome situation, but it wasn't.

"A school for the 'hidden world'?"

"It's not an official decision yet, but..."

The idea was to create a school for children who had been dragged into the hidden world. That's the kind of discussion that was happening.

"As you know, Mr. Sato, there are a certain number of children who get involved in the hidden world."

"Ah, like Rika-chan and Hikaru-kun."

Well, in Rika-chan's case, it feels like it might have been an unavoidable fate.

Anyway, there are quite a few kids who get dragged into the hidden world and somehow manage to survive there. The Mutual Aid Society assigns mentors to such children, but...

"We're managing for now, but I think there will come a time when we can't handle it with our current approach."

"Well... I suppose it's only going to increase, not decrease."

We can't say we're fully capable of dealing with the villains and monsters of the hidden world. Those who maintain order in the hidden world are chronically understaffed. Due to these shortcomings, there's a slight but continuous increase in cases where ordinary people are harmed or awaken to powers through contact with supernatural entities.

"The current individualized approach yields better quality results, but..."

"It can't handle the numbers. So you're thinking of standardized education?"

"Yes. As part of that, we're planning to start a trial classroom, like a summer course for students."

"And you want me?"

"Yes, we'd very much like you to participate as one of the teachers."

"And why me?"

"Judging from how you handle Saionji Rika and Akatsuki Hikaru, you clearly have more than enough instructional ability... Moreover, you are, without exaggeration, the 'strongest'."

"?"

"To be blunt, we'd like you to become something of a boogeyman."

"That's too blunt."

I see. They want me to use overwhelming power to crush the spirits of kids who tend to get cocky. I know from experience that when you get involved in this world during your impressionable years, you can easily get carried away. That can lead to death or going down the wrong path.

...Well, I was different. I was cocky even before I got my powers. Kids who get carried away after gaining power are actually more self-aware than I was.

"The mentors are careful about that, but..."

"...I see. They're seen as just being in the hidden world a bit longer. Kids think they can surpass them with some training."

"Well, not all of them are like that."

It's harsh to blame the children. Even adults can get drunk on suddenly acquired power. If even adults who know a thing or two about the ways of the world can fall prey to this, it's all the more true for children. In fact, even Rika-chan, who's growing up quite well, has such tendencies. Children like Hikaru-kun, who are self-aware in a good way from the start, are rare.

"Well, I understand what you want to do. But wouldn't it be inconvenient for you guys if I crush their spirits too much?"

Once they gain the power to protect themselves, they have a choice: continue in the hidden world or wash their hands of it and return to the surface world. Hikaru-kun initially intended the latter, but he seems to be considering staying in the hidden world to protect his family from the dangers he's realized are more prevalent than expected.

For the Mutual Aid Society, people who choose to remain in the hidden world are valuable assets, and those who get cocky usually choose to stay. Not everyone continues to belong to the Mutual Aid Society; some get headhunted by other organizations. But the fact that we've taken care of them carries significant weight. Many end up staying with the Mutual Aid Society and becoming part of the force maintaining order in the hidden world. The Society's support system also takes advantage of these emotional ties.

"If I crush them completely, won't they just want out?"

"Well... we'll follow up on our end. If it's still not possible..."

"Then they can't be expected to be useful as fighting force, so it's no problem to let them go?"

"Yes."

"Hmm..."

If done well, it could increase the number of self-aware assets. If done poorly, we might lose potential allies... Well, I suppose they want to try various approaches, including this risk.

"...I have my regular job too, you know."

"Of course, we'll set it up like night school, just twice a week, to avoid interfering with your daytime work."

In the end, I was persuaded. I suppose I should repay the favors they've done for me regarding Rika-chan, Hikaru-kun, Yanagi, and Onisaki. By the way, Yanagi and Onisaki have recently made a full return to the public stage. They're now preparing and dealing with the remnants of the two major factions from the past.

(We couldn't get any information out of those two we caught back then, huh...)

Even house searches only turned up evidence supporting the official reasons for investigation, nothing more. The remaining source of information was the two we captured, but they stubbornly refused to talk. The Mutual Aid Society was prepared for a long-term effort, but... we were outmaneuvered. They apparently took advantage of an opening to commit suicide.

(I guess we have to leave it to Yanagi and Onisaki.)

They were once comrades, so they should understand their thought processes well. They'll contact me if they need my power, so until then, all I can do is wait and see.

"Phew... thanks for the meal."

I put my hands together and take the dishes to the sink. Looking at the clock... there's still some time, but I might as well head out since I have nothing else to do. Today, I'm going shopping for swimsuits with Rika-chan, Hikaru-kun, and the twins. After yesterday's conversation, Rika-chan suggested it, and since Hikaru-kun and the others had no plans, we decided to strike while the iron was hot. Since we all live in different places, we agreed to meet at a station roughly halfway between the Saionji and Akatsuki households.

"Ah, hello. Come on, you two, say hello."

"Uncle, hello!!"

They're already here about twenty minutes early... as expected of Hikaru-kun. The twins are wearing hats and have water bottles ready, showing how well-prepared they are.

"Hey, hey, Uncle, you're going to take us to the beach, right?"

"Hey, hey, Uncle, what do we do at camp? Curry? Are we making curry?"

"H-Hey, you two!"

"It's fine, it's fine."

I pick up the twins who have come swarming around me. Hikaru-kun seems concerned, but it's okay. It's good for kids to be energetic. While playing with the twins, about ten minutes later, Rika-chan also appeared.

"Eh, you're already here... Isn't that early?"

Right?

"Ai, Midori. This is my friend, Saionji-san. Say hello."

"Okay! Nice to meet you, big sister. I'm Ai!"

"Nice to meet you, big sister. I'm Midori!"

"My, how polite of you. I'm Saionji Rika. You can call me Rika."

Ah... what is this heartwarming scene...

(M-My healing gauge... My healing gauge is rapidly filling up...)

It's a direct hit to the heart of a tired old man like me.
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"We don't need to prepare camping equipment, right?"

"Yeah, I'll take care of that. Hikaru and the others just need to bring a change of clothes, wallets, and smartphones."

I could cover all the expenses if I wanted to, but that might be too much for Hikaru.

He's really such a responsible big brother.

The twins might find him a bit nagging, but when they grow up, they'll realize how amazing Hikaru is.

"Ai and Midori don't have smartphones!"

"Big brother, when are you going to buy us some?"

"You're still too young for that."

"Aw, come on! You always say that!"

"Haha, Akatsuki-kun is really playing the big brother role, huh?"

"Anyway, look, we've arrived at the swimwear section. Go ahead and choose."

"Okay!"

The three girls rushed into the swimwear section.

"Let's pick out something casual for ourselves too."

"Yeah. I thought about using my school swimsuit, but that would be embarrassing."

Well, the ones used for school swimming are quite tight. Though I hear kids these days have long spats-like options, so it's probably better than in our time.

"When we were kids, they were like boomerangs, I swear."

"...That must have been tough for boys going through puberty."

"You said it. It's one thing to be embarrassed, but it's another if it awakens some weird fetish."

"F-Fetish...?"

"Don't tell me, that guy...you know?"

Chatting away, Hikaru and I casually bought trunk-style swimwear.

After paying, we headed towards the women's swimwear section, but Hikaru was fidgeting. He must be embarrassed.

It's not like we're in the lingerie section, so he should just act natural.

"If you look suspicious, people might think you're up to no good."

"Y-You're right."

"Anyway, where are Rika-chan and the twins...?"

Ah, there they are. I can't see Rika-chan, but the twins are giggling over by the bikinis.

Looking at Hikaru next to me, his earlier fidgeting is gone. Now he's as still as a statue.

"Those two... really..."

The twins must have noticed Hikaru's dejected look.

They're calling out to us, "Over here, over here!"

"What do you think, big brother? Sexy? Is Ai sexy?"

"Midori is sexier, right?"

The twins are striking poses with bikinis against their flat chests, going "Ahhn~"

This is so adorable, I'm about to be purified...

"Who would get excited over your childish bodies? It's embarrassing, so stop it."

"Ah! Ah! Big brother said something mean! He said something mean!"

Well, yeah. It's just stating facts, but they're still little ladies even if they're small.

Hikaru might have chosen his words more carefully if it were other children, but it's different with family.

But I think it's really nice that you can be a bit rough with family like this.

"Hey, hey, what do you think, mister!?"

"It suits us, right!?"

Oops, they've turned to me now.

Hikaru looks apologetic, but this is no big deal.

"Unfortunately, this is a bit too early for you twins right now."

That's not enough. I need to follow up properly.

To the twins puffing their cheeks, I say:

"You know, a good woman knows how to use her weapons well."

"Weapons?"

Yes, weapons.

"Your mom is beautiful, and from my perspective, both Ai-chan and Midori-chan have great potential.

When you're about fifteen or sixteen, those might start to suit you, but unfortunately, you can't make the most of them now.

I think it's better to showcase your cuteness that would make flowers blush. You'll be the stars of the beach that way!"

How's that?

"Oh my! Mister, you're so smooth!"

Looks like it worked.

"Well, if mister says so, I guess we have no choice!"

"Then, help us choose our swimsuits! Of course, big brother too!"

Come on, Hikaru. Don't make such an obvious "what a pain" face.

"Let's work hard for when you get a girlfriend in the future, okay?"

"No... I don't really want a girlfriend or anything..."

This kid is already... Hm? The twins are tugging at my hem.

"By the way, do you think this would suit Rika-neechan?"

"Hmm... it might be too early. Right now, Rika-chan shines more with sporty styles than sexy ones."

Rika-chan has a good figure too. If we're talking about whether it suits her or not, it probably does.

However, to fully pull off this kind of revealing bikini, you need some meat, you know. I think that's important.

"Like that onee-chan over there?"

"Midori, it's rude to point at people... Wha..."

"?"

Hikaru suddenly cut off his words.

Following Midori-chan's pointing finger, I saw...

"――――"

Holy...! What the...!?

Even I, who has seen many beautiful women and girls, lost myself for a moment at the sight of this exceptional beauty.

Is she a foreigner? Foreigners really are something else. Her face and figure are out of this world.

That girl would certainly look stunning in that swimsuit.

"Ah, Sarna-chan."

Just then, Rika-chan returned.

"Sorry, Akatsuki-kun, I lost sight of the twins. I was in the bathroom for a bit."

"No, it's fine... Um, is she an acquaintance of yours, Saionji-san?"

"Remember I told you before? About the super transfer student from abroad? That's her."

A junior high school student!? Are you serious!? This goes beyond just having potential!

If that girl were a hero in a game, she'd start at level 30 right when her mom wakes her up on the morning of her journey!

"Hey, Sarna-chan!"

"? Ah, Rika-san. How do you do?"

"How do you DO! Sarna-chan, are you shopping?"

"Yes. Now that I've settled into life here, I wanted to get some convenient cooking utensils I've been interested in."

"Sarna-chan lives with her father, right? But he's busy, so you do all the housework yourself?"

"Yes. But I enjoy doing it, so it's no trouble."

"You're amazing~"

The two of them chat away.

From Rika-chan's behavior, it seems she trusts Sarna-chan quite a bit.

Even accounting for Rika-chan's outgoing nature, this Sarna-chan seems to have quite good communication skills.

And just from her casual mannerisms, you can tell she comes from a good family. She must have been raised well by conscientious parents.

"We are blessed, we are blessed."

"H-Hey, you two!"

"? Rika-san, those children are...?"

"They're my friend's little sisters. Cute, aren't they? They're Ai-chan and Midori-chan."

"Yes, they're very adorable. It warms my heart."

This is... could it work?

Just as I thought that, the twins took advantage of Hikaru's distraction and dived into Sarna-chan's chest.

Sarna-chan reflexively caught them, but she looks confused.

However, there's no sign of disgust, just surprise at the sudden action.

"I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry! You two, let go of her!"

"Haha, it's fine. It's good to see they're so energetic."

"It's a goddess... there's a goddess here... so soft..."

Sarna-chan smiles and pats the twins' heads.

...Kids have it good. Damn, this old man is dying of jealousy.

Then, Sarna-chan turned her gaze to Hikaru and me.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I haven't introduced myself. My name is Sarna Diadokos."

"That's very polite of you. I'm Sato Hideo, a friend of Rika-chan's mother."

"I'm Akatsuki Hikaru. I'm so sorry for my sisters' behavior..."

We naturally started chatting.

That's fine, but Hikaru... averting your gaze so obviously looks even more suspicious...

I mean, I get it? If I were in my teens, I'd be totally flustered by Sarna-chan's incredible... assets too.

"By the way, Sarna-chan."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Do you have any plans around this time this month?"

I open my schedule book and trace the dates.

"? No, nothing in particular."

"I see. Actually, we're planning to take a few days off and go on a trip. Would you like to join us?"

Meeting like this must be some kind of fate.

Look, I wouldn't normally say this to just any kid, you know?

It would be a high hurdle to suddenly invite someone you just met on an overnight trip with two men.

But from talking with her, I can tell Sarna-chan doesn't seem like the type to worry about such things, so I thought I'd ask.

She's calm and not timid, and if the twins have taken a liking to her, there shouldn't be any problems.

"Eh!? N-No... I couldn't impose on people I've just met..."

"Come on, it's fine! Don't hold back! This old man is known for his generosity."

"B-But..."

Even as she says this, Sarna-chan's eyes are filled with a hint of expectation.

She may be mature, but she's still a child after all.

"Sarna-chan should come too~"

"...What do you think? Even the little ones are saying so."

"...Well, if you insist, I'll gladly accept your offer!"

"It's settled then! Ah, Sarna-chan, let's choose a swimsuit for you too! Something amazing that'll steal all the attention on the beach!"

And so, our travel group gained one more member.
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			I put in extra effort at work. About 30% more than usual, to secure my paid leave and make the most of our trip, finally reaching the day of departure.

Despite working overtime yesterday and hardly sleeping, I was in peak condition.

"I’m sorry for imposing on you so much."

"Not at all. I’m enjoying myself too, so please don’t worry about it."

It was early morning, the sun has not yet fully risen. I had pulled up in front of Hikaru-kun’s apartment building in my camping car. I felt bad about waking Yuri-san, who probably hadn’t slept much after her night shift… but I couldn’t just leave without saying anything.

"It would have been nice if Yuri-san could join us too."

"No, no, I’m grateful that you’re taking just the children."

Neither Yuri-san nor Chika-san could participate in the trip as they couldn’t conveniently take time off to match my paid leave. And if I tried to match their schedules, I wouldn’t be able to take my leave as the chaperone… it’s unfortunate.

"I’ll protect the children with everything I have to prevent any mishaps, so please rest assured while waiting for them to return home."

"Yes, thank you. Oh, and if you’d like, please have this for breakfast."

Yuri-san handed me a furoshiki* cloth bundle. When I checked inside, it was filled with onigiri rice balls. She probably made them easy to eat while driving. (t/n: if you ever anime/manga, it’s the clothes they use to wrap bento)

"I’ll gratefully accept them."

While we were talking, Hikaru-kun came down with the twins in tow.

"Good morning, uncle…" they said in unison, sleepily.

"Good morning to you both."

"I’m sorry about them," Hikaru said.

"Don’t worry about it. They’re kids, after all. Let them sleep in the car."

I encouraged Hikaru-kun, telling him everything was already prepared so they could sleep comfortably. He bowed slightly, went into the car, and returned a moment later.

"Well, Mom, we’re off."

"Yes. Try not to cause Satou-san too much trouble, okay?"

"Of course."

"Then, Yuri-san, we’ll be going now."

"Take care."

We got into the car and drove off. Now we were heading to pick up Rika-chan and Sarna-chan, who was staying at Rika’s house.

"Is this a rental?" Hikaru asked.

"It’s mine. This is the first time I’m using it in the Surface world."

"Surface world… Wait, did you buy this for the Supernatural world?"

"Yeah. About five years ago, battle car racing became popular over there."

I still don’t quite understand how that trend started. But I clearly remember how the Supernatural world was filled with a strange excitement during that period. Everyone was racing wildly across land, sea, and air in illegally modified vehicles.

"I was torn between a large truck and an armored car."

"Why those choices…"

"I just like big vehicles."

And despite having money, I’m actually quite frugal. I figured if I was making a big purchase, it should be useful beyond just battles, so I bought this large camping car. Well, ironically, this is the first time I’m using it for its intended purpose.

"I knew we were going by car, but I was surprised to see such a professional camping vehicle."

"We could have managed with a regular van too."

We’re camping, right? Hikaru-kun and I would be fine sleeping in tents outdoors, but I wasn’t sure about the girls. If we try it and find it doesn’t work for them, they’ll need somewhere to sleep.

"You really think of everything… Satou-san, you’re truly considerate."

"It’s just to ensure everyone can enjoy themselves without worry. Hey, mind if I eat an onigiri?"

"I’ll get them out for you."

"Thanks."

I took an onigiri from Hikaru-kun and bit into it… Bonito flakes… it’s bonito flakes! This is a good omen. Basically, I like all onigiri fillings, but bonito flakes are my favorite. There’s something comforting about the taste.

"I’ll have one too."

We continued driving while munching on our food until we arrived at Chika-san’s apartment. I had called about five minutes earlier, so the three of them were already outside waiting, and we met them right away.

"Sorry for the trouble, Hiro-kun."

"Don’t worry about it. Besides, you worked late yesterday too, right? You didn’t have to push yourself."

"I couldn’t possibly not see you off… Rika, don’t cause Hiro-kun too much trouble, okay?"

"Yes, Mom~"

"Sarna-chan, if you have any problems, don’t hesitate to rely on Hiro-kun, okay? Despite his appearances, he’s extremely dependable."

"Yes. Thank you for your concern."

"Oh, Hiro-kun, here’s some breakfast. Sorry it’s just something simple."

Chika-san too… that’s so kind. Sandwiches, huh? Nice, nice. I love both onigiri and sandwiches.

"Thanks. I’ll gratefully accept."

"Good. Well then, be careful, alright?"

"We will. See you later."

Now, let’s depart properly.

"Hey, uncle, where are the twins?" Rika asked.

"They’re sleeping in the back."

"Ah, it is early morning after all. I’m pretty sleepy too."

"Feel free to sleep if you’re tired."

"Okay. So we’re using a camping car, huh? I thought we’d just pitch regular tents outside."

"I brought tents too. If sleeping outdoors doesn’t work out, we can use this instead."

Plus, it’s useful for more than just sleeping. There’s a mini kitchen and charging stations. We shouldn’t lack for much.

"Hideo-san, do you go camping often, since you own such a vehicle?" Sarna asked.

"Hahaha, well, moderately."

I could hardly say, "I own this car but this is the first time I’m using it for its intended purpose."

If asked why I own it then, I wouldn’t have an answer.

(But camping… camping, huh…)

It’s not like I have no camping experience. Once during elementary school for a school event, and about twice with friends in middle school. And then…

"AAAAARGH! Diarrhea! The diarrhea won’t stooooop!!!"

"SATOOOOOOOUUU!!! Huh? Wait? I’m also feeling something in my stomach…?!"

"Satou-kuuuuuuun!!! Wait a second, I’m also… oh, oh, oh…?!"

Memories of my green youth come flooding back… well, not green exactly. More like brown…

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!???"

That wasn’t even camping, actually. It was survival training. The Mutual Aid Society used to do it for newcomers. We were suddenly abducted and thrown onto a deserted island.

They’ve discontinued that practice now, as it was clearly inappropriate… I wish they’d made that decision sooner. Well, the Mutual Aid Society was pretty corrupt back then, and they seemed to use the training as an excuse to eliminate people they didn’t like, so I guess it was impossible.

"Satou-san? You look pale, are you okay?"

"…Sorry. Just recalling some unpleasant camping memories."

Literally shitty memories.

(But it wasn’t all bad… I suppose.)

At least, that’s how I feel looking back now.
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			I arrived at the beach a little after 10 o’clock.

I had planned our departure time to arrive around this hour, and I was quite pleased that everything had gone according to schedule. From now until lunch, we’d have a good two hours to play our hearts out, then grab lunch at the beach house… perfect.

"Hmm? What’s the matter, Hikaru?"

Since there were young children with us, I thought smoking would be inappropriate, so I was sucking on a lollipop while waiting for the women to change. When I looked up, I noticed Hikaru staring intently at me.

"…No, I was just thinking how that outfit really suits you."

His expression was somewhere between impressed and exasperated.

My current attire consisted of flashy swim trunks, topped with an equally gaudy aloha shirt and sunglasses. Frivolous. That word described my fashion choice perfectly.

"Looking good, right~?"

"Y-yeah…"

Well, I understand the sentiment. What kind of middle-aged man pulls this look off, anyway? But I like this style, so it’s fine.

"Want a candy, Hikaru?"

"…Thank you."

We had been leisurely enjoying our lollipops for about ten minutes when the women arrived with energetic voices.

"Sorry to keep you waiting!"

"Waiting!" the twins echoed.

"I apologize for the delay."

Rika was wearing a two-piece swimsuit. The sporty style and her well-shaped navel were absolutely perfect.

The twins wore one-piece swimsuits in different colors. Cute.

As for Sarna, she was in a bikini, and… WHOA! HOT! That’s all I can say. Yes.

"You all look great~ I think I’m looking pretty good myself, don’t you think?"

"Uncle, you’re so cheeeeesy!" the twins sang in unison.

"Satou Hideo at your service, selling a perfectly balanced lightness of character!"

"Is this an election campaign?"

"More importantly, did you all put on sunscreen? You’ll seriously regret it if you forget."

"It’s fine, it’s fine. Right?"

"No problem."

"I put it on together with Ai!"

"I was tempted to get a weird tan pattern, but I resisted!"

Good, it seems everything’s in order.

"Hey, hey, Uncle! Can we go now? Can we go to the ocean now?!"

"Do your warm-up exercises first."

"Aww…"

"No complaining! Come on, let’s start!"

While the kids began their warm-up exercises, I started setting up our base. Well, "setting up" just meant sticking the beach umbrella in the sand and laying out the sheet.

"That should do it."

Having finished setting up, I lay down on the sheet. I’d love to have a beer right now, but that’s the hardship of being a chaperone.

"Yaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!" the twins screamed.

"Ah, wait, wait, Ai-chan! Midori-chan! Sarna-chan, let’s go too!"

"Y-yes!"

The twins raced past me after finishing their warm-ups, with Rika and Sarna chasing after them. Wow, Sarna is amazing. I could almost hear the bouncing sound effects.

"Aren’t you going too, Hikaru? I’ve got everything under surveillance, so feel free to enjoy yourself without worrying."

The ocean is fun but also dangerous. Since I’m responsible for children entrusted to me by their parents, I can’t allow even the slightest mishap. I’ve positioned replicated copies of my eyes in the air to respond immediately to any situation.

"I’m a bit tired, so I think I’ll rest before joining them."

"Ah, we were in the car for quite a while, after all."

"Aren’t you going swimming, Satou-san?"

"Later. I decided beforehand that I’d start with sand play."

"S-sand play…?"

"Yep."

Since the day we decided on this trip, I’d been thinking about what to do at the beach. After consideration, I thought it would be fun to seriously engage in sand play.

"How about it? Want to build a castle together, Hikaru? Not some flimsy thing, but something truly impressive."

"…Well, maybe just for a little while."

That face… you thought it would be fun, didn’t you? Not just simple child’s play, but seriously building a sand castle. Being a boy, you’re naturally drawn to this kind of thing.

"What kind should we build?"

"Let’s make a Japanese-style base, but super strong. The invincible Satou-maru… no, Satou-maru sounds silly. Let’s call it Akatsuki-maru." (t/n: 丸 -maru is usually a suffix to ship name, but in this context, it’s to make it sound grand and epic.)

"A-Akatsuki-maru? That’s a bit embarrassing…"

"But it sounds cooler than Satou, doesn’t it?"

"…Well, it might be strange for me to say, but I’ve always secretly thought Akatsuki is a cool surname."

"Akatsuki-maru it is, then. Alright, first let’s lay the foundation. We can’t cut corners, okay?"

"I understand. Without a solid foundation, a sturdy fortress is just a dream."

Two men, with renewed determination, began castle construction. We carried water to mix with the sand, careful not to mix it too much, patting down the base little by little. We worked seriously with minimal conversation, until—

"Hey, isn’t that Satou?"

"Playing in the sand at your age, man?"

Looking up at those voices, I saw two stereotypical flashy-looking foreigners gazing at me with exasperation.

"If it isn’t the Arima brothers. What are you two doing here?"

"Working, man, working. We’ve got part-time jobs at the beach house here."

"Really? I was planning to eat lunch at the beach house. Anything you recommend?"

"Nothing here is bad, but if I had to choose, probably the yakisoba? The sauce is different, man, the sauce."

Oh?

"Um, Satou-san… who are these people?"

"Hm? Ah, as you might have guessed, Hikaru, they’re from the ‘other side.’ They’re also part of the Mutual Aid Society."

"I’m Arima Yuichi. Nice to meetcha!"

"Arima Mao. Pleased to meet you."

"To add more detail, they’re from another world."

"What?! Another… world?!"

Moreover, these guys were a hero and a demon lord in their original world. In the brothers’ world, there was the classic conflict structure. Hero versus demon lord, humans versus demons. They were representatives of each side, fiercely battling each other, but…

"Actually, in our world, there was a mastermind behind the conflict structure."

"The widely worshipped god was actually an evil deity manipulating both humans and demons."

"After various events, this guy and I called a temporary truce, and humans and demons joined forces to defeat the evil god, but…"

The story didn’t end there. The deep divide from years of conflict? Well, that existed, but both sides had begun reconciling. However, these two couldn’t accept it.

"Rather than the human-demon issue, I just couldn’t stand this guy, so we tried to settle things… you understand, right?"

If the representatives of both humans and demons fought, it would ruin everything. Both camps desperately tried to persuade them, but they insisted it was "a personal matter" and wouldn’t listen…

"So the world basically exiled us, saying ‘just go somewhere else!’ Wahahaha!"

"Huh…?"

"And that’s when they washed up here and ran into me."

"We both got thrashed at the same time! Gyahahahaha!"

After hearing their circumstances and explaining our world to them, they realized they couldn’t cause trouble in another world and laid down their arms. With no way to return to their original world, they decided to join the Mutual Aid Society and live in Japan.

"…Despite all that, you seem to get along well. And you’re brothers?"

"Ah, they actually didn’t get along here at first either."

They tried to enjoy exploring this world, but kept running into each other everywhere. Though they were irritated at first…

"We eventually reconciled at a beef bowl restaurant."

"B-beef bowl…?"

"Food preferences are important, you know?"

They discovered they liked the same beef bowl restaurant. This became their starting point.

As fellow beef bowl lovers, they gradually began proper interaction. In the end, they hit it off so well they became legal brothers with forged family registers, leading to their current relationship.

"…Beef bowl… beef bowl…"

Hikaru held his head in his hands, muttering those words repeatedly. Well, I understand how he feels.



		
		
		
			Chapter 43: The Sin of the Past
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 43

			The Sin of the Past

			"This is… this is… amazing!!"

"Yes, a masterpiece indeed."

Even after the Arima Brothers had left, we continued building the castle until we finally completed the invincible Akatsuki-maru. The result was so impressive that strangers were taking photos with their smartphones.

"S-Satou-san! Can I get a picture with it?"

"Sure. In exchange, take one of me afterward."

"Yes!"

I snapped a photo of Hikaru standing next to the castle making a peace sign, then sent the image to his smartphone. We switched places so he could take my photo, and then I took several shots of just the castle. After we finished our photo session, Rika and the others returned from the sea.

"Wow… what is this… it’s incredible…"

"I was wondering where you guys went, and you were making something like this…"

"How seriously were you taking this…?"

"What magnificent sand art."

Receiving their amazed praise mixed with exasperation, I checked the time and realized it was getting late. I should have checked the clock while taking photos, but I was so absorbed in photography that I hadn’t even glanced at the time. It was about time for lunch, so I took the children to the beach house. It was fairly crowded, but we managed to secure seats for six. Everyone ordered what they wanted, and we took a moment to relax.

"Ai, Midori, how are you doing? Having fun?"

"Yeah! The sea is the beeeest!!"

"That’s good. How about Rika and Sarna?"

"We’re having a blast! Summer is all about the beach!"

"Thanks to you, I’m having a wonderful time."

Good, good. When they say things like that, it makes taking a day off worthwhile.

"But hey, Uncle and Hikaru should come swimming with us after lunch!"

"You’re right. I’ve had my fill of sand play, so let’s do that in the afternoon."

"Big brother, let’s race!"

"Eh…? I’d rather just float around with an inner tube…"

"Big brother, you’re so boring!"

"Ah, looks like our order is here."

Oh, you’re right.

"Here you go, six orders of yakisoba!!"

The hero-turned-beach-house-worker dramatically placed a large plate on our table. I thought they would bring individual servings, but apparently we’re meant to share and take portions onto small plates.

"Thanks. By the way, where’s the yakitori?"

"That’ll be a bit longer."

Darn. Beer, even non-alcoholic, goes best with yakitori. Oh well. For now, let’s satisfy our hunger with some yakisoba.

"…This is delicious. The seafood flavor harmonizes perfectly with the sauce, creating an indescribable balance."

"Ah, this is dangerous. I could eat this endlessly."

"Rika-oneechan. Thinking about calories in a situation like this is so lame!"

"Who are you to lecture me… but yeah, it really is delicious… hits the spot when you’re hungry."

We ordered various other things as well, and I was worried if it would be too much, but it seems fine. Situations really are the spice of life… I feel like I could eat them forever. (t/n: implying he likes the atmosphere)

"Mmm, I really want some curry…"

"Hold on, Midori. Be patient. We’re making curry for dinner, remember?"

"I know, but still…"

We’re camping, after all. We planned to make curry for dinner tonight. By the way, we’re having barbecue tomorrow night.

"Here, I’ll share some of my yakitori with you… okay?"

"Okay!"

The meal continued in this pleasant atmosphere, and after eating, we took a short break to digest. Then we all headed to the sea together. We rented water guns from the beach house and decided to have a 3-versus-3 match, which turned out to be incredibly fun.

"There!!"

"Gyah!?"

The moment I aimed the nozzle, Rika took evasive action, but it was too easy. My style is to place an attack where they’re going to dodge to.

Rika, hit directly in the face, fell backward. Since falling and sinking into the sea counts as a loss, Rika was out. Hikaru and Sarna, having lost a teammate, launched a simultaneous attack on me… but they were too slow.

"Haha! You’re so slow, flies could land on you!"

"I can’t hit him! He’s dodging everything!"

"Damn it! You could be a little more fair-minded as an adult!"

I even had enough time to recharge my water gun between shots. By the way… Sarna is really something else.

(If she were an adult, I’d aim for areas that might cause a wardrobe malfunction…)

But that would be a crime against a junior high school student, so regrettably, it’s forbidden.

"By the way, are you two sure it’s a good idea to focus solely on me?"

"Huh!?"

"Got you!!"

The twins, who had circled around, opened fire at once. As a handicap, they were given powerful water guns, so the impact was impressive.

Sarna tried to retreat but stumbled and splashed into the sea. Hikaru, who had his face intensely targeted, reached his limit and fell in with a splash.

"Yeah! We win! High five!!"

"High five!!"

We slapped hands together, giggling with joy over our victory. Rika and the others looked at us with exasperation.

"C-couldn’t you have gone a little easier on us!?"

"Don’t be stupid. If you can’t get serious in play, when the hell can you get serious?"

"Uncle said something good. I’ll give you 1 Ai point!"

"I’ll give you 1 Midori point too! When you collect 3 points, I’ll give you a shoulder massage!"

How adorable.

"That said, it’s true that it’s no fun unless it’s somewhat evenly matched. Next time I’ll—whoops."

I think I drank too much. Need to go to the bathroom.

"Sorry, I need to hit the restroom real quick. Hold this for me."

"Oh, sure."

I handed my water gun to Hikaru and headed back to shore.

The toilet was… over there, right?

I hurried to the restroom, but… as expected, it was crowded. Public toilets in places like this are always packed. There are always lines for both men’s and women’s restrooms. I quietly got in line and waited for my turn. It would be stupid to use supernatural powers for something like this.

(I wish my turn would come faster… Oh!?)

Suddenly, I spotted a woman standing a short distance away, with her hand on her hip, drinking a beverage. She was a gyaru-type with short blonde hair and an amazing figure.

(Gyaru… nice. It’s been a while since I’ve even watched that style in adult videos, which makes it even more…)

She wasn’t quite on Sarna’s extraordinary level, but she had more than enough voluptuous curves. Large breasts and buttocks, but what personally scored high points for me was the slight softness around her stomach… crap, did she catch me looking!? Our eyes met. She initially looked displeased, but her expression quickly changed to one of puzzlement.

(W-what…?)

She approached me, clutching her plastic bottle.

"Are you… possibly Satou?"

"Huh?"

Who is this? She’s calling me by my surname without honorifics, so… but I don’t recognize her. Maybe she’s mistaking me for someone—

"I’m… no, I am. It’s ‘Takahashi.’"

"Eh?"

In that moment, memories of my blue youth flashed through my mind. The image of him lying collapsed, looking up at me. His transformed figure… I was the one who did it. Is this how he would look if he had grown up normally from back then and dyed his hair…?

"T-Takahashi…?"

It was a reunion with the friend I had once "killed."
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			Encounter, and Parting

			I ended up stepping into the supernatural world after getting caught in a conflict between certain organizations.

It really happened out of nowhere. I was walking through Shibuya chatting with my buddy when suddenly I was hit with intense dizziness.

When I came to, not only was my friend gone, but all the pedestrians had vanished too, and the scenery had taken on this weird psychedelic quality.

I didn’t understand at the time, but I’d been caught in a shifted phase space created by those bastards for their conflict.

Those guys were scum, but they did at least observe the unwritten rule of the supernatural world, the minimum standard of not involving ordinary people.

Shifted phase space. A parallel dimension called the alternate world, mirror world, or slide space. Normal people can’t enter there.

But unfortunately, I… no, "we"… possessed powers that disqualified us from being considered ordinary people.

"What is this place? What the hell is going on?!"

"Another person?! Oh, thank goodness… I’m not alone."

"Calm down. Let’s start with introductions, shall we?"

And that’s how we met. Not that I wish we hadn’t… I don’t regret that encounter, even now that we’ve parted ways.

Anyway. That’s when our paths first crossed. Just a bunch of unlucky guys who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and got caught up in this mess. Three kids unintentionally dragged into the middle of a conflict.

What do you think the people who started the conflict would do? Let us out? They could, but it would be a hassle. Move us somewhere safe? There was no safe zone.

Those guys, fed up with the situation, ordered their underlings to dispose of us, but neither I nor the others were resigned enough to accept that quietly.

We combined our strengths and fought back with everything we had… thanks to that, Chika-san was able to save us just in the nick of time.

From then on, being three guys caught up in the same mess, I started hanging out with Takahashi and Suzuki.

"Hey, remember our faces? Well, doesn’t matter if you do or not."

"Yeah. Let’s do this."

"Time for some payback."

We got stronger and went back to get revenge on the organization that had dragged us into the supernatural world.

"How’s that, idiots?! You underestimated us because we were kids, didn’t you?! How about I shove firecrackers up your ass!!"

"Wait, wait, Satou. Firecrackers are too cruel. Let’s go with beer instead. Hey, punks! Ready to chug?!"

"Satou-kun, Takahashi-kun. You’re being incredibly undignified."

"Huh? After everything they did to us, you’re letting them off easy?!"

"Don’t be so aggressive, Takahashi. So, Suzuki, what do you plan to do?"

"How about we shave off all their body hair, take pictures, and release them on the internet?"

"Genius alert!"

"Let’s go all out while we’re at it!"

Those days with them were really fun.

There were tough times too, but after overcoming them, the three of us would laugh like idiots.

I thought it would last forever. That our youthful days would never end.

But we chose different paths. And we reached the point where it wouldn’t end unless one of us killed the other.

Takahashi was the first one I settled things with.

"…damn, you’re really strong."

Fallen and looking up at the sky, Takahashi was smiling.

"But, well, if I’m going to lose to anyone… I’m glad it’s you."

If I was going to kill him, that wasn’t so bad.

"Come on, kill me. If you don’t, I won’t stop. I still believe the path I’ve chosen… is worth risking my life for. Just because I lost doesn’t mean I’ll give up. If you don’t kill me, I’ll keep chasing my dream, as pathetic as it might look."

In Takahashi’s eyes as he looked up at me was a strong light tainted with obsession.

Seeing that, I couldn’t help but understand. I had no choice but to kill him. Yeah, I understood it in my head. But I couldn’t accept it.

From the beginning, I didn’t really care about how the world was supposed to be.

I parted ways with the two of them because what they were aiming for just didn’t sit right with me.

Fighting alongside Chika-san was just because "Well, maintaining the status quo doesn’t bother me."

While I had personal affection for both of them, I couldn’t get that invested in the future they envisioned.

How could I accept having to kill a friend over something so trivial?

"Don’t screw with me!!!!"

And that’s when I snapped.

I didn’t intend to deliver the finishing blow. I just wanted to punch the idiot who was confronting me with such a ridiculous choice.

Really… really, that’s all I meant to do.

I grabbed him by the collar and punched him. Takahashi went flying.

He tried to say something, but before he could, something strange happened.

"Wha… guah… AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!?!?!"

A terrible scream unlike any he’d let out even during our fight.

No way, why? I—I didn’t mean to… I panicked. I was truly terrified.

Takahashi’s body began to melt, and the strange liquified substance formed a cocoon around him.

Not knowing what to do, I stood there frozen for a moment, then rushed over and desperately tried to tear away the cocoon.

Now I could probably forcibly remove it, but back then I was helpless, consumed by frustration.

After about ten minutes, cracks suddenly appeared in the cocoon. The fissures spread, the cocoon shattered, and from inside emerged…

"—Huh?"

An unfamiliar girl. Completely naked.

Seriously, all the tense emotions I’d been feeling vanished in an instant. It was too bizarre to comprehend.

"I… what’s… happening to me…"

Looking into those eyes, I instinctively knew it was Takahashi.

But unlike the previous Takahashi, there was no obsessive light in those eyes.

I didn’t really understand, but whatever. Good! I knocked Takahashi out on the spot and asked the Mutual Aid Society members who had joined me to take care of the situation.

The Mutual Aid Society probably wanted to kill him, but I insisted.

"If you’re going to lay a hand on Takahashi, I’m walking away right now."

After all the battles ended, Suzuki, who had also turned into a woman like Takahashi, was released.

The interrogation revealed that his previous ideology had disappeared. Why had that obsession that consumed him vanished? Because he had become a woman.

Ideology has nothing to do with gender? Maybe that’s true. But what about the process that led to adopting that ideology? Couldn’t gender play a role there?

Men and women think differently, perceive things differently. Takahashi, through masculine thinking, came to desire chaos.

But with the thought process of a woman, Takahashi could no longer arrive at the ideological conclusion of chaos. The same went for Suzuki.

That’s why they were deemed harmless and released. Though I’m sure some consideration for me played a part too.

After turning them into women and handing them over to the Mutual Aid Society, I never met Takahashi or Suzuki again.

You could say I couldn’t face them. When the Society explained that their ideology had disappeared, that feeling only grew stronger.

The two of them didn’t die. But in a sense, they experienced a kind of death.

I killed the male versions of Takahashi and Suzuki. That fact can never be changed.

They apparently accepted it despite their confusion, but still…

And they never said they wanted to meet me either. They probably felt guilty for having opposed me.

Both I and they thought we’d never meet again.

(Or at least… that’s what I thought…)

By some twist of fate, we ran into each other.

The fact that they recognized me immediately while I didn’t recognize them right away.

The fact that I didn’t recognize them and was exclaiming, "Look at that hot chick! Woohoo!"

(I want to die of embarrassment…)

Kill me! Can somebody please kill me?!
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			The Wound in the Heart That Should Not Be Touched

			("Aah! I’ve already finished peeing!?")

I don’t want to leave… I don’t want to come out of this toilet… Takahashi (♀) was approaching me, but I had to pause our conversation when my turn came and I needed to use the bathroom… I really don’t want to leave this toilet stall… but if I don’t come out, I’ll inconvenience the customers waiting behind me… there’s a line after all.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"No, I should be—ah… I mean, I’m the one who should apologize for interrupting when you needed the bathroom."

When I trudged out of the toilet, Takahashi was waiting for me. And that way of speaking… I’d rather not bring it up, but…

"Feel free to talk naturally."

"R-really? Then I will."

"Yeah."

"Okay."

Then silence. Say something, would you!?

"Let’s… find somewhere else to talk."

"Sure."

Prompted by Takahashi, I moved away from the bathroom. I was led to where Takahashi had left their belongings under a beach umbrella.

"Friends of yours?"

"Yeah, I came with some colleagues."

"Colleagues… What are you doing now for work?"

"…I’m a childcare worker."

Takahashi said this with slight embarrassment. Ch-childcare worker… a childcare worker, huh… I mean, it’s a respectable profession. Yes, I have absolutely nothing against the profession of childcare worker. Nothing at all. But still… Takahashi is…

"So, where’s your colleague?"

"…Hitting on guys. Childcare workers don’t get many chances to meet people."

"I-I see."

Then silence. Say something, would you!? (Count 2)

Takahashi fidgets, eyes wandering. If it’s this awkward, you could have just ignored me! Though I’d probably have called out too if I were in the same position!!

"…Anyway…"

"Y-yeah?"

"You’ve really let yourself go, haven’t you? You’re totally a middle-aged guy now."

Takahashi pinches my stomach flab.

"Didn’t you used to look at tired salarymen walking around the station and say you’d never become a sad middle-aged guy like that, even when you turned forty or fifty?"

"Ugh…"

"You also said you’d stay cool even when you got older."

My past self is stabbing my present self repeatedly… But that’s just how it is, right? That’s what high school boys are like.

"…And you’ve developed quite the sexy body yourself, huh?"

I instinctively fell back into our old banter, but—

"…I-is that so?"

Damn! This isn’t working!?

Our old rapport isn’t quite clicking! Is it the gender difference? Is that the issue?

I was expecting a comeback like "What are you, some perverted old man?" you know! Damn… I messed up. But don’t underestimate a salesman. My conversational skills are much better than this!!

"Not just your body, but your hair too. Takahashi-kun, didn’t you used to tell me? That guys shouldn’t be all flashy and stuff?"

Back then, I had bleached blonde hair and lots of piercings. Takahashi was also a rough character, but if you compared us, I probably looked more like a delinquent. Though in reality, I wasn’t constantly getting into fights like Takahashi. Looking at me, Takahashi would always complain that I was "too flashy," "frivolous," or ask "are you even a man?" But look at you now! Blonde hair and piercings all over!

"…Well, I’m a woman now."

…That’s true.

And if you ask who made you that way, I have no defense.

"After I returned to the surface world, I couldn’t find the motivation to do anything for a while. I just wandered around aimlessly."

"…I see."

"But I figured I couldn’t go on like that forever. I thought I’d change my mindset by changing my image."

"Starting with appearances, huh?"

"Yeah… but unlike you, Satou, I don’t know anything about fashion."

"You and Suzuki both had that ‘clothes are just clothes’ mentality."

So I used to pick out clothes for you and teach you how to have fun, didn’t I?

"Looking at fashion magazines didn’t help much, and I was wondering what to do… then, somehow, your face popped into my mind."

"…So that’s why the blonde hair."

Come to think of it, those piercings are also from the brand I liked in high school. I dyed my hair back and closed up the piercing holes when I started job hunting, so I didn’t notice right away.

"Looks good, right?"

"Yeah."

Frustratingly so. Just going by appearances, it’s a direct hit to my groin. But is that okay for a childcare worker?

I guess you could take the piercings out when working if little kids pull on them, but the blonde hair… The director of your daycare must be pretty understanding.

"Anyway, we’ve talked enough about me. Tell me about yourself, Satou. What are you doing now?"

"Just a regular salaryman. I work at a company called ～～～, know it?"

"That’s a pretty good place. The kind of company my colleague would jump at if I told her."

"I’m actually a section manager in the sales department."

"A management position? Even better. But sales, huh… you always were good with words, Satou."

Takahashi laughed, saying it suited me perfectly. The tension seemed to have drained away, and from there our conversation flowed smoothly, but then…

"Un~cle~?"

I turned around in shock to find Rika-chan glaring at me with puffed cheeks and hands on her hips.

"I came looking for you because you never came back… and here you are flirting and abandoning us? You’ve got some nerve!"

"Ah, no, this is—"

As I tried to explain,

"S-Saionji!? Y-you… you haven’t just dressed young, you’ve gotten younger…"

If we’re talking about dressing young, that applies to you too. Both Chika-san and Takahashi look like they’re in their late twenties. The color and texture of their skin doesn’t look like mid-thirties at all. I’m the only one aging normally here. And why would you immediately jump to the idea of getting younger…

"Huh? Who’s this?"

"Takahashi. This is Chika-san’s daughter."

"Oh, a daughter… right, that makes sense. I mean, it would be nonsensical for Saionji to have gotten young enough to be a junior high student."

Well, I could make her younger if I wanted.

"Um… Uncle?"

With her anger dissipated but clearly confused, Rika-chan turned to me… I can’t tell her about the gender change stuff. I’m sure Chika-san will cover for me if she asks about this later.

"An old friend of mine. Someone who also knows Chika-san. Their name is…"

What’s the name situation? Sensing my confusion, Takahashi jumped in with an introduction.

"I’m Takahashi Alice. Nice to meet you."

Kept the last name and just changed the first name, I see.

"I’m Saionji Rika. Um, Takahashi-san, you know my mom too?"

"Sure do. Haven’t seen her in nearly twenty years though."

"I hadn’t seen Takahashi either, but we ran into each other by chance just now. We got caught up in conversation."

"Oh, I see… sorry, Uncle, for interrupting. I’ll make up something to tell the others, so take your time!!"

What a good kid…

"Please excuse me!"

"Sure."

When Rika-chan was out of sight, Takahashi tilted her head curiously.

"She called you ‘Uncle’ and stuff."

"? Yeah."

"You didn’t end up with Saionji?"

"————"

"No way, seriously? That’s definitely where things were heading."

You… you…!!

"WHYYYYYYYYYYYY DID YOU HAVE TO SAY THAAAAAAAAT!!"

I wept.
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			I wrapped up our beach time just after four o’clock and headed toward the mountain campsite.

Since the mountain belonged to the Mutual Aid Society, we could freely make paths and prepare the land for comfortable camping as we pleased. Usually, it was used for training or raising unusual creatures, but today we had it all to ourselves. We’d checked multiple times beforehand to ensure it was safe for the children, so there were no concerns.

We parked the car at our planned spot and immediately began preparations.

"Well, let’s start setting up the tents and preparing for curry," I said.

"Okay!" the twins chorused.

"Ai, Midori, Rika, and Hikaru, you’re on curry duty."

"To be honest, I’ve only cooked during home economics class. Will that be enough?" Rika asked hesitantly.

"I’m in the same boat, but curry should be manageable… though I’m a bit worried about cooking rice in a mess tin for the first time," Hikaru added.

I’d debated between using a mess tin or a rice cooker, ultimately choosing the former. It was camping, after all. Better to go with something that felt more authentic to the experience. We had packed rice just in case, so if things went wrong, we could always heat those packets in hot water.

"The tent team will be me and Sarna. Let’s do our best."

"Yes! Though this is my first time and I may make mistakes, I’ll give it my all!" Sarna replied earnestly.

She didn’t need to be so intense, but that was fine.

"Alright everyone, let’s get started!"

"Roger that!" they all responded.

Time for me to get to work too. I took the tents from the car and carried them to our designated spot.

"Let’s set up the women’s tent first."

"Yes," Sarna replied.

I’d prepared a rather large tent that could accommodate four people, which made the setup somewhat troublesome. Sarna and I worked on pitching the tent while following the manual.

"By the way, Sarna, you live with just your father, right?"

"Yes."

"Did he say anything about this? I mean, even though there are other girls, you’re still going on a short trip with men."

"Not particularly. He’s quite serious and rather inflexible, but he’s still reasonable."

"That’s good. I was a bit worried."

Looking at Sarna, it was clear she’d been raised well. It was truly impressive that her father had raised such a proper daughter all by himself. But that’s precisely why I was concerned.

From observing Sarna, I could tell her father must be very principled. I thought there was a chance he might object to her going on a trip with men. I was prepared to visit him directly to explain if necessary, but nothing came up before our departure day.

(There’s also the possibility that Sarna lied to her father…)

But it seems she came after having a proper conversation with him, which was a relief.

"By the way," Sarna said suddenly.

"Hmm?"

"What are your thoughts on death, Hideo-san?"

"Huh?"

That came out of nowhere. Noticing my reaction, Sarna must have thought her question was too vague and decided to clarify.

"I have a book report assignment for summer vacation."

"Ah… right, those things."

I remembered how I used to make tenuous connections between books and my personal experiences, padding my reports with self-indulgent stories to meet the word count. I’d fill about eighty percent with that approach, then return to the actual book for the remaining twenty percent and wrap up with some nice-sounding conclusion.

"I picked a book from the library without much thought, and it turned out to be one that makes you contemplate death."

"Ah, I see."

If it were me, I’d put that kind of heavy book back on the shelf after just a few pages. If there were assigned books, I’d find a way to muddle through as I just described, and if I had free choice, I’d pick something lighter. It’s not that I dislike reading. It’s just that having to write a report alongside it makes it terribly tedious.

"Yes. I was hoping to hear an adult’s perspective… I’m sorry for bringing up such a topic during our fun outing."

"No, it’s fine. But, hmm…"

Death, death, death… No good. The skeleton father keeps flashing through my mind. Hey, Hades, could you stop bothering me even after you’re gone? My internal Hades keeps asserting himself despite my attempts to push him away.

(Even setting aside Hades, this is a difficult question.)

I’ve lived a rather carefree life. I’ve never really contemplated death. I’ve cried at my grandparents’ funerals, but that was grief over their absence. I can’t say I’ve deeply reflected on the concept of death itself.

"It’s hard since I haven’t thought about it much, but if I had to say something…"

"Yes?"

"I think people might take death too seriously."

Sarna’s eyes narrowed slightly. I realize my statement could be misunderstood, but I hope she’ll hear me out.

"I’m not saying I take life lightly."

"Then what exactly do you mean?"

"How should I put this… Death is like a twin brother or your other half."

From the moment we’re born, death is already right there beside us. It’s an inseparable part of our existence.

"So I think it’s wrong to hate or fear such an entity."

"That’s…"

"To naturally accept this inevitable visitor with a ‘hey there,’ we should view it with a level perspective."

Even as I say this, I know it’s merely an idealistic view. Of course, facing your own death or that of a loved one is frightening and unpleasant. I couldn’t possibly claim to practice what I preach. But if I were to seriously consider death… yes, that would be my answer.

"Perhaps those who can naturally appreciate death after its long companionship with life are what we call saints or something similar."

"…"

"Was that helpful?"

"Y-yes… it was a perspective I hadn’t considered before. Very insightful."

"Glad to hear it."

Afterward, we continued setting up the tent while engaging in casual conversation. It was fairly challenging, but not at all bad.

"Hey! We’re free now. Need any help over there?" I called to the curry team.

"We’re fiiiine!!" the twins shouted back.

"Thank you, but we have everything under control. Please relax," Hikaru added.

"That’s right! Just sit back and chill!" Rika chimed in.

Since they didn’t need help, I decided to lounge around. I sat in a camping chair and turned on the radio. It’s not that I particularly love radio programs. Honestly, I don’t really care about the content. I just enjoy relaxing with the radio playing in the background.

(Summer twilight, sipping coffee with the radio and children’s voices as background music in the midst of nature…)

To put it mildly, this is absolutely perfect.
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			The curry made by the children was absolutely delicious.

Sure, there are countless better curries in this world, right? But a curry made with love and effort by children is something truly unique.

After eating, I washed off the sweat in the camper’s built-in shower. It’s cramped compared to a regular shower, but for just a couple of days, it’s fine. No one complained.

Well, those kids are all so well-behaved they probably wouldn’t voice any complaints even if they had them. Then we chatted while watching videos on a tablet until bedtime, before turning in for the night in the tent.

About three hours later, I opened my eyes and checked my surroundings. Once I confirmed everyone was sound asleep, I carefully slipped out of the tent, trying not to wake Hikaru.

I grabbed the coffee set and snacks I had secretly prepared earlier and headed toward the river a short distance away. I’d set up a barrier before leaving, so there were no safety concerns. I also left a spiritual eye behind, so I could return immediately if anything happened.

"This spot should do."

I set up two chairs by the riverbank and began preparing coffee. The babbling of the river, the sound of the wind, the rustling of trees. Some people might find it eerie being alone at night, but I don’t have that kind of sensitivity. I’m simply enjoying this healing atmosphere.

"Yo."

Right on cue, Takahashi appeared. Sandals, short pants, and a midriff-baring t-shirt… quite sexy. If this were a stranger, I’d be trying to smooth-talk my way into a one-night stand right about now.

"Did I keep you waiting? Sorry about that. My colleague took forever to fall asleep."

"It’s fine. I don’t mind waiting."

Takahashi and I, who had reunited by chance earlier today. Rika had said "take your time," but we had mountains of catching up to do. Since an hour or two wouldn’t be enough, we decided to meet secretly in the middle of the night.

"Sorry, but no alcohol tonight. I’m chaperoning the kids, after all."

I could drink without issues since I can physically flush out alcohol at will. But since I’m here as the children’s supervisor, I should exercise restraint.

"No problem. But still…"

"What?"

"I understand why I, as an active childcare worker, would care about that, but… you’ve started to consider such things too, huh?"

"Shut up. Here, coffee. You take yours black, right?"

"Yeah."

I handed over the coffee and arranged some snacks on the mini table. Now we were all set for our chat. Alright, time for me to drink too… but first, I need to add sugar and milk.

"…You’re still drowning your coffee in sugar and milk, I see."

"This is the most delicious way to drink it."

"What’s the point of coffee if you make it that sweet?"

"The sweetness is there to enjoy the bitterness."

At that, Takahashi and I burst out laughing.

"How many times have we had this exact exchange?"

"Who knows? I’ve lost count."

By the way, Suzuki was also a black coffee person. Chika preferred hers lightly sweetened.

"Hey, Takahashi."

"What?"

"This might be out of nowhere, but… you haven’t experienced any physical abnormalities, have you?"

"What’s with that sudden question…?"

"Well, you and Suzuki are the only victims of my TS Divine Fist, you know?"

I’ve been trying not to think too much about Takahashi and Suzuki. After reuniting, I realized there were only two victims of the TS Divine Fist. If someone asked me whether it’s a safe technique, I couldn’t say for certain.

"Wait, you actually named the technique?"

"Of course I did. Even if it was accidental, once it came into existence, it deserved a name."

"Seriously…?"

"So, how is it?"

"…Nothing special, really."

I see. That’s good to hear. There’s no disturbance in her aura either, so Suzuki’s probably fine too.

"Though I will say periods were rough. Since I never had them before, I panicked the first time."

"…I-I see."

I’m sorry. I hadn’t considered that at all.

"I was about seventeen when I changed, right? By that age, most girls would have experienced periods already.

So I couldn’t ask anyone for advice and had to figure everything out by searching online."

"I’m sorry. Can we change the subject?"

This is getting awkward.

"Come on, I’m making light of it to make you feel better~"

"Takahashi…"

Do Takahashi and Suzuki resent me? Part of the reason I avoided thinking about them was that I was afraid they might. Takahashi probably sensed how I felt.

"To be serious for a moment, I don’t resent you, Satou. At first, well… I wouldn’t call it resentment, but I did have some feelings about it. But the business of daily life made me forget. I don’t regret pursuing my dreams, but… now I think…"

"That it’s better the world I wished for never came."

Takahashi smiled sheepishly. Seeing that smile, I almost felt like crying. Not from sadness, but from joy—knowing that Takahashi was living happily.

"Suzuki probably feels the same way."

"…I see… I see…"

"Hey, don’t cry."

Shut up…

"What a hopeless guy. What do you want to do? Wanna feel my boobs?"

Takahashi said, jiggling her chest.

"Huh?"

"Huh?"

Stop that… why are you blushing… this is getting weird…

"W-well, you shouldn’t be making offers like that either…"

"Y-you used to be a guy too, so you should understand! Men are creatures easily baited by breasts."

"No, that’s not true."

"Yes, it is. You’re just too proud to admit it."

You and Suzuki were always like this! Acting all tough! Trying to seem all cool and aloof despite being guys. I honestly found it questionable.

"Shut up, pervert."

"Shut up, prude."

What a hopeless case… I sighed and sipped my now-lukewarm coffee. This sweetness is perfect. To enjoy bitterness 100%, you need sweetness.

"By the way, you mentioned a reverse-pickup trip. How’s that going?"

"Ugh, terrible. Total failure. Everyone else is drowning their sorrows in alcohol."

"You seem fine, though."

Your gender identity is completely female, and so is your body. Don’t you want a boyfriend or two? Or are you still being prudish?

"For some reason, I’m just not that interested in those things."

"Oh really?"

"What about you? Didn’t you used to talk about becoming a big shot when you grew up and having lots of women at your beck and call?"

Oops, I’m getting a cold stare.

"I’ve never had anyone special."

"…Hmm?"

"Oh, right."

"What is it?"

"I should probably tell you this… you remember Yanagi, right?"

"How could I forget?"

Of course. He was a former comrade.

"What about Yanagi, the one you killed?"

Yanagi and Onisaki were defeated after Takahashi and Suzuki, so she thinks they died.

"He actually survived. He was living as a homeless person until recently."

"What?! H-homeless?!"

"And Onisaki is alive too. He became a drag queen."

"A drag…?!"

After that, Takahashi and I talked about all sorts of things. Serious topics, silly stories, memories—filling in the gaps of the years we’d missed. As we continued talking until dawn, we eventually fell silent, gazing up at the brightening sky.

(I should look for some gyaru adult videos when I get back.)

As I watched the sky grow lighter, this thought firmly planted itself in my mind.
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			To My Friend, With Gratitude

			The current time is 10:35 AM.

In the end, I stayed up chatting with Takahashi until around 7:00, so I didn’t get much sleep. But my mental state is refreshed, so it all works out.

"Kaah… ptoo!!"

"Uncle, you smell like an old man…"

"That’s because I am an old man."

After brushing my teeth, I’m fully awake now. Man, it’s a bit hot, but the mountain air is so refreshing.

"Hey, hey, Uncle, what’s for breakfast?"

"Midori, I’m hungry~"

"Yes, yes. Just wait a bit."

I retrieve the ingredients and "that thing" from the camper van. As soon as Hikaru-kun, who was preparing the fire, spots what’s in my hands, his eyes light up.

"Is that… a hot sandwich maker?!"

"Indeed, the infamous hot sandwich maker that people typically stop using after four or five times."

I was no exception to that rule. Late at night, I fell for the "Buy now and get 3 sets!? What a deal!" pitch. When it arrived, I was so excited… but when I thought about it, I wasn’t actually that big a fan of hot sandwiches.

I mean, I regularly eat toast for breakfast, but hot sandwiches? I’m fine just occasionally buying one at a bakery.

There was no way someone like me, living alone and barely cooking, could make effective use of this thing… But it’s perfect for camping. I figured the twins would enjoy it, so I decided to bring it along this time.

"Ah! We know this! We know this!!"

And as expected, they’re ecstatic. Even Hikaru-kun is fidgeting with excitement. He must have secretly wanted one too. But Hikaru-kun is frugal. He probably couldn’t justify buying something he might stop using.

"Ah… we have one at home too. We used it a few times, then naturally stopped."

"You too, Rika-chan?"

"Yeah. Mom bought it, but then said, ‘Come to think of it, I don’t actually like hot sandwiches that much…’"

That’s exactly my experience. It makes me laugh. People who can fully utilize their hot sandwich makers are truly amazing.

"But it’s perfect for camping! Nice choice, Uncle!!"

"Thanks. So I’ve prepared bread and various fillings. Make whatever you like."

I’ve even brought some frozen meat buns that have naturally thawed.

"What are you going to make, Sarna-chan? I’m thinking of mentaiko potato." (t/n: seafood mashed potato)

"Hmm… I think I’ll go with something simple for my first try. Ham and cheese."

"Big brother! Ai wants chocolate and banana!!"

"No fair! Midori wants strawberry and cream!!"

"Okay, okay. We’ll make them one by one, so please wait your turn."

It looks like the two junior high girls and the Akatsuki family will each use one, so I’ll use the remaining one. As for me… what should I make? I prepared various ingredients, but that just makes it harder to choose.

"…I’m pretty hungry, so I’ll go for something hearty."

Corned beef, cheese, onion, and black pepper. I quickly prepare everything and start cooking. Just put in the fillings and press… it’s really easy.

"By the way, Ai-chan, Midori-chan, we’re going to play in the mountains today. Have you thought about what you want to do?"

"I want to swim in the river!"

"Exploration!"

Swimming in the river is fine, but exploration… exploration, huh. Is there somewhere interesting-

Ah, I recall someone mentioning caves used for training. I do a quick search and find something that fits the bill.

(It’s a bit complex, but with me along, there shouldn’t be any problems.)

I send out a mental projection to install guide signs inside the cave. Places without any markers can be interesting too, but having them makes people feel safer.

"Then, after we eat, let’s go to the cave. It’ll be fun, like a dungeon~"

"Let’s go! Definitely let’s go!"

"What about the river?"

"We’ll go to the river in the afternoon. It’ll feel better when it gets hotter anyway."

While we’re talking, the first batch is ready. Watching the twins squealing with delight as they split their hot sandwiches is incredibly soothing…

Rika-chan and Sarna-chan look nice too. So cute. And Hikaru-kun cooking his hot sandwich with that resigned expression is good too. What is this place… one of Japan’s premier healing spots?

(I’ll brag about this at work.)

I should tease the boss a bit. He’s going through that awkward phase with his teenage daughter, so he’ll be jealous… hehehe.

"Uncle, you’re making a suspicious face."

"Haha, it’s just your imagination."

Now I even have something to look forward to when I return from my vacation. I’ve got all bases covered.

"By the way, do Rika-chan and Sarna-chan have anything they want to do?"

"Hmm, Ai-chan already mentioned swimming in the river… Oh, a test of courage! It’s summer, so I want to do a test of courage!!"

"Test of courage?"

"It’s a game where you visit places where ghosts might appear at night… is it a game?"

It’s definitely meant to be fun, but since it has "test" in the name, I suppose it could be considered a trial too.

"Yeah, something like that. You visit graveyards and such while screaming and laughing."

"Isn’t it disrespectful to disturb the rest of the dead?"

"Yes, you’re absolutely right."

Come to think of it, it really is extremely inconsiderate. But there aren’t any graves on this mountain… we could just visit some spooky-looking places.

"How about ghost stories then? Let’s do Hyakumonogatari." (t/n: each person tell story, and after the final person finish, the lamp is extinguished)

"One hundred stories with just six people would be tough, right?" (t/n: hyaku literally mean 100, monogatari = tales)

"Ai and Midori can tell at least seven! The seven mysteries of our school!!"

Seven mysteries… that’s a nostalgic term. Yeah, those were a thing. Though at my high school, I was responsible for creating about three of our seven mysteries with my friends.

"Sarna-chan, isn’t there anything you want to do?"

"I don’t have much experience with these activities, so I’ll leave it to everyone else. I’m thoroughly enjoying myself already."

"I see. How about you, Hikaru-kun?"

"I… I’d like to try a campfire."

Oh? That sounds good!

Building the wood structure is fun. And the moment of lighting it. We used to fight over who got to light the fire. That’s what happened during that hellish survival training I was thrown into with Takahashi and Suzuki.

Unlike with my civilian friends, we actually came to blows over it, but I ultimately won. They watched me light the fire with such frustration… kekeke.

"So, ghost stories around the campfire?"

"The fun might outweigh the fear."

But that’s fine too!

"What about you, Satou-san? We’re just making selfish requests."

"It’s fine, it’s fine. I’m enjoying myself too."

Besides, I’ve already gotten more than enough from this little trip. If I hadn’t come here, I wouldn’t have reunited with Takahashi, and that weight on my chest wouldn’t have been lifted.

(And my passion for gyaru wouldn’t have been rekindled…)

Heh, I’ve gotten closer to that estranged fetish of mine again.
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			Extra Chapter: The Monster and the Death God

			It happened about fifteen years ago.

Hades, the ruler of the underworld in Greek mythology, began his invasion of Japan. The government-controlled supernatural defense agency, the Mutual Aid Society, and many other organizations temporarily formed an alliance to counter the army of death gods he led.

While they were holding their own against his forces, the battle wouldn’t end unless something was done about Hades himself. The one tasked with storming this final stronghold was Satou Hideo, who at the time was still a fresh-faced company employee.

"Just one person? I’ve been thoroughly underestimated. What an utterly peace-drunk nation."

Hades sneered at the young Satou, still awkward in his business suit. No one could blame Hades for this reaction. Though Hideo was indeed among humanity’s upper echelon at that time, he was far from the strongest.

The power difference between them at this point was about 7:3. If he let down his guard, he could lose, but conversely, if things went as expected, Hades should have been able to win without much trouble.

"Shut up. Once the other battlefields are cleared, reinforcements will head this way."

"Hmm? Piecemeal deployment is foolish… No, perhaps you’re targeting me to create chaos on the other fronts."

Hades laughed again at the "foolishness." He was confident his subordinates wouldn’t be shaken by such simple tactics.

"…Let me ask you one thing," said Satou.

"Very well. I’ll answer in recognition of your reckless courage."

"I understand your objective, even if I don’t agree with it. But why choose Japan as your battlefield?"

Satou had already heard Hades’ intentions from other death gods. To restore respect and authority for death by flooding the world with it. From a human perspective, this was the height of annoyance.

While he could understand the goal, Satou couldn’t figure out why Japan had been chosen as the starting point.

"That’s simple. This country is the most peace-drunk of all."

A wealthy, peaceful country untouched by the flames of war. If a storm of death were to rage through such a place, the world would receive a cold splash of reality.

Japan’s tranquility wasn’t just Japan’s alone. People from other countries might mock Japanese people as being "peace-drunk," but that was precisely the point. For those very critics, Japan and its people served as a kind of symbol of peace.

"…What an inconvenience."

"Is that all you wanted to ask? Then come at me. I’m feeling a bit sluggish myself."

"Cocky bastard… Unfortunately for you, I’m in an extremely bad mood today. You’re going to pay for this."

Satou had made a mistake at work that day. Although he’d been scolded, his boss and seniors comforted him, saying everyone makes such mistakes and not to worry about it.

However, Satou himself couldn’t forgive his own error. It was trivial… truly trivial and could have been prevented. It was pathetic.

Brand new employees tend to blame themselves excessively. This principle, which Satou would later discover as a leader of others, applied to himself as well.

But Satou was different from ordinary new hires. When he found someone on whom he could rightfully place blame, he had no qualms about dumping everything on them.

Making a mistake at work, the stagnating economy, crows ransacking the garbage dump, buying a lunch box only to find it didn’t come with chopsticks—

"—It’s all YOUR fault."

Satou projected all the world’s inconveniences onto Hades, fueling his righteous indignation.

"Die, you skeleton geezer!!"

And so began the battle, in the name of taking out his frustrations.

As Hades had predicted, the tide of battle flowed in his favor. Though Satou persisted stubbornly, he couldn’t find an opening and was gradually cornered.

After about thirty minutes, Hades nodded deeply.

"Despite being a degenerate modern human, your strength is admirable. For that, I shall pay my respects."

The power of death. He would lay Satou to rest using the authority of death itself.

Hades activated his power and sealed Satou in a coffin of death.

"…I’m surprised. You’re actually resisting."

The authority of death was a power that indiscriminately imposed the result of death.

Hades was surprised that Satou could resist it.

—But this was just the beginning.

"However, it’s futile. You may delay it slightly, but as long as you’re human, you cannot escape—"

With a hollow crack, the coffin shattered into pieces.

From within emerged Satou, somewhat battered but still brimming with vitality. Brushing back his disheveled hair, Satou said,

"Don’t use instant-death techniques right from the start, boss. It’s a letdown. I’m a spoiled gamer from the coddled generation."

"…Impossible."

Ignoring the shocked Hades, Satou pulled out a small ampoule.

"Th-this stuff works wonders…!!"

He pressed it against his neck and injected the contents all at once.

It was an enhancement drug created through alchemy. It might look sketchy, but it was harmless if used as directed.

"—Now then, let’s start over."

Readying his weapon, Satou declared a reset. The battle resumed.

His authority of death was ineffective. This initially threw Hades off his game.

But he was still a god. He quickly regained his composure and intensified his attacks, determined to overpower Satou with raw strength.

(What is happening…!?)

But Hades couldn’t finish him. Satou was getting stronger. Not just in output, but in technique as well.

Doping? No, that couldn’t be it. Satou had been using performance enhancers even before being sealed in the coffin.

The initial assessment was 7:3. But now it was 6:4. And this was just ten minutes after the battle had resumed?

(Has his latent ability blossomed? No!!)

Fifteen minutes. The power difference became 5:5.

Even at this point, one could still attribute it to a last-minute awakening in the face of adversity.

(T-this… this isn’t simply…)

Seventeen minutes. 4:6. The scales had finally tipped in the opposite direction.

Eighteen minutes. 3:7

Nineteen minutes. 2:8

Nineteen minutes and five seconds. 1:9

(Evolution!? No… no, no, no!!!!)

As a god, Hades knew that all life forms possessed resources for advancement.

Among them, humans had considerable resources available for evolution.

This varied somewhat by individual, but… had Satou used these resources to gain power? No.

Even if one poured in resources for not just an individual but an entire species, power couldn’t be gained this rapidly.

Moreover, if he had evolved, he should have deviated from the human form.

Satou Hideo was simply getting stronger. For no reason at all. He was becoming stronger without paying the price that others would have to pay. Skipping out on the bill entirely.

"UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHH!!!"

Twenty minutes. 0:10. All possibility of victory had vanished.

"Is this all you’ve got?"

Hades’ all-out attack couldn’t even leave a scratch on Satou’s skin.

"W-what… what are you!?"

In Hades’ eyes, the human before him had disappeared.

What should he call the being before him? Some unknown entity. That was all a god could describe it as.

Hades probably wasn’t aware of it himself, but his heart was being eaten away by fear.

Not fear of defeat. Not fear of being temporarily killed. But the sheer eeriness of a being beyond comprehension.

"Satou Hideo, 19 years old. A rookie salesman with a ‘new driver’ sticker."

The eyes that had once looked up to Hades now completely looked down on him.

Nothing could more eloquently describe the situation than this.

"Well, I could finish you off now, but… before that!!"

"Gah!?"

Suddenly, Satou tore off a bone from the fallen Hades.

"W-what are you…!?"

"You guys don’t really die in the true sense, right? Then I need to settle this in another way~"

After parting ways with two close friends, Satou’s delinquent tendencies had sharply declined.

However, he was still a minor. Those tendencies hadn’t completely disappeared.

"You know hunting games? There are games where you strip materials from defeated monsters to make weapons and armor."

"Y-you! My body…!?"

"Materials harvested from the King of the Underworld. They ought to make some pretty nice weapons! Kyahahahaha!!"

This was the beginning of the feud between Satou Hideo and Hades.

Incidentally, those harvested materials were left untouched due to Satou’s busy daily life and still lie dormant in a corner of an alternate dimension even fifteen years later.
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			Succession

			I was born five years ago.

Due to my unusual birth, even Lady Persephone was unaware of my existence. Only my father Hades and a few of his trusted subordinates knew about me. A few months ago, when my father was leaving Greece, he said,

"You are my insurance in case something happens to me."

Perhaps an ordinary child would have been shocked by such words. But since I’m not of ordinary birth, I simply accepted it without much reaction. Still, I had questions.

"What do you mean by ‘in case’? What exactly are you planning to do, Lord Hades?"

If I was meant to be insurance, I should have a role to fulfill. Yet I hadn’t been told what that role was.

"…I didn’t tell you?"

"No, you didn’t."

Father was quite absentminded at times. Apparently, in his mind, I had already understood and agreed to everything.The duties of a death god, how to use his powers, common knowledge…

While he had personally educated me behind Lady Persephone’s back, I don’t recall ever being told about his actual purpose.

"Hmm! Then let me explain properly."

Looking slightly embarrassed, my father began to speak.

"To remind humans of their respect for death. That is my purpose."

Once, childbirth was life-threatening. And even children born through such mortal risk rarely lived to see their tenth year. Death was that close to everyday life.

"But what about now? Yes, there are still those who lose their lives during childbirth, and children who die young…"

But it’s incomparable to how things once were. When people used to barely reach fifty, now living to a hundred isn’t particularly rare.

"Humans have consistently used their wisdom to push death further away. Ah, I don’t deny human wisdom itself. It should be praised, certainly. But disregarding death can never be permitted. It must not be allowed."

That’s what my father said. But I wondered. Don’t humans still fear death now as they always have? In response to my question, Father slowly shook his head.

"No. That’s different. That’s merely an expression of their aversion to death, their desire to look away, not respect."

Death is the final accounting of life. Something solemn. One must face it without averting one’s eyes. It is precisely because of this that life shines brightly, he said.

"Because they’ve pushed death away with their wisdom, evasion has become easy. ‘I won’t die yet. That’s still far in the future. It has nothing to do with me now.’ This avoidance, this refusal to confront death, is the reality of humans today."

And so, Father was attempting to flood the world with death. However, his scheme wasn’t going well.

"About fifteen years ago, when I finally stepped onto the stage to fulfill my great cause, I was thwarted by a certain human."

"…By a human?"

I was genuinely surprised. Certainly, there are strong humans. Some might even surpass gods. But Father is one of the highest gods of Olympus and the god of death, no less. I couldn’t imagine him being stopped by a mere human.

"Did you not use your death powers?"

"They didn’t work on him."

So he fought without using his powers? Even then, I couldn’t believe someone could defeat Hades, the king of the underworld… but looking at Father’s face, I had to accept it as truth.

"…I fought him many times, but couldn’t defeat him even once."

He spat these words with bitterness.

"Nevertheless, I uncovered his tricks. Now that I’ve arranged to seize Enma’s authority as well, he’s finished."

"I see… but you still haven’t answered my question about what you meant by ‘in case.’"

"Ah, that’s right."

As a death god, Father cannot die. Even if killed, he would eventually revive. To truly deal with Father, one would need to seal him, but even that…

"It’s that human I mentioned. He will likely kill me, but… I cannot say with certainty that I’ll be safe. He is strong. He possessed extraordinary strength from the first time we met, but now…"

Father sighed deeply and continued.

"In terms of pure violence, there is no one who can match him anymore. Even if all of Olympus were to face him, he would win."

"…?"

"Stop that. Don’t put your hand on my forehead. I don’t have a fever."

"Is this a joke then? I hate to say it, but perhaps you should study humor a bit more."

"It’s not a joke! It’s the absolute truth!!"

After thoroughly scolding me, Father solemnly declared.

"…It was like peering into a bottomless abyss. A power immeasurable even to the eyes of a high god of mythology. Perhaps he could even accomplish the feat of killing a death god. Even if I bestowed death upon him through my powers, during his final moments, he might… at least, that’s what I believe he’s capable of."

To be honest, I was half-skeptical. But in the end, Father never returned. He had died, in the true sense of the word.

Since his powers were transferred to me, and both Lord Zeus and Lady Persephone acknowledged this, it must be fact. I was taken to Japan by Father’s subordinates.

Having inherited Father’s will and powers, I would eventually have to confront Satou Hideo, the human who killed him, so I needed to find his weakness. I successfully made contact by attending the same school as a girl named Saionoji Rika, who is close to Satou Hideo, but…

"Like peering into a bottomless abyss."

I understood the true meaning of Father’s words from the bottom of my heart. In appearance, he’s just an ordinary middle-aged man you might see anywhere.

But those who can see would understand immediately. Boundless and immeasurable. There’s no other way to describe it. Is he truly human?

"Here you go, Sarna-chan. The meat is ready."

"Thank you very much."

I accept the plate offered with a playful smile. He truly appears to be nothing more than a kind person, and yet…

(It’s not just his power…)

His perspective on death. Since Father had spoken so badly of him, I decided to ask him directly.

"I think death is like a twin brother or one’s other half."

That view was the exact opposite of Father’s belief that death should be feared and revered. But was it without reason? Was he not taking it seriously? No, that wasn’t it either.

Even as one who inherited the powers of Hades the death god, I couldn’t disagree with his view. And I realized something.

"What do you think about death?"

When I posed this question, I became aware that I myself didn’t have a clear answer. My thoughts on death were merely echoes of my father’s. I had simply accepted them as truth. But when confronted with Satou Hideo’s sincere answer, my own beliefs suddenly felt shallow.

(That’s surely because they didn’t spring from within me.)

To be honest, my ill feelings toward Satou Hideo had diminished considerably. However, he’s still my father’s killer, and I’m not detached enough to abandon Father’s will completely. Tonight, many of Father’s comrades will sacrifice their lives for me, for our great cause… how can I remain so indecisive?

(What should I do…?)

I’m only five years old. Please don’t make me think about such difficult things.
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			A Comical Night

			After the barbecue where we’d stuffed ourselves with meat, we quickly washed up and enjoyed some ghost stories together.

Tomorrow would be our final day. Planning to make the most of it from early morning, we went to bed earlier than the previous night.

I had been sound asleep until just now, but…

(Great, way to spoil the mood.)

I woke up sensing something ominous.

Looking at the clock, it was the dead of night. Fortunately, Hikaru and Rika hadn’t noticed… No, that’s not right.

These presences were specifically targeting me.

I could give them credit for not wanting to worry the kids unnecessarily, but overall this was still a negative. If they were going to be considerate, they shouldn’t have attacked during our vacation in the first place.

(Good grief.)

I left the tent carefully so as not to wake Hikaru, and set up a barrier around the area stronger than any I’d made before.

It was sturdy enough that nothing short of a major deity from mythology could break through. Even if a deity-class being did show up, I’d sense their movement before they could do anything.

"…They’re above."

We were currently near the foot of the mountain, and the presence I sensed was hovering slightly east of the summit.

Their sneaky intentions were obvious.

By summoning me this way and positioning themselves there, they were indicating they didn’t want to involve the innocent children and provoke my anger. They probably knew I’d shut things down immediately if I lost my temper. However, they weren’t far enough away to prevent involving the kids if things went south.

I took out a cigarette and lit it.

"Haaah… Let’s go."

I kicked off the ground and soared into the sky, when—

"Let me join in too."

"Takahashi… Why are you…"

Takahashi appeared before me, flying through the air. As I blinked in surprise, Takahashi said,

"What do you mean ‘why’? I sensed that kind of presence near the mountain where you guys are staying. How could I ignore it?"

He was supposed to return to Tokyo early tomorrow morning… or rather, today, since it’s past midnight. Even though he’s stepped back from the front lines, he should know how powerful I am now.

"…This is my fight, you know?"

"Your fights are my fights. I told you that before, didn’t I? Well, if you’re going to say I don’t have the right to say that after betraying you once, that’s the end of it."

"Hah. If that’s what you’re saying, the same goes for me."

"Then there’s no problem."

"There is a problem since late nights are the enemy of beauty for a certain someone."

"Idiot. A gorgeous woman like me isn’t going to fade from something that minor."

"You’ve got nerve… Well, shall we go?"

"Yeah."

With light steps, we rushed to the scene.

"Come on out."

As I urged them, numerous figures wrapped in rags emerged as if carved from the darkness. They weren’t just anything. They were death gods. Not supreme ones like Hades, but death gods nonetheless.

There were enough to fill the sky, but even the strongest among them didn’t come close to Hades’ level. Still, they’d probably be classified as high-rank beings.

"Who are these guys?

"Probably Hades’ underlings, the one I killed a while back."

"Hades… the King of the Underworld? You killed him…?"

"Exactly what it sounds like. I completely destroyed him."

"You’re still talking nonsense… So this is revenge for their boss, huh?"

As Takahashi snickered, the death god who appeared to be the leader opened his mouth.

"—That is correct, uninvited guest."

…But why do these death gods, including Hades, always have such oddly hoarse voices?

"Lord Hades has fallen… by the hands of a foolish human like you. Yet Lord Zeus and even Lady Persephone say we should leave you alone. What nonsense. We cannot accept this. That arrogance of yours that fears not even gods cannot be overlooked."

Hearing those words, I couldn’t hold back.

"Pffft!"

I burst out laughing.

"BWAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!"

Oh man, these guys are so unlucky. So unlucky!

If I were alone? I’d probably have handled this matter-of-factly. But with Takahashi beside me?

Mentally, I feel like a teenager in full-on party mode. If Suzuki were here, he might have reined me in, but unfortunately, Suzuki isn’t here. Man, these guys are so unlucky.

Tonight, I’m in a nasty mood~

After all, they interrupted our fun vacation~

I have no reason to go easy on them now!!

"What are you laughing at?!"

"How could I not laugh? You’re telling such transparent lies."

"Lies?! What are you saying?!"

Ah, drop the innocent act. It’s such a turnoff.

"Lies? What do you mean?"

"Well, I’m not saying they have zero desire for revenge."

They probably do genuinely revere Hades. And it’s not wrong that they’d be happy to avenge him.

"But these guys are Hades’ subordinates. Subordinates of that Hades, you know?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

Oh, Takahashi’s getting into character nicely too. This is going to be a fun night!

"You wouldn’t know, but Hades is an extremely serious guy~"

He’s the type who’d say "Let me help!" and take on someone else’s work if his subordinates were struggling even after he’d finished his own tasks. He’s meticulous, inflexible, big-headed, and quick-tempered… but he’s definitely not stupid.

"Actually, more precisely, he can’t afford to be stupid."

"Can’t afford to be stupid~?"

"You and I, when we’re really pissed off, we’d charge in swinging regardless of our chances of winning, right?"

"I suppose so."

"But Hades can’t do that."

Hades was defeated by me multiple times. But those were never meaningless battles, at least not from his perspective. Being a death god, he can’t truly die, so he could continue even after defeat. Losing wasn’t really losing.

It’s like tackling an action game. You die and learn from it, that kind of thing. And in our final battle, though he was mistaken about some things, he came at me with what he believed was a winning strategy.

"I see… but these guys are Hades’ subordinates, not Hades himself, right?"

"Not quite. He’s the type who expects the same from his subordinates. He’d have trained them thoroughly."

"Let’s say I were a death god. If there were another death god who wasn’t as skilled as me but was similar in temperament, I’d favor the latter. It would be obvious that trying to educate someone like me would be futile."

"Plus, you can tell by looking at them. They deeply respect Hades."

And such followers would challenge someone who killed Hades without any plan? Suicidal attacks would be the height of irrationality that Hades would despise.

"Though they’re angry, their disciplined rationality and reverence for Hades wouldn’t allow for such irrationality."

"I see… so they have a different objective."

"Yeah. But I don’t really care what it is."

The issue is,

"These straight-laced types are putting on such a flimsy act for whatever their purpose is?"

It’s more jarring than seeing an old woman wearing a sailor uniform!

I mean, mature cosplay can be great in its own way, you know? There’s a good kind of jarring… But their kind of jarring is just bad. It’s jarring in a ridiculous way.

"Of course I’d laugh!"

"What did you say?!"

And then we both threw our heads back and pointed at them simultaneously.

"GYAHAHAHAHA! How laaaame!!!"

We laughed at them uproariously.
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			A Bad Spring With You Again

			"Haah… haah…"

I laughed too much… We’re both breathing heavily. Still, our opponents don’t attack.

That’s the best proof supporting what I said. Even though they’re angry at being ridiculed this much, their reason is holding them back. They have things they need to consider before they attack.

"Phew… Want me to guess what you’re thinking? You’re wondering how much I’ve figured out, right?"

Their revenge talk is just a bluff.

If they’re exposed, serious types like them hesitate. They’re wondering,

"How much has this guy read into our plan?"

Since they don’t know, they can’t decide on their next best move.

Being serious is good, but in this situation, it’s become a hindrance.

"I pretty much understand. You guys are sacrificial pawns, aren’t you?"

"—!"

There’s a collective intake of breath from all around. Honest fools.

"Though it’s not like someone ordered you to do it. You chose to be sacrifices of your own free will."

Judging from these guys’ reactions, they probably didn’t know about Persephone’s visit to Japan.

Either they were too busy preparing their objective to do proper research, or they didn’t think Persephone would give me such deep advice… Well, either way is fine.

"Persephone came to see me a little while ago. She told me that Hades’ divine powers hadn’t passed to her."

The underworld’s operations haven’t been disrupted, but that’s unthinkable given Hades’ personality. It’s natural to assume someone else has inherited his power and authority.

"Whoever that someone is, they inherited the powers after Hades died, so they’re extremely inexperienced."

They can’t do anything right away. But if they’ve inherited his will, they’ll eventually come into conflict with me.

"So your plan is to draw out even a fraction of my power for when that time comes, right?"

These guys chose to become sacrificial pawns for the successor. Or more accurately, their loyalty is directed toward Hades. It would be unnatural for them not to act in ways that might seem like betraying Hades when they’re so loyal to him.

"You set up here because I might use excessive force if children are involved."

They’ll probably attack the children when they realize they can’t achieve results on their own. Despicable.

"…If you understand that much, then there’s no point in continuing this useless—"

"But too bad! As if I’d let things go according to your plan."

"Oh? So you’ll flee with the children? Even if you escape temporarily, we’ll—"

"Don’t misunderstand, you idiot."

Given their objective, gradually deploying forces won’t work. Having a separate role to involve the children when necessary would also be pointless. If they were hiding in such a position, I’d notice them, and they’d just be wasting their forces.

So everyone here represents all the fighting power they can currently deploy.

"Huh? Something seems strange, doesn’t it?"

"What…?!"

The night sky begins to peel away piece by piece.

And would you look at that? In an instant, our surroundings have transformed into a paradise-like scene bathed in sunlight with flowers blooming everywhere.

"Ohhh… What a nice location. Perfect for flower viewing."

"What the…?"

"…You isolated the entire space without us even noticing. But still…!!"

"So you’ve confirmed I have that much power? How foolish."

I reveal what’s been floating on both sides of me, dropping the camouflage.

"Is that… an incense burner? And a pot…?"

"Magic items. For a while, I was obsessed with stripping everything from the guys I beat up."

The incense burner’s power created the false perception. The pot’s power formed this space. I haven’t used any of my own noteworthy powers at all.

"Well, I guess you could say you forced me to play one of my cards."

"Big talk. For you, these are probably just unusual toys, right?"

"You get it?"

"I totally get it!"

"Kyahahahaha!!!"

I join in, laughing in a girlish way with exaggerated movements.

To be honest, maybe the old me would have used these magic items in a serious fight, but the current me wouldn’t. General recovery items like potions or medicine are one thing, but magic items are just hobby collectibles. They only see the light of day when I’m mocking opponents like now.

"What will you do? Try to force me to reveal more of my strength and then go after the children?"

"It would be pointless anyway, right?"

"Pretty much."

I secretly created a clone before entering this pocket dimension. Even if there are people monitoring remotely, they wouldn’t have noticed.

"Y-you bastard…!!"

"Kekeke, you chose the wrong time and place."

Now then, I’ll thoroughly beat them with my bare hands… but before that. These guys are definitely irritating, but this is also a good opportunity. Let me use some other rare items I haven’t used in a while.

"Here, catch!"

"Huh? What’s this, candy?"

"It’s a rejuvenation pill. The effect lasts about three hours? Since I’m in a good mood, let’s not just have teenage mentality but teenage bodies too."

"You’re a genius."

We both swallow the pills. Immediately, our bodies start reverting to our teenage forms. Takahashi transforms from a sexy older gal type to a sweet young thing. But it’s still not enough… Ah, I’ve got a good technique.

"Whoa!? Satou, why did your hair suddenly turn blond!?"

"It’s called hair dyeing magic. I just remembered some perverts using it a while back."

As the time limit suggests, the pill is an imperfect item. When I say rejuvenation, I don’t literally revert to exactly how I was at 17. That’s why my hair stays black. It doesn’t automatically turn blond like back then.

"And now for this!!"

I take out several piercings from my youthful memories space in the alternate dimension. Then forcefully put them in!

"Whoa… forcing piercings through like that…"

"I’ll heal it later so it’s fine."

Ahhh… this is good. So good. Maybe because I’ve returned to my old style, my mind feels even younger too. Right now, I’m completely a teen. A teenager.

"Standing side by side like this, we look like a couple of delinquents."

"C-couple!? I-idiot! Don’t say weird things!!"

"Sorry, sorry. Looks like our friends over there have made up their minds too."

"Oh yeah, I can feel their burning hostility. Bring it on!"

Takahashi and I crack our knuckles.

"Let’s go, ORAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!"

"…Give it everything you’ve got! Draw out even a fraction of Satou Hideo’s power!"

And so, our delinquent night began.
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			Defeat

			The morning after returning from my trip was incredibly refreshing. Despite a slight hiccup on the second night, I had created wonderful memories with the children and reconciled with an old friend. Overall, a significant net positive.

"Good morning, everyone! Let's do our best today!!"

"Wow, the section manager is in a great mood..."

"He's really easy to read, isn't he?"

"That's not just coming back from paid leave. He clearly enjoyed himself thoroughly."

These half-impressed, half-exasperated glances feel pretty good...

"Boss, where are the souvenirs?"

"If it's stories you want, I have plenty... Stop looking at me with those disappointed eyes. I actually have souvenirs."

Though I have to admit they're nothing special. The place was great for leisure activities, but not particularly known for specialty products.

"Sir, here's the work that accumulated during your absence."

"Yes, yes, sorry about that."

I had made arrangements for things to run smoothly, but there are inevitably tasks that only I can handle given my position. I start working through these tasks one by one. The typical post-vacation sluggishness is completely absent. I'm mentally and physically sharp, making this workload trivial. I immerse myself in work without taking proper breaks until the lunch bell rings.

"Section Manager, would you like to join us for lunch?"

"Sorry, I promised to have lunch with the President today."

"With the President?"

"Yeah, I'm going to brag about my trip."

"What are you, a child?"

"But I think that quality about the boss is actually nice."

With a bag of bread purchased before coming to work, I headed off to launch my assault on the President's office.

"Ah, children really are adorable, aren't they? With those beaming smiles calling me 'Mister, Mister'... are they angels?"

"Is that really the first thing you say? I am the company president, you know."

"Ah, sorry. I'd like coffee, please."

"My goodness, such nerve."

Despite saying that, the President fulfills my request. He's a good man, I think. Then I notice something. A lunch box on the table.

"That's a rather cute lunch box. Is that a loving wife's homemade lunch today?"

"No, I made it myself."

"...You know how to cook?"

Despite knowing each other for quite some time, I've never heard that the President could cook. Given his personality, I would have expected him to proudly bring in his cooking if he could.

"I just started recently."

"Oh? Is this that thing where middle-aged men suddenly start making soba or udon noodles for no apparent reason?"

"Is that really a thing... Actually, come to think of it, my father and the old man next door did start making soba."

But the President's case is different, apparently.

"Actually, I've been hooked on cooking videos online for about two months now."

"...Don't tell me that's the influence?"

"Yeah. At first, I was just watching thinking 'that looks delicious' or 'that looks fun.'"

"But you couldn't stay satisfied with just watching."

"Exactly! So now I'm learning various things with guidance from my wife."

That motivation is totally childlike... Well, I'm hardly in a position to talk.

"So as part of my training, I started bringing lunch boxes. This morning I worked hard while getting instructions from my wife."

"In a sense, it is a loving wife's lunch box. Working together as a couple from the morning... wow, that's intense."

"Don't tease me."

Despite his words, the President looked pleased.

"Let me see your lunch box. What's it like?"

"Of course. Part of the reason I invited you for lunch was to get your opinion."

"Mine?"

"Yes. You're professional at work but quite straightforward in your personal capacity, aren't you? Perfect for an honest evaluation."

"I see... Then allow me to evaluate it with my divine eyes and palate."

"Suddenly full of yourself... Well, here you go."

The President somewhat bashfully opened his lunch box.

"Oh my, how cute!"

Mini rice balls shaped like pandas. Mini croquettes, mini hamburger steaks. Red sausages cut to look like octopuses. For vegetables, there were cherry tomatoes, potato salad, and sautéed burdock root. Not only was there variety, but the presentation was excellent.

The President made this? Even with his wife supervising, it's impressive. I mean, homemade lunch boxes made by men usually end up being an assortment of brown foods, don't they?

"I think the presentation is great. Yes, it really feels like a proper lunch box! I like it."

If someone had handed me this as a school lunch saying "Here's your lunch," I wouldn't have had any complaints.

"Is that so? Well, appearance matters, but taste is the most important thing. Go ahead and try it."

"Um... what about you, President?"

I'm obviously not going to eat all of it. I'm planning to just have a bite of each item. But even taking a bite of everything will reduce the amount considerably. My stomach will be unhappy for the afternoon.

"Oh, I'll be fine. If I'm still hungry, I can buy something later."

"Then I'll share some of my bread with you."

"Are you sure?"

"Well, you're letting me eat your lunch."

"I'm the one who asked you... but if you insist, I'll take you up on that offer."

"Please do."

I bought a bit too much in my excitement, so giving away three or four pieces is no problem. I hand the bag to the President and split the disposable chopsticks to tackle the lunch box.

"Let's see... what should I try first?"

"Wow, what's with this lineup? There's absolutely no consistency. You clearly just picked things based on your mood."

Shut up.

Well, I'll start with the rice ball. It's a bit sad to destroy the panda, but it can't be helped.

"Hmm... President, isn't this a bit too salty?"

"R-really?"

"It's not like 'WHOA, SALTY!!' but it's definitely on the salty side."

This level of saltiness might be appropriate for physical laborers who burn a lot of energy... While I do go out in the field sometimes, I wouldn't call it intense physical activity. The President basically stays in the office.

You need to consider who's going to eat it. That perspective is important (said with mysterious condescension).

"The hamburger... ah, you messed up the cooking time, didn't you? The outside is cooked, but the inside is slightly..."

"Ugh... you noticed."

"As for the croquette, it's the opposite. Overcooked and slightly burnt. Trying to hide it with sauce is sneaky. Points deducted."

"You really don't hold back, do you?"

"You're the one who asked for a candid evaluation."

I continued pointing out issues with each item. Overall, I'd give it 89 points for appearance and 67 points for taste. The President took detailed notes of all my comments, showing how seriously he's taking up cooking.

"Well, this has been very informative. Would it be alright if I try again sometime?"

"Sure, if I'm good enough for you."

"Hahaha, I'll count on you then. By the way, how about you? Would you like to start cooking as well?"

"Cooking? Well, I enjoy eating good food, but..."

"You think it's troublesome? I suppose it might be at first."

For the remainder of my lunch break, I had to endure the President's cooking superiority complex.

(Wait a minute... Wasn't I the one who came to assert dominance?)

What's with this feeling of defeat??
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			Mischievous Kids Run Wild

			It was the height of summer.

For adults, it was just another season, but for children, it was like bonus time. A period when reason melted away as they reveled in summer's glory. However, Saionoji Rika and Akatsuki Hikaru, though students, couldn't afford to simply enjoy their summer break.

"Guh...!?"

While Satou was being dominated by the company president, Hikaru and Rika were battling an Aberration in an abandoned building on the outskirts of town.

Hikaru barely avoided the creature's slashing claws, but he hadn't escaped completely unscathed. Blood trickled down his cheek. They couldn't approach carelessly. As Hikaru struggled to find an opening to attack...

"Akatsuki-kun! Duck!!"

"!"

Hikaru reflexively dropped into a crouch. Almost simultaneously, Rika, who had maneuvered behind him, released a blast of wind that sent the Aberration flying. The creature crashed through walls with a series of loud bangs, but... it wasn't dead.

"This thing is ridiculously tough...!!"

"...Yeah, what should we do?"

Their enemy was incredibly durable and quite fast. Their attacks were barely affecting it, while a single hit from the creature could potentially be fatal. The pressure was immense, causing both of them to break out in sweat that had nothing to do with the summer heat.

"If it were the old man, he'd probably flick this thing away with his finger... Ah, if only I were as strong as him!"

"Even Satou-san wasn't strong from the beginning. I'm sure he became that powerful by overcoming countless pinches like this."

"Sorry, I was just complaining... Oh!"

"What?"

"The old man! Remember what the old man said!"

"Ah!"

Then Hikaru remembered too. Occasionally, the two received training from Satou. During these sessions, when the children became too exhausted to move, he would tell various stories during their breaks. Among those stories, they recalled him explaining how to deal with tough enemies.

"There are different kinds of 'tough.' First, you need to figure out what type you're dealing with."

Was the enemy tough because of armor or an outer shell? Or was its flesh itself hard?

"It's the... flesh!!" they exclaimed in unison.

The Aberration they were fighting had hard muscle tissue.

"Those types aren't hindered in their movements like the shell types. They tend to be fast too, which makes them quite troublesome... But that doesn't mean there's no way to deal with them. It's like cooking, you know? People often say you tenderize meat by pounding it, right?"

Satou had told them to put that principle into practice.

"Don't worry about dealing damage. Focus on quantity. Just hit it a lot. Don't concentrate on one spot. It's important to pound it thoroughly all over the body. The muscles that were tensed and hardened will gradually soften due to fatigue. Oh, but I recommend not targeting soft spots like the eyes right away. That'll just make it go berserk and resist more fiercely."

The two exchanged glances, nodded, and sprang into action.

"This doesn't just apply to tough enemies either. When you feel like you can win, start talking big. 'The match is already decided. You have no chance of winning. You're just a pitiful creature waiting to be slowly tortured to death!' That kind of thing. When your mental state improves, your physical movements become sharper too. But don't let your guard down, be careful about that."

Wind blasts, punches, they continually pounded the creature's flesh without stopping. They could do this, they would win. The path to victory was already clear. Riding that momentum, they pressed on, and after about ten minutes, the two defeated the Aberration and ended the battle.

"Phew... Akatsuki-kun, good work."

"You too, Saionoji-san... But the difficulty level of these requests has been increasing lately, hasn't it?"

"Probably means we've leveled up to the next step."

"...I wonder what level that enemy was?"

As they were discussing this...

"For rookies, extremely dangerous. For somewhat experienced people, a bit risky. For veterans, just small fry."

"Oh, Yoshino-san!"

"Nice work out there, you two."

Yoshino Akira, who served as their mentor, appeared.

"That said, it seems like it was a tough opponent and you're both pretty exhausted, so let's rest a bit before heading back."

Suddenly, a cool breeze filled the humid ruins. Seeing the children's expressions relax, Yoshino smiled and offered them sports drinks.

"Thank you... So, that was just small fry, huh?"

"Yes. To be blunt, even someone without talent could handle it easily after about three years in the supernatural world."

"...There really is no end to this, is there?"

It was disheartening to know that no matter how high you looked, there was no finish line. There's no point where you could say "if I train this much, I'll be safe."

Yoshino gave a wry smile at Hikaru's complaint.

"That's just how it is. The only person in the world who's ready for anything is probably Satou-san."

"The old man, huh... Everyone who meets him says he's crazy powerful."

"He is. He was insane even when he first entered the supernatural world."

"Oh, that's right. Yoshino-san, you're the old man's senior, aren't you?"

"Senior isn't quite right... I just entered the supernatural world about two months before him."

"When you say he was insane... do you mean he had extraordinary talent or was incredibly strong from the beginning?"

Satou had told them he was similar to them, but Yoshino responded to Hikaru's puzzled expression.

"No, in terms of power or talent, he wasn't anything special. If you compare you two to him at the same stage, you're probably stronger."

He added that nobody was particularly focused on Satou's talent back then either.

"Then what do you mean by 'insane'?"

"...First, you should know that training for newcomers to the supernatural world has become gentler over the years. In our time, things were harsh from the beginning."

"I see..."

"About a month after entering the supernatural world, we received a request to shut down a transaction that would harm ordinary people."

"What? You were assigned something like that after just one month?"

"...Well, there were complicated circumstances. Anyway, Satou and his team had to complete this request."

Yoshino explained that facing the enemy head-on was nearly impossible.

"I was worried, so when I met him at the Mutual Aid Society facility, I suggested trying to get the assignment withdrawn."

"And?"

"He just laughed it off like it was nothing. Then that night, the port went up in flames."

"What?!"

The transaction was taking place in an unused warehouse at a large port where many workers were present. Satou had set fire to the entire port.

"Just to be clear, he apparently made sure no civilians would die or get seriously injured. In fact, there were zero deaths and only minor injuries."

"T-that's good, but... why would he do something like that?"

"To restrict the enemy's movements."

People from the supernatural world frequently use perception manipulation techniques, but they aren't omnipotent. The larger the number of people or the scale of the event that needs to be concealed, the more difficult it becomes. Satou involved ordinary citizens to increase the number of witnesses, effectively preventing the enemy from using such techniques.

"The criminals chose to blend in with the evacuating civilians. They could have teleported or sneaked away, but Satou guided events to prevent that. Then, in the chaos of the evacuation, he stabbed them from behind."

The two were dumbfounded. To them, Satou was a kind, middle-aged man. They never imagined he would do something so extreme. Having been in the supernatural world for some time and knowing his character, they didn't feel fear or revulsion, but the shock was still significant.

"There were witnesses, but he knew the Mutual Aid Society's rules inside out."

Given the danger and maliciousness of the goods being traded, the Society judged that the merit of eliminating the criminals outweighed the method used.

"He calculated that the Society would protect him, and he was right. They cleaned up afterward, and Satou's team faced no charges. Even when there were complaints about the cost of compensating for damages, he pushed through with, 'Just use the money you took from those scumbags.' Back then, the Mutual Aid Society was quite corrupt, and typically pocketed money seized from such people..."

Satou had created a situation involving others that forced the Society to spend that money.

"The Society was corrupt and powerful, but not absolute. He made them realize that not using the money would cause more harm in the long run, so they covered everything with supernatural world funds."

His calculation of exactly how far he could push before the Society would stop protecting him was also deliberate. The Society would lose credibility if they didn't protect him, which would ultimately hurt them. Satou knew this and acted accordingly. After explaining this much, Yoshino's gaze became distant.

"Can you believe it? After just one month in the supernatural world! Insane, right?"

"That is insane..."

"When those three were together, nothing good ever happened..."

"Three?"

"Uh... oh, right. There were two other people who were pulled into the supernatural world with Satou. They formed a team."

Yoshino continued, clearly trying to change the subject.

"They've both left the supernatural world now, but when the three of them were active together, they were truly terrifying. I've never met anyone who deserved the label 'mischievous kids' more than they did."

The two could only respond with awkward smiles to Yoshino's wistful words.
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			Tears of the Death God

			July 29th.

Three days had passed since returning from our short trip. Those who had challenged Satou Hideo that night, serving as sacrificial pawns... not a single one had returned.

(Well, that itself isn't surprising)

Satou Hideo's overwhelming power. They had set out determined to draw out even a fraction of it. All of them had been prepared to die when they departed. They had entered battle with the premise that they would never return alive. So what were they planning to do with the information gathered from the battle?

Had there been separate observers recording the battle? No.

To properly observe a battle, one would need to get reasonably close. Doing so would risk being detected by Satou Hideo, potentially ruining everything. That's why I too had completely behaved as a human during those three days, not even watching the battle from afar.

So what was the plan? Those who went into battle were supposed to be both recording and transmitting devices. Death was meant to be the trigger, sending all memories up to that moment to me, but...

(Why hasn't a single piece of information been shared with me?)

Not even a fragment of information had been sent to me. There are several possibilities to consider.

(That night, the presence of everyone, including Satou Hideo, suddenly vanished)

Though I wasn't watching, I somehow sensed it. They were probably isolated somewhere by some special barrier. They were killed there, but the barrier prevented their memories from reaching me.

(Another possibility is that Satou Hideo saw through our plan and interfered)

I think both are possible, but... something still bothers me. Among the attackers was a powerful deity, though not comparable to my father Hades. The foremost was Thanatos. He is a powerful death god.

One might think, "Using such a death god as a sacrificial pawn...?" I myself think so. But he himself insisted,

"Even Lord Hades couldn't defeat him. If we hold back, we'll achieve nothing."

That was Thanatos. While his death might have been inevitable, it doesn't make sense that it would end with just that.

From what I've heard about the battle between my father and Satou Hideo, Satou completely underestimates his opponents. I don't think that's a bad thing. With that much power, it's natural.

If he even looked down on Hades, the King of the Underworld, he'd treat his subordinates even more dismissively. Couldn't they have exploited that arrogance to land at least some small blow?

(It might be overestimating them, but still...)

As I was thinking about this,

"Hey, Sarna-san. Could you help me with this part?"

"Yes, where is it?"

My classmate Kana's voice pulled me out of my sea of thoughts. Today, Rika-san, Kana-san, and I are working on summer vacation homework at my place.

(Though Rika-san seems to be reaching her limit)

Drool dripping from the corner of her mouth, groaning "Ah, ah, ah" while staring into empty space, she's clearly done. According to Rika-san, "If I study for more than an hour, my head goes crazy."

"Here, if you do this like this..."

"Oh! I see~ Man, that really helps. Thanks!"

"You're welcome. ...Let's take a short break now."

I serve them cold barley tea.

"Phew! I'm alive again! Thank you, goddess!!"

"Idiot."

Well, she's not wrong... though I'm a death goddess, not a goddess of life.

"Still though..."

"What is it?"

"Sarna-chan, your chest is really amazing."

"You know, sexual harassment applies even between girls."

"But seriously, when you think about it, the sight of those substantial breasts resting on the table is pretty intense."

"Well, I guess..."

"When we went to the beach the other day, I had you rest them on my head once, and it was incredible."

"What were you doing?"

I did indeed do that. She begged me so persistently. She was trembling and saying incomprehensible things like "I want to be a desk."

"What do you eat to grow them that big? Does Greece have some special food that accelerates development?"

"It's not like that..."

This would be serious defamation against Greece... or maybe not. My appearance isn't fake but my true form. While I'm disguised to hide my non-human nature, I'm not concealing my appearance.

The one who made me look like this is my father Hades. You might think, "Is Hades a pervert?" but that's not it. I was designed with deliberately contradictory elements to master the powers of a death god.

I'm female because women symbolize life through their ability to give birth. My voluptuous figure adds elements of fertility. So it's not because Hades is a pervert.

(Though I can't deny that another perverted old man's intentions might have been involved)

Not Hades. A different perverted old man. Specifically, Zeus, the chief deity of Olympus. Zeus wasn't directly involved in my creation. He probably doesn't even know I exist. But he's not completely unrelated either.

(Apparently he used Zeus's stated preferences as reference for my appearance)

Zeus supposedly approached my father and, without being asked, went on about what types of women were hot by Zeus standards lately. He could have ignored him, but my father is a serious deity. He dutifully listened, thinking it would be disrespectful to ignore Zeus, the chief deity. I wonder if that's why people keep bothering him, but I kept that thought to myself.

"Actually, I envy slender figures like yours, Rika-san."

"Really? You do?"

"Yes, absolutely."

After that, we ended up chatting away, completely neglecting our homework.

"Take care on your way home."

"Yeah, see you later!"

"Thanks for today!"

After seeing Rika-san and Kana-san off in front of the apartment building, I return to my room... but stop midway.

"...Thanatos?"

In the silent, empty corridor. I sensed Thanatos's presence there. But something felt strange about it... As I stood there confused, a shadow wavered and revealed itself.

"...I apologize for the delay in reporting."

Completely covered from head to toe in a black cloak that hid their expression, but it was definitely Thanatos. However,

"Are you joking? What's with that voice?"

It sounded like those altered voices you often hear on TV shows.

"And if you're going to apologize, at least remove your cloak."

"Ah, wait... M-Miss! Please stop!!"

I summoned my scythe and slashed. Cutting through the cloak, I widened my eyes in shock at what emerged.

"Th-Thanatos...?"

Thanatos is male, and quite handsome at that. But what emerged from the cloak was a woman. A remarkably beautiful woman at that. That alone would be surprising enough, but...

"Why are you naked...?"

Well, not exactly. The private parts were concealed with ribbons. It's like... yes, that thing from erotic manga, the "I'm your present♪" scenario.

"Ngh...!!"

Wait, is she crying!?
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			Tragedy

			(...While I have many questions, this situation is clearly not good.)

A beautiful woman dressed like an exhibitionist crying in the common area of an apartment building.

There's no way to describe it other than terrible. Although she must have cleared everyone else out before revealing herself, this is still bad for my mental health.

"F-for now, let's go to my room."

I took the hand of the sobbing Thanatos and led her to my apartment. Once inside, I seated the still-crying Thanatos on the sofa and prepared some coffee.

"...You're Thanatos, right?"

"...Yes."

She's still crying, but she seems calm enough to hold a conversation. Coffee is truly magnificent. My sincere respect to whoever developed or discovered it.

"What on earth happened...? No, more importantly, let's do something about that outfit first."

Being a woman, I'm not exactly excited of revealing clothes. But regardless, this is definitely detrimental to my mental well-being. I can't focus on the conversation when a male acquaintance has somehow turned into a woman wearing something so ridiculous.

"For now, I'll lend you some of my clothes."

"...That's impossible."

"Excuse me?"

What is she talking about? Seeing my confusion, Thanatos stood up and said,

"...Miss. Please try attacking with all your power. Not at me, but at these indecent ribbons covering me."

"Huh? Why so suddenly...?"

"...Please."

Unable to resist her insistence, I nodded. I didn't want to attack at full power inside my apartment, but I could set up a barrier. After preparing to avoid damaging the room, I summoned my great scythe again and imbued its tip with the power of death.

A blade of absolute death that would instantly kill any living thing it touched and cause any inorganic object to disintegrate. It would be dangerous even for Thanatos, a fellow death god, but if I only cut the ribbons without touching her, it should be fine, right?

"I-I'm going to do it now, okay?"

"...Yes."

I swung the scythe. It hit the ribbons precisely, but—

"——Huh?"

The moment it made contact, my scythe shattered completely from the base. The great scythe forged by Hephaestus himself and attuned by my father Hades. It was destroyed as if it were a joke. Seeing my astonishment, Thanatos explained.

"...As you can see, this is hopeless. There's nothing that can be done about it."

"W-what is happening...?"

I mean, even if you can't take it off, couldn't you at least wear something over it? When you first appeared, you were covered with a cloak, after all...

"...Let me explain what happened that night. May I use your television?"

"Y-yes."

Thanatos (in her exhibitionist form) waved her hand, and images appeared on the television.

"This is a record of that night."

The footage showed Satou Hideo, our target, and an unknown woman confronting Thanatos and the other death gods.

"Bwahahahahahahahahahaha!!!"

Satou Hideo was laughing with an attitude that thoroughly looked down on everyone.

"What's so funny?!"

"How can I not laugh? You're all such transparent liars."

...So he saw through it. Satou Hideo systematically exposed all of Thanatos's lies.

(Well, isn't that something...)

Satou Hideo understood the god Hades well. Having faced him multiple times, he seemed to have completely grasped his personality.

(And he also knew about me... or rather, the successor...)

Though he hasn't realized that Sarna Diadokos is that successor. My human disguise is effective, but more importantly, my position as a friend of the child he cares for is significant. Because of that position, I'm recognized as someone he wants to protect. It seems approaching Rika wasn't a mistake after all.

"...He's strong."

On the screen, the battle with the rejuvenated Satou Hideo and his companions had begun. The unknown gyaru woman was quite powerful, but Satou Hideo was in a league of his own. Even fighting bare-handed, his skill was extraordinary. It was obvious. While the woman was fighting seriously, Satou Hideo was completely toying with them. He was only interested in humiliating Thanatos and the others.

"..."

I glanced at Thanatos. She was biting her lip in frustration. Well, that's understandable. Even giving it their all, they couldn't land a single hit, let alone draw out his full power.

This one-sided massacre that could hardly be called a fight ended in about an hour. In the end, Thanatos and the others achieved nothing. But there was one confusing point.

"W-why don't you kill us?! Even if you spare us now, we'll never give up! We'll devise new strategies and come after you again...!!"

Yes, that's it. Satou Hideo didn't kill Thanatos and the others. He even stopped his female companion when she tried to finish them off. To Thanatos's question, Satou Hideo replied with a vulgar smile.

"Hehehe... you see, my high IQ, they call me the Einstein of Shinjuku, came up with something more fun than killing you."

"Nobody calls you that... So? What's this fun thing?"

"Just watch."

He clapped his hands together and shouted.

"—TS Divine Fist Ultimate Technique: Ten Thousand Fist Storm!"

Countless fists rained down from the sky, striking all the death gods who had participated in the battle. They screamed horribly as their bodies melted... and somehow they all transformed into women.

Not all of them originally had human-like forms. Some were monstrous death gods, yet they all transformed into human-like forms.

(And they're all beautiful women, too.)

So this is why they turned female? But for what purpose...?

"Hehehe, hey there, little death gods. You were all pathetically weak, but you know what? I think you tried your best, for weaklings."

His expression oozed malice. Well, from his perspective, he was suddenly attacked during what should have been a pleasant trip, so there's no reason for him to show any goodwill.

"So I'll give you a reward. Let me show you a glimpse of my power."

His anger at involving children was justified, and his attitude was warranted. It should have been warranted, but...

"This is a curse. I'm quite skilled with curses, you see."

Black mist erupted from Satou Hideo's body. A curse. What dense malice... I've never seen such powerful output before.

"I can create powerful curses on the fly. Like this!!!"

The curse's tendrils wrapped around Thanatos and the others, instantly blowing away their clothes. But the curse didn't stop there. After making them naked, the curse transformed, dressing them all in various exhibitionist outfits.

"What is this?! D-damn it! I can't take it off!!"

"What's happening?!"

"Ah, ah, ah..."

The curtain of despair fell.

"Aren't you lucky?! You guys did your job splendidly!"

"Kekeke! This is a masterpiece! That's our Satou! Your cruelty knows no bounds!!"

"Don't say such terrible things. I'm just showing respect to these great warriors who fought valiantly despite the overwhelming difference in ability."

"And this is how you show respect?!"

"Yes, exactly."

Th-this is...

"Go show your master! Show him that form! The fruits of your labor! Gyahahahahahaha!!"

His laughter was like that of a devil, utterly unsuited to the peaceful setting. Knowing his caring attitude toward children (us), the gap is enough to drive one mad.

"Ahh! I feel so good~ Shall I sing? Shall I break into song!?"

"Go for it!!"

"I'll sing! You handle the tambourine!!"

In a paradise where flowers bloomed and winds danced, Satou Hideo began passionately singing into a microphone that appeared from nowhere. The mysterious woman frantically played the tambourine in accompaniment, while the death gods wept in despair.

(What kind of hellish scene is this...?)

And that's where the footage ended.

"...This is what... what... what happened..." Thanatos choked on her words, overcome with humiliation.
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			Strength Lies in Numbers

			Meeting Takahashi again. Naturally, I told Chika about it. She was genuinely happy for us, as if it were her own reconciliation. Since Chika seemed concerned too, I suggested arranging a gathering, but...

"No, that's a bit... I'm not mentally prepared yet."

Takahashi has moved on from the past, or rather, that's not quite right. It would be more accurate to say he's come to terms with everything and is living in the present. I thought there wouldn't be any issues since he's living positively toward the future, but Chika felt differently.

"I'm not saying my past self was wrong, you know?"

"Yeah."

"But even so, looking back now... Back then, I was absolutely vicious toward both Takahashi and Suzuki."

"That's true."

But she wasn't the only one. Takahashi and Suzuki were the same.

Chika, who chose to maintain the status quo, and I, who just went along with it. We were both torn to shreds with harsh words.

While the insults toward Chika were terrible, I was actually the one who received the most brutal verbal abuse. And what made it worse was that I couldn't even argue back. All I could say was, "You're absolutely right."

"I don't think I can just say 'We both said mean things, so we're even!' That's a bit beyond my personality."

She's probably closer to the normal reaction than I am. The reason I don't mind much is partly because of my inherent personality, but also because of my relationship with those guys. I'm an only child so I'm not sure if this is accurate, but it feels like having siblings close in age. That's why now that the biggest problem has been resolved, all reservations between us have completely disappeared.

"So sorry. I'll just accept your thoughtfulness for now."

She said she'd let me know when she's sorted through her feelings.

(I hope someday the four of us can drink together.)

Well, Suzuki's whereabouts remain unknown. I could probably find out by asking the Mutual Aid Society. Even though he's abandoned his dangerous ideology, he's still considered a person of interest. I think they periodically check his location. So they'd probably tell me if I asked, but...

(That wouldn't be right.)

If we meet again, it would be better if it happened by chance, like with Takahashi. I'm not trying to be a romantic, but the fact that I met Takahashi by coincidence is part of why our conversation progressed so quickly.

"Alright, it's ready."

I was currently sitting in meditation at the Mutual Aid Society's training facility. This wasn't for spiritual training or anything like that. If it were, I wouldn't be thinking about other things. I was sitting in meditation simply to gather power.

"...It's quite difficult to give form to other people's negative feelings."

Why am I charging up power? To develop a new technique.

During that short trip when I fought Hades' subordinates, I improvised several techniques. And that sparked my desire to develop new techniques. It's probably just a passing phase that I'd forget about if I did nothing, but what the hell. Even if it's temporary, I should enjoy it while I can.

"Damn... I can't wait to use it."

I don't know if it will succeed, but preparations are complete. All that's left is to try it out.

However, this technique isn't meant to be used on inanimate targets. It's specialized for use against people. More precisely, against women. I asked Takahashi to be my test subject, and he gladly agreed to do it after work, but...

"I got too excited and came too early."

I finished work early today and came straight to the training ground, but maybe I should have gone for a drink first. As compensation for helping with the experiment, he asked me to treat him to a drink afterward. Having some alcohol in my system might have made my conversation more sharp... Oh, he's here.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all. Thanks for coming despite your busy schedule."

"It's no problem. But man... the Mutual Aid Society has really changed."

Well, I guess it would seem that way to Takahashi. The purge of the upper echelon happened after Takahashi left the organization. He was temporarily detained after being defeated by me, but he probably didn't have time to feel the changing atmosphere of the Society.

"By the way, Senpai is still around, huh? I saw him in the lobby."

"Yeah. That guy's been here all along. I heard he even had a kid recently."

"Seriously? The hands of time are really moving forward."

"Indeed. Anyway, are you ready?"

"Yeah."

That's excellent.

"So what kind of technique have you developed? I heard it's some kind of curse..."

I can use various types like magic, onmyodo, Taoist arts, immortal techniques. But I'm especially good at curses.

Most arts called "techniques" are so complex and theoretical that they could constitute the entire academic disciplines, but curses are different.

Curses, as the name suggests, are techniques for hexing. Since curses are emotion-driven, they're less logical than other techniques. In other words, they can be performed more intuitively than others. To explain it simply, it's like the difference between science and humanities.

So what has someone like me, who specializes in curses, developed? Hehehe.

"Seeing is believing... Behold, my new technique!!"

I clap my hands together and release the curse I've been charging. The black, mucus-like curse splatters on the ground and spreads like oil. And then...

"...Old hags?"

Countless elderly women emerge from the black sea. Their number? Three hundred. I could increase it further if I wanted, but this is just a test run.

"I call it, Legion of Old Hags (Babazu Legion)."

"What the hell are you talking about?"

"Heh... I've been getting frequent consultations from a high school friend about mother-in-law problems."

The harassment is beyond terrible. Whether it's out of love for her son or what, I was appalled that a woman of her age would act like that. I tried to give some advice, so I looked into it, and apparently there are quite a few mothers-in-law who harass their daughters-in-law. The content ranges from childish pranks to criminal-level behavior.

After thinking about it, I advised my friend to clearly decide which takes priority, his wife or his mother. I thought that once things got that bad, there was no choice but to cut ties with one of them. As a result, he decided to take his wife and move away.

"I got that news while I was thinking about what my new technique should be."

And that's when it hit me.

"What if I could utilize the aggressive nature of mothers-in-law?"

"What the hell are you talking about?"

I walked around collecting negative energy from old women who seemed likely to harass their daughters-in-law. Then I mixed in my own curse, resulting in this Babazu Legion. When the target is female, they recognize her as a daughter-in-law and demonstrate tremendous aggression.

"I know what you're thinking. Isn't it troublesome having to collect negative energy from old ladies every time?"

"No, that's not even the main issue here."

"But there's no problem."

"Listen to me!"

I collected those feelings to understand the negative emotions of mothers-in-law who harass their daughters-in-law. I've gathered enough to understand, so from now on I can recreate it with my own curse.

"Now, are you mentally prepared?"

"You bastard! You're completely insane! What kind of thought process is this?!"

"Let's go! GO! Old hags GO! GOGO old hags!!"

Countless old women let out strange cries and lunged at Takahashi.
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			"...I'm never doing that again."

"It was stronger than expected. My goodness, even I'm terrified of my own talent."

After battling for about an hour, Takahashi was sitting on the floor looking completely exhausted. Honestly, I never imagined the Legion of Old Hags would be this effective against someone of Takahashi's caliber.

"Thanks. I got some excellent data."

I thanked him while healing him. Though this only heals wounds and physical fatigue. Mental exhaustion is another matter entirely.

"You know... between this and that disgusting combo where you gender-swap enemies and force them into erotic costumes, there's seriously something wrong with your head."

"You were totally into it when I did that to those Death Gods."

"I was caught up in the moment then... but thinking about it calmly, it's pretty messed up."

"Haven't you heard 'where there's life, there's hope'?"

"Sure, but forcing someone to live their entire life in such a form. That's beyond humiliation."

"I made it so they could wear coats or cloaks over it, didn't I?"

Does that just make it more perverted? Fair point.

Actually, I did it precisely because it's more erotic that way. I just love that scenario, what's secretly underneath a thick coat...

"...And those clothes fly off after some time, right?"

"Yep."

"And the timing is completely random. Could be an hour later, could be three minutes."

"That's right."

"I sense nothing but malice."

It's not malice. It's my fetish. You're saying forcing that on others is malicious? Come on now. It's more like a penalty. Those guys picked the fight, so it's their fault.

"By the way, I was wondering... did your new technique really need to be tested on me?"

"Of course."

"I get it. You needed someone with a certain level of skill."

That's exactly right.

I hate to say it, but weaklings would be instantly destroyed and wouldn't make for a proper experiment. Finding a woman who's strong enough to fight the Legion of Old Hags is extremely difficult. There are skilled women in the supernatural world, but getting them to be test subjects would require making formal requests. Too much trouble.

Takahashi is amazing in that regard. Despite being away from combat for nearly twenty years, he's still among the top tier fighters.

"What I'm saying is, couldn't you have used Saionji? She's back in action and has recovered a decent amount of her power, right? She would've been fine."

Sigh... this guy just doesn't get it.

"There's no way I could put Chika-san through something like this. Are you an idiot?"

"Huh? So I'm fair game, is that it?"

Whoa, he's getting seriously angry. I immediately switched to my brown-nosing bastard mode.

"Sorry, sorry. I just took advantage of our friendship. But you know, you're the only one I can be this comfortable with."

I put my arm around his shoulder, desperately emphasizing our friendship.

"I-I'm the only one..."

His face is red. He's embarrassed. He always had that manipulative side to him. Acting like he doesn't care about Valentine's Day but then shrewdly winning over the girls' affection and ending up with chocolates anyway.

"...Well, if that's the case, I guess it can't be helped."

"Exactly, can't be helped! Alright, break's over, yeah? Let's go for a drink!"

"You're always so upbeat... you've been like this since forever."

"Hehe, don't be like that. So, where should we go? It's my treat, so don't hold back."

"After what you put me through, I shouldn't need to hold back... but you know, I'm not in the mood for a bar."

"Should we do it another day then?"

"No, let's drink at your place."

And so it was decided. Takahashi and I teleported to near my home, stocked up on alcohol and snacks at the convenience store, and headed to my apartment.

"Hmm, surprisingly tidy, isn't it? Your room used to be quite messy back in the day."

"I've grown up too, you know. Anyway, make yourself comfortable."

"Sure."

I spread out the alcohol and snacks on the table. We might have... well, definitely bought too much... but hey, that's fine.

"Cheers!"

We lightly clinked our cans together in a toast. I gulped down the fizzy beer at once, drinking about half before pulling away.

"Ahh... summer really calls for this. Maybe beer should be counted as the blood of gods alongside wine?"

"I hear that."

"Man, Takahashi, you got comfortable real quick."

He's lounging around like this is his own home.

"It's just really relaxing here."

"Oh? Thanks?"

"Why are you thanking me?"

"I don't know either."

We burst out laughing... This silly back-and-forth is nice. Feels like old times.

But there's something different from the past. Alcohol. Being able to share drinks with an adult Takahashi is... pretty wonderful.

"By the way, Takahashi, do you cook? Not like occasionally making something fancy, but..."

"You mean regularly? Yeah, I do. Living alone means I have to cook for myself."

"Seriously?"

That's surprising, even setting aside the fact that he's now a woman.

"Don't you cook?"

"Not really... Even when I make something, it's only simple stuff."

Cutting and grilling, that's about the extent of it.

"You've probably got that belly from eating out and only having what you like."

"Come on, I can't even deny that."

"But why bring up cooking all of a sudden?"

"Oh, our company president apparently got into cooking and keeps lording it over me."

"What's the president doing? And you too. You're way too casual with him."

"The president and I just click."

When the president shouts 'Tsu!', I shout 'ka!' in perfect harmony. (t/n: this is a play on words, but it's hard to localize in english. 'two pead in a pod' in summary)

I remember how we really hit it off with super personal conversations during my interview. There was a time when people gossiped that I was the president's favorite, but I shut them all up with pure skill.

"But I see... even Takahashi cooks regularly."

"What do you mean 'even me'? That's rude. For your information, my boxed lunches are quite popular at work."

"Really? Maybe I should start cooking too."

"Sounds good. You might develop healthier eating habits."

"True. Hey, from a woman's perspective, what do you think of a man attending cooking classes?"

"There's nothing wrong with that. These days, men do housework too."

"Really? Wouldn't people laugh at a guy wearing a dorky apron?"

"No one would laugh. You're strangely timid about the weirdest things."

Our private drinking session was incredibly lively, and before we knew it, it was late at night. Takahashi was completely drunk, drooling on the table in deep sleep.

(If he were still a man, I could just let him sleep like that, but...)

Despite the circumstances, he's a woman now, so leaving him like this isn't right. I sighed softly, picked Takahashi up, and carried him to the bedroom.

As I carefully laid him on the bed so as not to wake him, his breasts jiggled slightly.

(...I wonder if it would be okay to cop a feel just once?)

And so I spent about thirty minutes in inner conflict. In the end, I did not touch the breasts.
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			# Can't Do It Alone!

Strike while the iron is hot. Following this advice, the day after drinking with Takahashi, I started researching cooking classes.

"Strike while the iron is hot" means to take immediate action on good opportunities, but doesn't it feel a bit pushy? It's like when you're about to do your homework and your mom says, "Get your homework done already!"

I wondered why people rush us like that... I think it's probably because even if we know something is good for us, we might keep putting it off due to our busy lives until we never end up doing it at all. Maybe humans have always been like that—I'm getting off track here.

Anyway, I looked into some cooking classes with good reviews and found a few candidates. One of them was holding a trial class on August 1st, which happened to be my day off, so I signed up immediately. The participation fee was dirt cheap, and I mainly wanted to get a feel for the atmosphere, so it was perfect timing. Still, I was nervous about going alone, so...

"Hikaruuuu! Thank you soooo muuuuch!!"

"No problem. I was interested too, so thanks for inviting me."

I decided to bring Hikaru-kun along with me. I called to ask him before signing up, and he agreed right away. He even arrived at our meeting spot before me—he's really such a thoughtful guy.

"From now on, I'll call you 'Quick-witted Hikaru'..."

"Please don't."

"Ah, yes."

He shot me down pretty bluntly.

Regardless, I've got a powerful ally with me. There's nothing to fear. By the way, I didn't invite the company president not because I was being considerate of her busy schedule, but because I wanted to avoid her condescending attitude.

If I told her I was interested in a cooking class, she'd definitely say something like, "Oh my? I thought you weren't interested. What's this? Are you finally doing it after all?" And then she'd follow up with, "Well, it's a good thing. I'm glad my encouragement paid off," with that smug look on her face.

(Hehehe, I'll show her... I'll master cooking skills and be the one looking down on her...!!)

"What? You're still at that level despite taking cooking lessons before me? Despite all that big talk... this is awkward. It's uncomfortable to surpass the superior who recommended this to me. My overflowing talent is, just this once, something I hate. I'll have to hold back from now on?"

That's how it'll go.

"Satou-san, Satou-san, you're making a really evil face right now."

"That's your imagination."

"Ugh, that's an incredibly suspicious smile..."

"Well, anyway, it's about time we got going."

"Yes."

We started walking toward the building where the cooking class was being held. It was a bit inconvenient being some distance from the station, but if the reviews were good, it should be worth the walk. There were particularly many positive comments about the instructor—kind, thorough in teaching, and so on. The instructor's name was "MIO Sensei," and although there weren't any photos, my intuition tells me they're probably attractive. I'm looking forward to that aspect too.

"By the way, Satou-san."

"Hmm?"

"I heard from Yoshino-san about what you were like when you were just starting out."

"From my senior? Well, this is awkward. Back then, I was, how should I put it... almost like a delinquent."

It wasn't like that with everyone, but...

"Satou-kun, don't you think it's okay to do anything to bad people?"

Chika-san had criticized me like that before we became close. And the troubling thing was, her observation was spot on. I really did think that way. Well, I still might to some extent.

"So, did you really commit arson...?"

"Arson? Sorry, I've set so many fires that I can't count them on both hands, so I'm not sure which one you're referring to."

"You did it that many times!?"

"Yeah."

It's not like I especially enjoy watching fires... well, actually, that's part of it. Campfires and the like—there's something about a big, roaring flame that gets your adrenaline pumping.

"But seriously, fire can be a pretty effective strategy."

Back then, I wasn't as strong as I am now. To compensate for my weakness, I had to think and act strategically. Setting fires was partly a hobby but also a tactic to make up for my weakness.

"Is that so?"

"Yeah."

It's instinctual. Even those called superhumans can't escape their human nature. Among the strong, there are those who can suppress such instincts, and some who are completely unhinged from the start... but they're the minority. Most people remain bound by human instincts.

"Actions speak louder than words."

I took the 100-yen lighter from my pocket, quickly modified it, and lit it near Hikaru-kun's face.

"Whoa!?"

The flame shot up, and Hikaru-kun instantly backed away. By the way, I was using perception interference, so the passersby didn't notice anything.

"That's what I mean."

Even if the flame had hit him directly, someone like Hikaru-kun now wouldn't have been hurt at all. Yet he instinctively moved away. Why? Because of our primal fear of fire.

"This kind of reflexive action can be suppressed with training, but it's impossible to eliminate completely."

Even for someone who's been trained, it's difficult to fully apply that training when caught off guard. That's why I frequently used arson as a means to disrupt and narrow my opponents' thinking.

"...I see."

"That said, the underground world used to be much more uncivilized than it is now, which is partly why I resorted to such extreme methods."

I'm not suggesting he should copy me. Given Hikaru-kun's personality, this approach probably doesn't suit him. Forcing someone to do something they're not suited for would only hold them back.

"Well, looks like we've arrived. Hikaru-kun, are you ready? I'm still a bit nervous."

"...How can you be nervous about a cooking class when you can casually set fire to a harbor?"

When we entered... as expected, there were mostly women. About thirty people? They say it's the era of men cooking too, but including us, there were only four men.

We changed into aprons, washed our hands, and waited for the class to begin. After about five minutes, the teacher arrived, and...

(—She's beautiful, as I expected!!)

She was a slender, elegant beauty with light brown, wavy bob-cut hair. Nice, very nice! While Takahashi's curvaceous body is wonderful, I also like the clean-cut slender type.

"...It looks like we're making omurice today."

"...Since it's a trial class, they're probably starting with something simple."

But that's fine! An omurice with that fluffy omelet that splits open when you cut into it. The thought of being able to make that at home... with my own hands... is pretty exciting.

"...Satou-san, what should we do? Listening to the teacher is making me hungry."

"...Yeah, me too."

This is bad... Ah, our eyes met with the teacher. She seems surprised. Well, from an outsider's perspective, Hikaru-kun and I probably look like father and son. It's natural for her to be curious about a father attending a cooking class with his son. I responded with my best smile.

I mean, it's not like I have any particular intentions, but... you know, just in case... right?

(Could this be a promising sign!?)

The teacher looked confused for a moment, but quickly blushed and averted her eyes from me.

(Hehehe, looks like this is going to be a fun day!!)
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			# Corner of Lament

My ulterior motives had been burning, but by the time the teacher finished her explanation and we moved to the practical part, they had completely disappeared.

"I had this casual impression that chicken rice was something simple," I said.

"Me too," replied Hikaru.

"Right?"

I'd imagined it was just roughly chopping ingredients, tossing them into a frying pan, stir-frying them nicely, adding rice, mixing in ketchup, and voilà! Done! Something like that?

"It's nothing like that at all..."

Currently, I was preparing the base for ketchup rice. Sautéing vegetable oil and garlic over medium heat until they just started to color, then adding onions, celery, and carrots. After cooking them until soft... let's see, next was adding ham, bouillon, and tomato puree...

"Ah, Satou-san, you forgot to turn up the heat."

"Ugh... you're right, you're right."

Was I supposed to cook off the acidity of the tomatoes?

Damn, there's so much to do... Couldn't we just pour regular ketchup over rice? Is that not good enough?

"Well, I suppose all this careful preparation is what makes it delicious," said Hikaru.

"...That's true."

It was tedious, but the effort was worth it for delicious food. I tried to think positively. This was fun in its own way, after all.

"—It's looking good now. Let's add the tomato ketchup and bring it to a boil."

"Ah, Sensei."

The teacher peeked over my shoulder to offer advice. Let's see, ketchup, ketchup... is this enough?

"By the way, this finished sauce can also be used for pasta and other dishes, so it's quite versatile."

"I see."

We were only making enough for chicken rice today, but it would be wise to prepare extra at home. Freezing the surplus would make the next day's meal planning a little easier.

"It would definitely work as a base for Napolitan pasta."

"Napolitan, huh... I liked the super-simple version my mom used to make."

Not this elaborate sauce-making process, but more like carelessly sautéing sliced wieners and onions, tossing in pasta, and generously pouring in ketchup by eye.

"Fufu, the familiar taste of home cooking is something special, isn't it?"

"Yes, indeed."

But still... oh no, my dormant ulterior motives were flaring up again. It's not my fault. It's the teacher's fault for making my heart race with that elegant smile.

"Now let's lower the heat and simmer for about ten minutes, stirring occasionally."

"Got it!" Hikaru and I responded in unison.

"What good responses. Well then, I'll be off. If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to ask."

With that, the teacher went to check on other groups.

"Ahh... this is nice..."

"Satou-san, your face looks embarrassingly slack."

That's because the flames of motivation had been stoked even higher. The tedious work no longer bothered me. I could tackle the cooking with a cheerful mood.

Finally, it was time to eat. Hikaru and I looked at each other, scooped up some of the omurice with our spoons, brought it to our mouths, and both widened our eyes at the same moment.

"Delicious! This is incredibly delicious!!"

"All that hard work was worth it!"

"Yeah! This is what homemade cooking is all about!!"

I've eaten higher quality professional omurice before. It was delicious, of course. The professional version was definitely superior in taste. But this was more satisfying. As Hikaru said, it was because we had worked hard to make it.

"I should make this for my mom and sisters sometime," said Hikaru.

"And I need to make this for the company president to assert my dominance."

After that, both Hikaru and I fell silent. We just kept shoveling food with our spoons.

"Ahh... that was good, really good."

Not just my stomach, but my heart was full too.

"Hmm?"

As I was patting my stomach, I felt something odd. Tilting my head, I reached into my apron pocket and felt paper. I hadn't put anything in there...

"What?!"

It was a memo. It said, "If you're interested, would you like to meet tonight?" along with contact information. I widened my eyes in surprise and looked at the teacher.

"..."

The teacher smiled and nodded. I controlled my inner excitement and nodded back in acknowledgment. Then, acting casual, I took out my smartphone and sent a message to the contact information I had memorized. "How about 8:00 at XXX?" The other party seemed to understand my intention, replying shortly after with "No problem."

(—My time has come, truly come.)

This era could be named after Satou, that's how big this wave is.

"Hikaru, are you free after this?"

"Yes, I am."

"Then let's hang out for a bit."

After leaving the cooking class, I took Hikaru out to town. It was partly to kill time, but more to release my excitement. It might be selfish to drag him along, but it's no fun alone. So I asked Hikaru to keep me company.

"Ah, Satou-san. It can wait until later, but could you help me with my training...?"

"Of course, I don't mind. Actually, training first would be better. Let's train for two or three hours, then play a bit before heading home."

"Thank you very much."

"Don't mention it."

We spent time training and playing until around 6 PM. When invited for dinner, I reluctantly declined, saying I had plans. I returned home briefly, showered, rested a little, then dressed sharply and headed to the meeting place.

(Oh crap, did I keep her waiting?!)

I had arrived early—about 20 minutes ahead—but the teacher was already at the meeting spot. I messed up...! But it's fine. I can recover from here. I quickly composed myself and started walking slowly. The teacher noticed me, brightened up, and walked toward me.

(Hehehe...!!)

My ulterior motives were accelerating uncontrollably. But I made sure to keep them submerged in Tokyo Bay of my heart.

"Good even—"

"I never expected to see you in a place like this."

Huh?

"It's been a while, Satou-kun. I'm glad to see you're doing well."

"...Pardon?"

"Eh?"

"Eh?"

The teacher and I exchanged bewildered looks.

"...Satou-kun?"

"Um, have we met somewhere before?"

When I said that, the teacher made a bitter face and sighed deeply. Then,

"...You didn't realize? It's me—no, it's 'me.' Suzuki. It's Suzuki."

Su-zu-ki...?

After taking a moment to process this information,

"Ah, ah, ah..."

I collapsed to my knees. And then, banging my fist on the ground, I cried out:

"You... you... you're SUZUKIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII!!!!!!"

Damn it, getting my hopes up! Getting my hopes up like that!!
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			Untitled

			# No Major Upsets

Throughout history, when it comes to trios, each member naturally develops a distinct personality. That makes sense. A duo can work with similar personalities—doubling their strength through synergy—but three identical people would be overkill.

Look at the Three Kingdoms: Liu Bei was the passionate idealist (according to the novel), Guan Yu was the stoic, and Zhang Fei was the hothead. That's how it works.

We were the same way. I was the dependable leader like the virtuous Liu Bei, while Takahashi was the hot-blooded yankee type.

So where did Suzuki fit in? Was he the pretty boy of our trio with the highest face score? Since he wore glasses, maybe the serious handsome type?

That would be the impression, but reality was... a bit different. Though he had his serious moments, he was actually quite eccentric.

Well, Takahashi was eccentric too. Actually, you'd have to be somewhat unhinged to desire extreme worlds of chaos or order in the first place.

...Let's get back to Suzuki.

This isn't about the crazy story of how Onisaki seduced him into joining the True World faction.

Let me share a funnier episode instead of those depressing stories.

Once, we received an extermination request from the Mutual Aid Society to crush some scum. During our pre-assault reconnaissance, we discovered their base was perfect for burning down.

Takahashi and I were giddy, saying things like "I want to see fire! Show me those scumbags burning gloriously!"

"...How about we stop with the arson?" Suzuki suddenly objected.

"Did you... fall out of love with it?" I asked with manga-heroine-like confusion.

The thug Takahashi unleashed his bad attitude on Suzuki: "Haaaah? What's with this goody-two-shoes act, huh?"

"No, that's not what I mean," Suzuki remained perfectly calm.

"Look, even if something is your favorite food, eating the same thing every day is bad for your body, right?"

"Well... that's true. My old man apparently got sick from eating curry every day when he was young."

"So what the hell are you trying to say, Suzuki?"

Then Suzuki started gesturing like some self-important CEO during his explanation:

"I'm saying we should try something different occasionally to balance our spiritual nutrition. We need a challenge! Now is the time for us to try something new. It's not just about breaking monotony. By stepping away temporarily, we can make our love for arson even stronger."

"I see. By deliberately distancing ourselves, we realize how irreplaceable it was."

I nodded back then, but thinking about it calmly, Suzuki was clearly not right in the head. Me? I'm perfectly sane. I was just a victim fooled by Suzuki's con-artist-like talk. Deceiving an innocent teenage me—you're a bad guy, Suzuki.

"But Suzuki, you wouldn't bring this up without having an alternative plan, right?"

"Exactly what Satou said. I was already in a fire-raid mood. If you're going to change that, you better offer something worthwhile."

Suzuki pushed up his glasses with his index finger and smiled.

"Of course. Let me take the lead this time."

He spread a map of the area around their base on the table and began explaining.

"To get straight to the point, today's menu is a water attack."

"A water attack?"

"Yes. Look carefully at this terrain. If we break this part and this part... guide the flow... and..."

"Oh? Ohhh... OH! I see, this could definitely turn interesting."

Long story short, Suzuki's malicious water attack completely submerged an entire village.

In our defense, no civilians were harmed... or rather, there were "no civilians present." Those bastards had killed all the villagers and taken their places as camouflage.

I later learned that Suzuki got the water attack idea from Toyotomi Hideyoshi. He was researching Hideyoshi after watching a historical drama and got inspired.

"Next time, I'd like to try a siege that cuts off their supplies," he said. Completely hopeless.

So now you understand that he wasn't purely the serious type—he was pretty unhinged himself. Sometimes I and Takahashi would be overeager while Suzuki acted as the voice of reason, and other times Suzuki would go overboard and we'd have to rein him in.

Our trio functioned well that way... but it didn't last forever. As I mentioned earlier, Suzuki aligned himself with Onisaki's ideology.

After defeating Takahashi... defeating? I went straight to Suzuki.

"Hey," he greeted me with a smile, as casually as meeting a friend at an arranged spot.

Suzuki tossed me a can of coffee—my favorite brand. The super-sweet kind that both Takahashi and Suzuki hated.

"Nice weather today, isn't it?" he said nonchalantly while sipping his own coffee.

He must have known. That this would be our last meeting.

That only death—one of ours—could put an end to our relationship now.

And yet—no, perhaps precisely because of that.

Our relationship had no future ahead. But what we had in the past was real. And even now, facing each other, he still considered us friends. Maybe that's what he wanted to convey.

That I wouldn't be in his future, but the fact that we were friends remained an unshakable truth.

...To be honest, I didn't have the luxury of wallowing in sentimentality at that time, still shocked by Takahashi's transformation into a woman.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

"...Yeah."

We simultaneously drained our coffee cans, tossed them aside... and the battle began.

I won. After fighting Takahashi, I had grown even stronger.

There was no way Suzuki, who was on par with Takahashi, could defeat me in that state.

It was as inevitable as 1+1=2. There was no major upset where 1+1 suddenly equals infinity. Because I was always the one causing those upsets.

"If it's you, that's fine," he said.

If I was the one to kill him, he had no complaints. Despite ending up with opposing ideologies, Suzuki said the same thing as Takahashi.

"If it were Takahashi, I'd be genuinely frustrated... but I could accept it."

But, Suzuki smiled, "If it's by your hand, I have no objections. It's the perfect conclusion to my life."

He told me to kill him. If I didn't, he would shamefully continue pursuing his dream.

However, I remained calm, contemplating the mysterious phenomenon that had happened to Takahashi during our battle.

Yes, I had already completely mastered the secret technique that would later be called the TS Divine Fist.

"—You can hate me if you want."

What happened after needs no explanation. Suzuki and I never met again.

I thought our paths would never cross again... until I reunited with Takahashi.

After that incident with Takahashi, I honestly had some expectations. That someday I might meet Suzuki again too.

"But... but... this is just too much, goddammiiiiiiit!!!"

"Hey, people are watching! They're looking at us! Stop it, Satou-kun!"

But I can't stop... the tears, the tears...

"Besides, if you hadn't recognized me, why would you accept such a suspicious invitation..."

"Are you stupid?! When a beauty like you makes that kind of invitation, any guy would think it's a dream come true!"

"Beau... dream...!? I-Idiot! What are you saying?! ...Really, you never change."

And to think it would turn out like this... Suzuki, so your wicked nature remains unchanged, huh?!
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			"...Phew, I should be safe now that we've come this far."

I was dragged by Suzuki into a deserted back alley. If it had been anyone but Suzuki, I might have expected something more romantic. What? You think being taken to a back alley by a woman sounds more like a setup for a scam? Well, that's possible too, but there's no ordinary person who could overpower me physically, so isn't it better to hope for the best?

"Really... you made me look like a fool back there."

"Huh? What's wrong with looking foolish now and then? Men and women both grow by embarrassing themselves occasionally."

I teased, sitting cross-legged on top of a garbage can with my chin resting on my hand.

"That was unnecessary embarrassment."

Suzuki let out an exaggerated sigh.

"...You really haven't changed at all."

Then, looking somewhat resigned yet pleased, Suzuki smiled. There was no trace of his former male appearance anymore. Still, I could clearly see the blue spring of youth in that face.

"It's been quite a while since then."

"...Yeah, it has."

"I tried not to think about it too much. I wondered what face I could possibly show you."

But, Suzuki continued with a distant look.

"I would remember you from time to time. I'd wonder how Satou-kun was doing."

"...What about Takahashi?"

"Well, he doesn't feel the same burden of guilt toward you that I do."

I see.

From Suzuki's—no, Takahashi's perspective, they were both just pursuing the paths they believed in. There was no sense of betrayal. I never felt betrayed either, but these guys... they must have felt that way. I think that was one of the reasons they quietly offered their lives after losing.

"I'm glad to see you're doing well. Truly, from the bottom of my heart."

"You too... but man, I was shocked. I never expected you'd be the cooking class instructor..."

I mean, why is this person working as a cooking instructor anyway? We didn't spend that much time together, but as far as I knew, cooking was never a hobby. If anything, Suzuki seemed indifferent about food—as long as it was edible, that was good enough. I was actually the pickier one about food. When the three of us went out to eat, I was usually the one with all the comments.

"Ah, yes... it is surprising, isn't it?"

Suzuki seemed self-aware, scratching a cheek in embarrassment.

"It was after I lost to you and returned to normal society."

"Uh-huh."

"I guess you could call it burnout syndrome? After losing the dream I'd staked my life on, I was just an empty shell."

...Yeah, that makes sense. Even if the gender change made it difficult to view the previous dream positively, there would still be a sense of loss.

"I couldn't find motivation for anything. I spent about two years just eating and sleeping."

"So you were a NEET..."

"Yeah. I got quite plump as a result. I realized this wasn't good, so before rejoining society, I started dieting."

You're really earnest when you're not in one of your moods.

"And you know what? Food became incredibly delicious."

There were signs that eating had become enjoyable during that period of overindulgence. But Suzuki said that once exercise was added to the routine, food tasted even better.

"After getting back to a healthy weight, I relaxed my restrictions and started enjoying various foods again... it was fun and delicious. I was working part-time jobs while indulging in gourmet experiences, but gradually just eating wasn't satisfying enough."

So you became interested in cooking?

"Yes. I attended culinary school and got my chef's license. I spent about six years working as a chef after that. Creating dishes is enjoyable, and it's wonderful to see people enjoying what you've made."

Sounds like you were living a fulfilling life. Learning that my friend who took a different path had been living such a fruitful existence made me smile involuntarily.

"But as you know, Satou-kun, I'm a greedy person by nature."

"That's true."

"I developed a desire to spread the joy of cooking to others."

"Ah, so that's why you became a cooking instructor."

"Yes. Strike while the iron is hot, as they say. I took leave from my job and opened a cooking class."

Suzuki laughed, saying that although it was difficult at first with few students, even that struggle was enjoyable.

"Gradually more people started coming, and by the time it became somewhat popular, I was completely immersed in it."

At this point, Suzuki's expression turned slightly more serious.

"And then one day, I realized something."

"...What was that?"

"That I had stopped thinking about the dream I once yearned for so desperately."

"You mean..."

"To be honest, even after I could no longer consider that dream as my own, I was still clinging to it in a way."

It wasn't about pursuing the dream again, but having once dedicated everything to it, Suzuki couldn't just let it go. ...It's probably similar to not being able to throw away mementos from an ex-partner.

"What I'm saying is this: something that seemed more brilliant than anything else to me back then faded so easily in the midst of peaceful daily life. It was only that level of passion. For someone with such lukewarm conviction to speak of changing the world was beyond presumptuous."

Suzuki was saying that if you wish for change that forces sacrifices on others, you need the appropriate resolve. If your passion is so weak that it's forgotten once you start enjoying life, you don't even have the right to speak of dreams.

But I don't see it that way.

(I don't think their passion back then was empty.)

Yanagi, Onisaki, Takahashi, Suzuki. People who wanted to change the world and challenged it, only to be stopped by me and become losers. Each of them gained their own realizations and rejected their former ideals.

"I think saying it was 'only that level of passion' isn't quite right."

"Satou-kun?"

"I'm not saying I approve of your ideology, but it's not right to write it off as a lie either."

You're misunderstanding something.

"The passion you found on your new path was just as wonderful as your dream of changing the world."

"..."

"Isn't that how you should look at it?"

You can't erase the past. If you're looking at the present and future, there's no need to deny your past. That part of you is also what makes you who you are today.

"...You're right. Maybe that's true."

"See?"

"Satou-kun, you know... very occasionally, extremely rarely, you say something genuinely profound."

"What kind of thing is that to say to someone known as the Factory Manager of Wise Sayings..."

I hop down from the garbage can and lightly dust off my clothes.

"Anyway, let's get going. I don't feel comfortable chatting in a place like this forever."

"Go where... a comfortable place... y-you don't mean!?"

Suzuki's face turned red, arms wrapping around in self-protection.

"Don't get the wrong idea, you closet pervert."

"B-but you're the one who suggested it!"

"I wouldn't do that kind of thing with a friend, obviously."

The time I considered groping Takahashi's breasts remains my little secret.

"I'm saying let's go for a drink. One night won't be enough to fill in all the gaps in our lives."

I have mountains of things I want to talk about. Don't you?

"...You're right. Yes, I have lots of things I want to tell you too, Satou-kun."

"Then it's settled."

"Yes."

Although different from my original plans... it looks like this will be an enjoyable evening.
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			"...Ugh... my head hurts..."

I wake up with a dull pain. A typical hangover. While I look no different from an ordinary human, my physical resilience far surpasses that of normal people. But even someone like me can get hungover? Yes, I can. As I once told Hikaru, the abilities of superhuman types are influenced by mental state. If you have the mindset of enjoying alcohol, the alcohol will naturally affect you. In my case, that alone wouldn't be enough to get me drunk, so I normally intentionally lower my tolerance and such. Today was especially so. After all, it was a reunion with another old friend. Of course the alcohol would taste good.

"What time is it...? And where am I...?"

I organize the situation with my still foggy, not-quite-awake head. The ceiling that hazily comes into view is unfamiliar. At least it's not home. Plus it's a bit chilly... Am I in my underwear? It's summer, but the air conditioning is working perfectly, so if I'm in my underwear, naturally it would feel chilly.

"Hm...? Something's weighing down my right arm..."

Could it be that? Did I drunkenly perform some real Rocket Punch party trick? Was my regeneration sloppy because I was drunk, causing my arm to...? This is bad, I can't remember anything. My memories from last night are mostly gone from a certain point. For now, let me check what's causing this by looking over—

"——"

I was speechless. Why? Because Suzuki's head is resting on my arm. And judging from what I can see despite the blanket covering most of her... she's naked... no, she's wearing underwear. Cold sweat starts pouring out. You think it's fine if she's wearing underwear?

(...In my case, not necessarily)

Why? Because among my many fetishes, I have a thing for lingerie. I can't rule out the possibility that we did it while she kept them on.

"——Did you do it?! Hideo!!"

The face of that old hag I know flickers through my mind. Hey old hag, you usually give me the cold shoulder, so why do you look slightly amused...? That's just like you, old hag. You act like you see the big picture, like your perspective is different from ordinary people, but you're strangely vulgar in weird places. No, the old hag doesn't matter right now. Before the old hag, I need to confirm the facts first.

(P-please...)

I lift the blanket like I'm praying. ...There were no traces of anything like that. If we'd done it, there would be various... you know? Things. Since there was nothing like that, I can relax for now. So Satou-kun didn't devour his friend (former ♂) on the night of their reunion... Thank goodness. Well, I believed in him. I believed that Satou-kun, that Satou-kun's lower half wasn't that unprincipled.

(But then, what's this situation...?)

When I calmly look around the room, I immediately understand. This is a love hotel. By the way, the time is a little past five. Today's a normal work day, but I have plenty of time so there's no problem. I usually don't, but if I wanted to, I could drastically shorten my commute time.

(Why am I at a love hotel with Suzuki——ah)

My gaze wanders and stops at the table. On the table, various dishes were scattered about along with alcohol. Seeing the half-eaten honey toast, I remember last night's events.

"Say, Satou-kun... um, have you ever... been to a love hotel?"

Suzuki asked with droopy upward-looking eyes. Her cuteness was annoyingly irritating. Irritating yet arousing. Well, she was just normally drunk. I think it was the second bar? I remember drinking quite a bit.

"Love hotel? Well, enough to call myself a sommelier."

I said before that I prefer home when hiring professionals, but that doesn't mean I don't use love hotels. For one-night stands, or even when I'm out on business, I sometimes use them for rest. Not in a weird way—actual rest. I don't think I'm in the minority. I think there are others who use them for normal rest too. Back in high school, there were guys who'd used them normally for shelter from rain and such. Plus, I think they're a perfectly valid choice as a place to hang out. They wouldn't become standard spots, but as an occasional change of pace, they're totally fine.

"..."

"What's with that look?"

Suzuki narrows her eyes and looks at me reproachfully. I don't get it.

"Nothing really? But I see. So you're fairly knowledgeable about them."

"So what?"

"Well... what was it... I learned somewhere before that love hotel food supposedly has surprisingly high quality."

"Yeah yeah, that's right."

Places that don't put effort into it still use frozen foods normally, but places that do put effort in have dedicated chefs. Originally, they had potential as places to hang out with karaoke, games, and such. Putting effort into food to match the diversifying needs of the times is, in a way, a natural result. There are even things like "love hotel girls' nights."

"! I knew it! Hey hey, what's it like? How is it?"

"You're really pushing... If you're that interested, why don't you just go?"

"Don't make it sound so easy. I can't just casually go to a love hotel."

"It's not that big a deal~ Don't you have friends? Ah, same-sex friends, I mean. Nowadays love hotel girls' nights are totally normal, you know?"

"Why are you so knowledgeable about recent trends?"

"It's not that recent. It's been around for quite a while."

Well, anyway. Suzuki-kun seemed very interested in love hotels. I could have ignored it without any problem, but Satou-kun is a gentleman with a reputation for thoughtfulness.

"Hmm... Hey Suzuki, do you have room in your stomach?"

"? I have plenty of room~"

"Then want to go check one out? I know several hotels with good food too~"

"...Is that okay?"

"Yeah."

So that's how we came to the love hotel. When we first arrived at the love hotel... she's prudish, so she was incredibly fidgety. But once the food we ordered started arriving, Suzuki probably relaxed. She started reviewing the meals like a food critic from a gourmet manga. The fact that her style was to point out good points rather than find fault made a quietly good impression.

"Ahahahaha! Satou-kun! Karaoke! There's karaoke!!"

"Dahahaha! Of course there is! Want to sing!?"

"Let's sing, let's sing! Duets!!"

Good food, good alcohol—naturally our mood would rise. Before I knew it, we'd thrown off our clothes and were singing with our arms around each other's shoulders. Then we belted out about thirteen songs and were completely exhausted.

"I'm tired..."

"I'm tired too..."

"Sleep?"

"Let's sleep."

And so we got into bed. That's how we ended up here.

"Ugh, uh..."

I hear groaning. Looking beside me, Suzuki seems to have woken up.

"Ah, my head hurts—! S-Satou-kun...?"

"Oh, you're awake. Good morning."

"G-good morning."

She's quite flustered, but unlike me, she seems to have had her memories from the start. She quickly understood the situation.

"...Um... don't look too much... it's embarrassing."

"O-oh... sorry..."

Uh, what's this atmosphere? It suddenly got awkward.
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			"...I'm exhausted."

"...I am truly, deeply sorry."

Thanatos bowed her head with genuine remorse at my complaint. She's absolutely right to feel that way. In fact, I think she should look even more apologetic. Today is August 2nd. Four days have passed since I received Thanatos's report on the 29th of last month. What have I been doing for these four days? I've been pouring all my energy into providing mental care for the death gods who participated in that battle.

(It really was a terrible sight.)

Since they're targeting Satou Hideo, it's natural they'd have a base of operations in the area. While I have a base on the surface, Thanatos and her group have been using a renovated abandoned Imperial Army underground facility. After their defeat by Satou Hideo, they retreated to that facility, but... well, it was awful. Just awful. Everyone had suffered massive mental damage and become shut-ins. Thanatos somehow managed to pull herself together... no, she hasn't actually recovered. She just forced herself to muster up her sense of responsibility to come report to me.

In any case, having our forces completely unusable after Thanatos and the others' defeat is not good. Even if I can't get them fully recovered, Thanatos begged me to at least counsel them so they could manage daily life. As Hades' successor, I couldn't just abandon my father's subordinates, so I reluctantly agreed. Though my existence had only been known to a few before, it couldn't be helped. So I went to the base and visited each room one by one, offering words of encouragement, but... I'll say it again: awful, just awful.

(Beautiful women and girls in ridiculous outfits sitting curled up in corners of their rooms, staring into space and muttering to themselves...)

It was like something out of a horror movie. Well, they are death gods, so it's not technically wrong. I thought to myself: at least put on a cloak or wrap yourself in a blanket. Don't show me such a sight. It's bad for a five-year-old's moral education. I was naive. Utterly, completely naive. I should have properly considered why Thanatos remained in that state after exposing herself to me. I didn't want to think about it, but... if I was going to face this, I should have considered it. It was when I visited the fifth room. That death god was covered from head to toe with a blanket, but...

"Y-you..."

Thanatos, who was accompanying me, quickly covered her mouth with her hand and looked away. Just as I was wondering what was happening, the blanket burst away.

"Ah, ahhhhh... ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!!!"

The death god screamed while desperately trying to gather up the blanket fragments that had scattered everywhere. I was speechless. What exactly was I being shown? Thanatos said to me as I stood frozen:

"...This is one of the curses that wasn't mentioned in the records."

You'd naturally think that even if you can't take them off, you could at least cover yourself with something from above. In fact, Thanatos and the other death gods had apparently hidden their skin with work clothes (dark cloaks). At that stage, their spirits hadn't been completely broken yet. They were in the middle of discussing how to explain the situation to me after retreating to the base. That's when one death god's cloak burst away. Yes, "one death god's."

"It doesn't just burst away randomly... it's random..."

Starting with one cloak bursting away, it began. Some burst away after a few seconds. Others after a few minutes. Some after hours. There was no pattern. It was completely random. That's what completely crushed their spirits. When I heard the explanation, I shuddered.

(Bottomless malice that doesn't even grant a handful of mercy...)

What does someone have to eat to come up with something like that? Also, how did my father manage to fight such an opponent and die normally? Considering how many times he was unreasonably challenged to death battles, Satou Hideo would have been justified in harboring even more resentment toward Hades.

(Well, having death gods obliterated by the light of life is quite the dignity-destroying experience too...)

Still, given my father's personality, the method used on Thanatos and the others would probably be more effective than that kind of defeat. The King of the Underworld being turned into a moe character could literally cause him to die of rage. I don't think that even Satou Hideo couldn't handle an opponent like Hades. He's an irregular who casually deflects even the authority of death. It would be far too naive to think he couldn't do it.

"...My lady, here is your tea."

"Ah, thank you."

I accepted the black tea Thanatos offered me. I've returned home, but I'd prefer if you didn't wander around inside the house in that outfit.

"...By the way, Thanatos."

"? What is it?"

"All of you, including yourself... were given bodies resembling humans, weren't you?"

"...Yes."

"Um, what about biological functions and such?"

Death gods come in various forms. Some had appearances close to humans, while others were exactly what humans imagine death gods to be like - all skeleton. Those with skeletal appearances had no connection to biological functions, but... everyone, while retaining their power, now had human-like forms.

"When you need to relieve yourself and such, can you take them off?"

"..."

Ah, apparently not. Thanatos's face instantly turned stormy.

"...It..."

"Yes?"

"...It o-opens."

"Opens?"

What does that mean?

"When it detects biological functions... the, um, the parts for elimination... go 'pop'..."

"Ah."

Horrible. Was there still more depth to this? What's horrible is that the perversity has actually increased.

"Furthermore, if I may say..."

"...Yes."

"Apparently, hygiene is also... p-perfectly taken care of..."

According to her, they're kept in a constantly clean state. This isn't consideration by any means. It's harassment of an incredible level.

"...I see."

I've had enough. Honestly, I don't want to get involved. I truly want to live a normal life, but... I can't just abandon Thanatos and the others in this state.

"It seems we'll need to get closer than ever before to break through this situation."

"My lady?"

Looking for weaknesses... no, do such things even exist? Anyway, I'll set that aside for now. To lift the curse placed on Thanatos and the others, I need to become more intimate with Satou Hideo. I can't accomplish anything from the position of a "civilian."

"Among the information you gathered before this happened to you, there was information that Satou Hideo would be teaching, wasn't there?"

"Yes... surely you don't mean!?"

"I'll infiltrate the Mutual Aid Society in the guise of a civilian who was caught up in supernatural events and awakened to power."

Given the timing, classes should be starting soon, and I might be able to successfully infiltrate the classroom where Satou Hideo serves as instructor. I don't have a plan yet for how to get him to tell me how to break the curse, but it's better than doing nothing.

"Th-that's far too dangerous! If you're discovered, my lady, you won't get off lightly either..."

"With all of you in this state, nothing will change if we just sit and wait."

"That is true, but..."

"It's fine. Trust me. I'll definitely restore everyone to normal."

"M-my lady...!!"

Sorry to interrupt your emotional moment, but this isn't particularly out of goodwill.

(...Constantly interacting with acquaintances in perverted outfits is quite stressful, you know.)

It's for the sake of my mental health.
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			August 3rd, end of work day. Having reunited with Suzuki two days ago, I told Chika-san and Takahashi about it yesterday.

"What's with this reunion rush... oh wait, I guess that includes me too," Chika-san had said. I asked her about it, but she still couldn't bring herself to meet those two. But Takahashi was different.

"Think I could meet him tomorrow or something?" he'd said, which is why we're drinking tonight. However, I have plans tonight to do some teaching that the chairman asked me to do before. I said I'd be an hour or two late, but he was interested and wanted to come along, so we decided to meet up after work.

Since we arranged to meet near my company, I was waiting when the first to arrive was, as expected, Suzuki.

"H-hey there."

Is this guy still hung up on that love hotel thing...? It's not like he's some virgin... well, maybe he is a virgin. It's not like we had some electrical coupling or anything, so just act confident.

"Yo. Just get off work?"

"Y-yeah. I just finished doing a mobile cooking class today."

"What'd you make?"

"Oyakodon."

Oyakodon! It hadn't crossed my mind until now, but hearing it made me incredibly hungry. That fluffy, golden, glittering oyakodon. First you eat just the egg and rice. Sweet egg mixed with hot white rice, eating it while going "huff huff." Then you add the chicken for even more luxury. The moment you bite it, the chicken falls apart so tenderly. Ah, but while the fluffy kind is good, I also like the opposite - when it's cooked too long and the egg gets firm. You know, like the oyakodon they served for school lunch? That's delicious in its own way too.

"You've got the eyes of someone possessed by appetite..."

"Meeting you and immediately hitting me with food terrorism - that's what I'd expect from a cooking class teacher?"

"That's your own suicide bombing. What do you think cooking class teachers are?"

As we were chatting like this:

"Hey, Satou!!"

Takahashi arrived. Takahashi looked at Suzuki next to me and his eyes widened slightly. But Suzuki was the same - when he turned around, his eyes went wide too.

"You're Takahashi-kun?"

"Suzuki?"

"...You've really changed, haven't you."

"Same goes for you."

"Hehe, that's true. After all, we're completely different genders now."

"Right!!"

Takahashi doesn't hold any grudges. It seems Suzuki wasn't lying, and apparently Takahashi feels the same way. The two immediately began celebrating their reunion and chatting.

"I'm working as a childcare worker now under the name Takahashi Alice. What about you?"

"Me? I'm a cooking class teacher. My name is Suzuki Mio."

Oh right, I never heard Suzuki's name. So MIO from MIO-sensei came from his current real name.

"But hey Suzuki, why are you using that alphabet MIO thing like some stage name?"

"I thought it might be catchier. Honestly, it hasn't had much positive or negative impact - it's kind of falling flat."

"Wouldn't something repetitive like Mio-Mio have been better than alphabet?"

"But Takahashi-kun, we're already in our mid-thirties. Wouldn't Mio-Mio be a bit painful at this age?"

I think it would've been fine though. Actually, if we're talking about real age, Chika-san, Takahashi, and Suzuki all look like they're in their mid-to-late twenties. I don't feel any aging from them at all. It makes me look like an idiot being the only one honestly racing down the old man road.

"Why are you the only one aging normally?"

"That's right. People from the supernatural world usually look younger than their actual age."

"I'd like to know that myself."

I'd understand if I got shorter lifespan in exchange for great power, but it's not like that. If that were the case with some price to pay, even the old hag wouldn't talk about defaulting on payments. I really wonder what it is. Even though I look older, my physical strength isn't declining... if anything, my stamina has increased. I should seriously investigate... nah, maybe not. It's not like there's any problem with it.

"By the way, Satou-kun, is the time okay?"

"Hm? Oh right, I better get going soon or it'll be bad."

I took the two of them and flew to the Mutual Aid Society facility. First, I need to greet the chairman.

"But still... a supernatural school, huh. It's gotten much gentler compared to our time."

"It's probably because the Mutual Aid Society has normalized. In our time, quite a high percentage of the higher-ups were corrupt."

"By the time things started getting better, you guys had already left."

I stopped in front of the chairman's office and knocked. When I got a response, I entered. Back in the old days, we would've just kicked the door down instead of doing this... we've really grown.

"Ah, Satou-sa... n? Those people are... Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san, right?"

"Yeah."

Yanagi and Onisaki have already joined the Mutual Aid Society. Even though they were enemies, they weren't bosses, and since Takahashi and Suzuki are former Mutual Aid Society members, there shouldn't be any problem. Actually, judging from this reaction, he knew about these two but wasn't continuously monitoring them. He probably grasped their whereabouts through administrative documents but removed direct surveillance fairly early? Otherwise, he would've known about my reunion with them and wouldn't be surprised.

"They're interested, so they're here to observe. That's fine, right?"

"Hmm... well, yes. The fact that you're all together like this probably means what it means."

"Thank you. Come on, Takahashi-kun too."

"Yeah yeah. Thanks, chairman."

Permission granted. Nice!

"But chairman, are you sane? Having Satou do teaching and all..."

"I thought the same thing. The chairman seems to be getting on in years, so I wondered if he might be getting a bit senile."

How naturally rude of you two. Don't diss both me and the chairman.

"Breaking the noses of arrogant young people. There's no better person for the job. You two may not know this, but Satou-san is, without any exaggeration, 'the strongest.'"

The chairman's follow-up shines.

"Well, I understand he's insanely strong."

"We're questioning your sanity while acknowledging that."

"Discipline is important. I am a childcare worker after all, so I understand that very well. Kids' arrogance too."

"We all had times like that."

"Using a whip for discipline is fine, but..."

"Satou-kun isn't something as cute as a whip. It's like using nuclear weapons for discipline."

"It'll turn into scorched earth."

You guys...!

"Don't underestimate me, you bastards. I'm thinking properly about this too."

"There, he's making that bad face. When this man makes that face, that's when he's most dangerous."

"Shut up! Hehehe, chairman. Just watch. I'll really nail it!"

"...I'm starting to feel uneasy."

Hihihi, here begins Professor Satou's cute and pop honey lesson!!
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			"As I told you yesterday, today we'll have a special instructor teach the class. Everyone, please be respectful."

The teacher opened the door and Satou stepped into the classroom.

"...Just some boring old guy."

"Is that guy really supposed to be the strongest?"

"He's probably just bluffing."

There were about twenty students, but not one of them showed a welcoming reaction. Takahashi and Suzuki, who were watching from the back of the classroom, let out wry smiles.

"Well, well... they're obviously getting carried away."

"That's pretty normal for kids that age."

"We specifically gathered children who seemed particularly problematic."

They had selected only children who were judged to need urgent attitude adjustments.

"Well, even though they're problem children, they're pretty harmless. It's not like we have kids who go around setting fire to people and objects indiscriminately."

The chairman was one of the old-timers in the current Mutual Aid Society. Naturally, he knew all too well about the past misdeeds of former problem children led by Satou.

"It was a blazing youth."

"These guys...!!"

Setting aside the completely unrepentant adults, the teacher was about to open his mouth to scold the students who had spoken disrespectfully to the special instructor from the start.

"Now, now, don't get so worked up."

Instead, Satou was the one who stopped him.

"Satou-san... but still..."

"They're adorable."

Switching from a smile full of compassion, Satou sneered with a malicious expression.

"How can you not handle the idle chatter of virgin boys who don't know women and virgin girls who don't know men? That said, though. I'll give you some advice out of concern, but isn't that why you can't see any prospects for making them into adults?"

Satou was certain. He was convinced that all the children here were inexperienced. This wasn't based on supernatural ability. It was confidence derived from the instincts of a battle-hardened playboy. Now, the children who had been subjected to this incredibly rude statement were... well, naturally irritated. The fact that they weren't getting heated was probably just cute posturing.

"...Gross."

"Old man, do you know the word sexual harassment?"

"You'd lose if someone sued you, you know?"

"To respond to your words, are you not aware that there's no such gentle thing as justice in the supernatural world?"

No written law exists in the supernatural world. To enforce law requires corresponding power. If there were a human who possessed the violence to force all people in the supernatural world to follow the law... there would probably be only one such person in the world.

"Now. Let's end the witty chatter here. Time is finite, after all. Let's get straight to the practical training."

Satou took out his pipe and lightly waved it. In an instant, the classroom was transformed into an endless wasteland. Only the adults could understand what Satou had done.

"...He forcibly overwrote the world with brute force."

"I think there used to be techniques for projecting and altering one's inner landscape."

"...This is nothing so gentle."

To locally overwrite the world with something deeply burned into one's heart. Even that would be sufficiently difficult and worthy of being called a secret technique, but it would still be realistic. Thoughts connect to power. Therefore, something burned deeply enough into one's heart would be easy to convert into power. But what Satou did was just something like "a place like this would be just right." To overwrite the world with such light, fluffy imagination without any weight is not a power permitted to humans. A blasphemer of fate, a man who made even God say such things, this deed was fitting for him. But the blasphemy wasn't over yet.

"! What is this... my power...!?"

"Wh, whoooooooo!!"

The children's power began swelling rapidly.

"Alright kids, pay attention. Look around the side of your face."

Perhaps because they were confused, the children naturally followed that instruction.

"What is this... numbers?"

Flickering flames had formed into numbers floating there. 12 + 88 = 100. Something like that.

"I made it easy for you kids to understand. The small number on the far left is your original level. What's been added is the numerical value I enhanced you with. I raised everyone uniformly to 100. The power you're feeling now is the strength you would have if you could grow smoothly as you are."

It was the adults who could understand this abnormality. Enhancement. It was popular among all schools of technique. However, those enhanced physical abilities or firepower. They were definitely not something that would allow someone to gain "the strength a person would have if they grew up" in advance. Not only was this abnormal...

"...That's nasty."

"That's Satou-kun's typical nastiness."

The intent behind performing such enhancement. The adults who realized it were looking with eyes that seemed to pity something truly pathetic.

"How is it? You feel like you can do anything now, right? But that's a misunderstanding."

While spinning his pipe like a pen, Satou declared.

"Even if all of you at that level of strength gang up on me, you couldn't give me so much as a scratch."

"You bastard...!!"

"Come on, come here. I'll be your opponent."

When he beckoned with his finger, the boy with the lowest boiling point struck at Satou with tremendous speed. But...

"Whew..."

His fist was stopped by the exhaled smoke. Purple smoke drifting lazily around Satou.

"You can't even get past the cigarette smoke I exhaled... Pathetic."

≪～～～～!!!≫

And so the battle began. The children's eyes burned with anger, focused on one thing. "Make the old man who's looking down on us cry uncle." That was all. However, in just about five minutes, that will crumbled completely.

"Wh, why... like this..."

They couldn't even get past the cigarette smoke. No matter how much power they put into their attacks, they couldn't dispel it. It clung to them, continuing to block their attacks. Their agitation quickly turned into panic toward something incomprehensible.

≪Aaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!!!?!≫

Four of them. Boys and girls in particularly strong states of panic charged forward. Their attacks were once again blocked by smoke... no, they hit Satou directly. But...

≪!?!!?!≫

Unfortunately for them, their method of attack was close combat. Therefore, their weapon-wielding arms, their tightly clenched fists, their legs swung with all their might, shattered to pieces. The screams brought by pain... completely crushed everyone's fighting spirit. Everyone collapsed on the spot. Despair. It was nothing but that.

"I didn't enhance myself. I didn't counterattack. I just didn't intentionally weaken myself."

While restoring the children who had lost limbs to perfect health, Satou said.

"I did nothing. I just stood there and took the attacks. Just that, and look at this state."

You probably understand without me saying more. Satou gave in order to take away. He gave the children power enough to make them feel omnipotent, then proved that it was worthless.

"When you first stepped into the supernatural world. Didn't you think? That you were a special existence."

That you could become a hero or heroine. That you had become one.

"Sorry. That's a misunderstanding. Hero? Heroine? Don't make me laugh. Even after enhancing you that much, it's questionable whether you could even get on stage. Even if you did, you'd be extras at best."

The adults heard it. The sound of hearts being completely crushed. The adults shuddered, thinking "how, how cruel..." But the truly cruel part was yet to come. Satou went over to a boy crawling nearby, knelt down and drew his head to his shoulder.

"Ah"

"...But you know. Even extras have some pride, don't they?"

It was a very, very gentle tone.

"The form of that pride varies for each person, but not a single one is worthless."

At these passionate words, the children began to raise their faces.

"You want to protect it, don't you. You want to see it through to the end, don't you."

Standing up, Satou exhaled a large puff of smoke.

"I'll only stand at this podium a handful of times this summer."

Even so, he continued with strongly punctuated words.

"But since I'm doing it, I won't hold back. It'll be incredibly tough. But if you can see it through to the end without giving up... you should become at least somewhat better."

Then Satou showed a manly grin.

"So, just shut up and follow me."

"...T, teacher."

"Teacher."

"Satou, teacher."

It was a wonderful sight. Even moving. But the adults who had watched from beginning to end were utterly appalled.

"What? Isn't that guy a yakuza instead of a salesman?"

"He's the perfect example of a bad adult."

Let's be careful of sweet words.
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			"That's brainwashing."

"It's not brainwashing."

The moment I returned to the chairman's office after finishing the class, this is what I got.

"No matter how you look at it, that's malicious brainwashing."

"It's scarier than a bad MLM scheme."

What rude guys... Why are they dissing me? If anything, this should be the moment where they praise my skills.

"I just saved the Mutual Aid Society some trouble."

The chairman had said to follow up after breaking them down completely. But I'm a salesman. A pretty capable one at that. So I went above and beyond what the client requested. Lucky for them, it saves them the trouble of providing care.

"No, that was scary in its own way..."

"Well, I get what you mean. We've got two idiots right here who screwed up because they got fired up in weird ways."

Passion gone wrong is troublesome.

"It's not like I'm gonna finish everything in one session. Today's lesson was more like planting seeds."

In future lessons, I plan to gradually instill the idea that being in the supernatural world isn't necessarily something to be proud of. That living a normal life and dying of old age naturally is also wonderful.

"I'll prune the flowers that bloom nicely. Just watch."

"If that's what you had in mind..."

"Well then, I should get going now, right? I'm going drinking with these two."

"Yes. Thank you for today."

"Sure thing."

I left the Mutual Aid Society facility with the two of them.

"Where should we go?"

"Hmm, anywhere's fine with me. I don't have any particular preferences."

"Me neither, I don't really have any requests. If Satou-kun picks the place, it probably won't be a miss."

"Geez... can't you teenagers assert yourselves at all?"

But whatever.

"If you don't have any requests, I'll go with what I want, okay?"

"Go ahead, go ahead."

"Then, drinking at home! I wanna go to Suzuki's place!"

"Huh? My house?"

Did you forget, Suzuki? You're the one who made me this way.

"I mean, my taste buds have completely become obsessed with oyakodon."

"Huh? Oyakodon?"

"Yeah. Before you came, I was chatting with Suzuki, and apparently she was teaching students how to make delicious oyakodon today."

Let me be honest. Even while I was instructing those brats, my head was full of thoughts about oyakodon. No way. I can't sleep tonight unless I eat oyakodon.

"Are you planning to steal precious sleep time from a working man?"

"What kind of novel threat is that? Besides, even if you stole it, it wouldn't hurt me at all."

"Don't you have a heart?"

"I mean, you'd be totally fine not sleeping for like a year."

"No way! Oyakodon! I wanna eat oyakodon!"

My trump card. Throwing a tantrum on the spot!

"T-This guy...! The kids I take care of at home have better manners than this!"

"How unsightly... Fine, fine, I get it. But if that's the case..."

"Yeah. I'll pay for everything. Go ahead and buy expensive stuff... no, buy it."

I can't bring out the potential of high-quality ingredients, but Suzuki is different. If a professional cooks it, the full potential can be realized.

"But drinking at home again, huh."

"Again?"

"Yeah, we drank at this guy's apartment the other day."

"...At Satou-kun's place?"

"Yeah. The snacks were just store-bought stuff though. But this time looks promising."

"..."

"Speaking of which, Takahashi. My pillow still smells because you threw up in your sleep."

"Buy a new one. You've got money to burn, right?"

"Idiot, don't you know the value of a well-used pillow?"

That pillow is one I've trained up to about level 70. If I buy a new one, I'd have to start the training process all over again.

"It's a smelly pillow reeking of old man smell anyway. It would've gone bad sooner or later. Time to replace it."

"T-This guy...!"

She doesn't feel bad about it at all!

"...Change of plans."

"Huh?"

"Let's go to Satou-kun's place after all."

"Huh? My place only has the bare minimum cooking equipment. Your place would be..."

"Now that I think about it, my house isn't clean enough to invite people over. My place can be another time."

"Are we the type to care about that stuff?"

"Listen, I became a woman, you know? Some things have changed."

I can't argue with that.

"While we're at it, let's upgrade Satou-kun's cooking equipment too."

"I won't use it anyway."

"I'll use it. Since we've gone back to our old relationship, I'll probably be coming over often, so I'll at least make meals for you."

"Seriously?"

"Yeah, you'll be able to use a professional's skills regularly for free, so that kind of initial investment is cheap, right?"

"Alright! Got it, if that's the case, I have no objections!"

I'm gonna spend money like crazy.

"Heck, you can do a major renovation of the kitchen itself. Um, I've always wanted to see someone butcher a huge tiger pufferfish."

"This guy's really trying to spend big... but you're renting, right? You can't do major renovations like that."

"Oh right."

Then maybe buying a house on this occasion wouldn't be bad either? I've been living in the current apartment ever since I became independent, but I just chose it randomly. This is a good opportunity, so maybe I should build the perfect place just for me, by me, and for me?

"Don't try to buy a house on a whim."

"I don't have anywhere to spend my money. It's not a bad deal for you either, right?"

After all, you'd get to build a kitchen however you like with someone else's money. Nothing's more fun than living it up with other people's money. Don't remind me of my younger days... whenever I had subjugation or capture requests involving humans, I always extorted money from them... hehe, good memories.

"Ah, that would certainly feel good."

"...Hey, if you've settled on something, let's get going. I'm hungry."

"Oh, right. Well, we can think seriously about the house thing another time. Takahashi, you think of some requests too."

"...Me too?"

"Yeah. It's obvious it'll become a hangout spot like when I lived at my parents' house, so I'll at least listen to your requests."

"Heh, is that so."

"..."

"Alright, let's go!"

We bought various things at a large shopping center and went to my place. Once we got home, Suzuki immediately started preparing to cook. Meanwhile, Takahashi and I decided to wait like dogs.

"Would've been nice if Chika-san could come too."

It's a good opportunity to eat delicious professional cooking for free.

"...Saionji-san, huh."

"...Is she feeling awkward about all the stuff she said to us?"

"Yeah."

"Saionji-san is strangely serious about weird things. Sure, she really let us have it..."

"We were clearly in the wrong."

Well yeah. You guys were trying to kidnap her and use her as a sacrifice, so you're unquestionably the perpetrators.

"She was starting to long for life in the surface world because of Satou-kun's influence."

"But then we were trying to trample on that, both for her and others, so of course she'd be angry."

"It wouldn't be strange if we were condemned right now."

"Well, you know, I've already forgiven... or rather, moved past the two ringleaders."

Since Takahashi and Suzuki were former friends, there's probably less resentment.

"...Yanagi, huh."

"...Onisaki, huh."

"Huh? What?"

"No... that Yanagi... you know?"

"That Onisaki... right?"

"What, are you guys still worried about that?"

"Of course we are."

Don't say it in unison. It's startling.

"A comrade who once chased dreams with us became homeless."

"A comrade who once chased dreams with us became a drag queen."

"How are we supposed to react..."

"How am I supposed to react..."

Sorry to the two hanging their heads, but...

"That's hilarious."
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			Last night's drinking session was incredibly lively. The food was just so damn good... pros really are different. Thanks to the delicious food, the alcohol went down smoothly. We were completely wasted, embarrassingly so for grown adults. We even played strip rock-paper-scissors. Well, I guess even though they were originally men, they look good now, so it was actually pretty enjoyable.

However, as payment for all that fun, both of them are down for the count.

"Ughhhhhhh..."

Their underwear is pretty erotic, but they're drooling from the corners of their mouths with their eyes rolled back, which is a total turn-off. These guys were drinking at a crazy pace since they had the day off today.

"Hey, I'm heading to work soon!"

"Uh, uh, uh..."

"I'll leave the spare key by the entrance, so lock up when you leave."

"Hideecidee..."

I can't understand what they're saying. Actually, it's unclear if they're even listening. Whatever. I'll leave these guys alone and fulfill my duties as a working adult. I grab my bag and leave the house.

"Phew... the sun's energetic bright and early this morning."

I stop for a moment after leaving the apartment building and look up at the sky. Blazing hot, another day of hard work ahead.

"Alright, let's go... Emergency?"

Just as I was about to stride toward the station with enthusiasm, an emergency call rang out from my smartphone. It's annoyingly loud, but the people around me can't hear it. My smartphone is a commercial product modified with occult power, and it rings like this when there's an urgent request. I take out my phone and look at the screen. The screen was dyed bright red.

(A world-ending situation, huh?)

I create a clone and send it to the company while my real body teleports to the Prime Minister's office. The moment I appear in the meeting room secretly built within the Prime Minister's office to handle hidden cases, there's obvious relief. Seeing the leaders of major countries displayed on the monitor, this looks pretty serious.

"Satou-kun! Sorry about this."

"No problem... could you explain what's happening first?"

I tried probing lightly, but there doesn't seem to be any power on Earth that could lead to extinction...

"Mister Satou, please look at this."

When the President prompts, it's displayed large on another screen. A massive fleet of countless sci-fi looking ships traveling through the darkness, an invasion from space.

"Invaders this time, huh?"

This is a first for me too.

"Just moments ago, observation stations around the world detected a massive fleet that suddenly appeared within the solar system."

"Hmm... a show of force, perhaps?"

"That's how we see it."

They definitely came from beyond the range that Earth's technology can observe.

"What do you think, Satou? Can you...?"

"Ah, yes yes. It's fine. I can handle it."

Watching the footage, my danger sense isn't being triggered at all. I should be able to clean this up without any problems. I don't know exactly how powerful they are, but even if they attacked Earth, we probably could have managed without me. Though it would be impossible for just the supernatural world people. Divine assistance would be essential. If that happened, the world's situation would have changed completely.

"More importantly, um... could I borrow the moon?"

"The moon?"

The leaders all have puzzled expressions.

"Yeah, I'm thinking of moving all of them to the moon and dealing with them there."

"You're going to the moon?"

"Yes. Oh, I don't need a space suit or anything."

I can operate normally in space.

"No, more than that... the numbers, the mass, all of them to the moon... can you transfer them?"

"Yes. Imagine it like casting a net and pulling them in with a whoosh."

Of course, I can't destroy the moon, so I'll properly reinforce it first.

"Why the moon? If you can do something like that, why not some distant star far away...?"

"Well, at the moon's distance, you can all observe it easily, right?"

"That's... no, understood. We'll prepare immediately."

Their expressions clearly changed. However, my consideration only goes this far.

"By the way, Mister. Those ships..."

"Unfortunately, that's impossible. I'll either destroy them all or add them to my collection. I don't want them becoming a troublesome source of conflict."

Unlike supernatural powers that depend greatly on individual qualities, those are probably products of pure science. Even if we make it about sharing them as humanity's common heritage, there will definitely be moves to try to monopolize the technology somehow. I don't mind if they do it behind the scenes, but I can't stand having it affect my surface life.

"Any objections?"

"No, we're grateful for your wise judgment."

They're obviously disappointed. However, since everyone loses out, there doesn't seem to be too much dissatisfaction. Also, frankly speaking, they can't afford to make me sulk.

"But space... space, huh..."

While waiting for observation preparations to be completed, I sit in the provided seat and let my thoughts wander.

"Something on your mind?"

The chairman, who had been talking with the Prime Minister about something, comes over. This person has it tough too, being called out this early in the morning.

"Well, it's my first time with this genre."

I'm not exactly a hater of sci-fi, but I'm pretty casual about it. I watch famous sci-fi movies, manga, and anime, but I don't pay attention to technology or culture aspects. I just get excited about beams fired from battleships and action scenes with sci-fi weapons.

"What about you, Chairman? Do you like sci-fi?"

"Honestly, I'm not well-versed in that genre. I'm more of a humanities person, you know. I do like mysteries though."

"Mysteries, huh? If we got involved, it would be impossible to resolve."

"The range of tricks would expand too much, it would be chaos."

After chatting about mysteries with the Chairman, three hours later, preparations are finally ready. Whether that's fast or slow... I don't really understand complicated things, but it's probably fast.

"Well, I'm off."

I give a light greeting and teleport to the lunar surface. The moon looks so beautiful when viewed from Earth, but seeing it up close... I feel a bit disappointed, like I've been fooled by false advertising.

"Alright, I'm going to transfer them now. I'll start attacking in about ten minutes."

I tell the bigwigs and pull every single ship traveling through the dark sea into the moon's upper atmosphere. They're probably quite confused. I can sense those kinds of thoughts. Unintended teleportation. Their ships won't budge no matter how they try to move them. Of course they'd panic.

"Yeah... ten minutes have passed."

Let's begin then.

"Welcome to the solar system. I welcome you, invader gentlemen."

With a gesture of welcome, I slammed all the ships down onto the lunar surface.
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			"Quite a few of them survived."

The fleet was decimated after being slammed into the lunar surface I had reinforced. At worst, complete destruction. Even with good luck, more than half destroyed. Given that state, I thought quite a number of crew members had died, but that wasn't the case. Judging from the life signs I could sense, quite a few seemed to have survived. Should I thin them out so only about 100 remain?

【Die, Universe Invaders (Fuck)】

Since this was my first time using it on extraterrestrial life forms, I activated the death authority with stronger output. Why can I use it, you ask? It's probably because I've fought death gods repeatedly. After fighting Hades' subordinates during my trip, I tried to see if I could learn it, and I could. Well, I have other instant-death type techniques too, so I could have used those instead.

"Good, good. They died properly."

From the presence I sense, these invaders seem like life forms superior to humanity. At this rate, they probably possess not just advanced science but also innate supernatural abilities.

"Now then, let me take a look at what they look like."

I snapped my fingers and teleported the 100 survivors before my eyes.

【Y-you... did you do this!?】

【Impossible! Weren't the low-intelligence monkeys just consuming abundant resources wastefully!?】

【This is a failure of the intelligence department!!】

They were chattering and making a fuss, but I didn't mind at all. I opened my eyes wide and stared at the invaders.

"Th-this is... crabs? No, shrimp? Hmm...?"

They had an incredibly appetizing form. Like big crabs or shrimp... a hybrid? Like a pig-boar cross?

【Revenge for our comrades! Die, monkey!!】

A beam shot from their claws and hit me directly. Measured by the average firepower of the supernatural world, it had considerable power. Since it didn't seem particularly strong, it was probably an average individual. Even average individuals have this firepower... firepower... what would happen if I grilled these guys? My head became filled with thoughts about the taste of the invaders before me.

(Well, if they had humanoid appearances, I wouldn't have such grotesque thoughts even if they were somewhat aberrant...)

But they're exactly like crustaceans. They're talking, but I can only understand them because I'm using special powers. Without that, they'd just be making squeaking sounds.

【U-unharmed...?】

【Is the immaturity of blue star technology a side effect of individual strength reaching its peak!?】

【Damn intelligence department! Making judgments based only on surface appearances...】

【We should retreat!】

【Without being told... b-body won't move!?】

Unable to suppress my curiosity, I pulled the crustacean that had fired the beam toward me and grabbed it by the scruff of the neck. Then I ignited it. I carefully cooked it so it wouldn't burn, but...

(It smells incredibly good!!!!!!!!??)

No way! Even though I tried to stop, the drool wouldn't stop dripping! The saliva overflowing like a waterfall was endless no matter how much I wiped. I mean, I've eaten expensive crabs and shrimp before, but... th-there's no comparison...!

(N-no, but... there's a possibility that only the smell is good...)

When I tore off an arm, an even richer aroma hit my nose. If the smell alone could make me lose my reason, how good would the meat be...? I lightly tore off some of the hot, steaming meat with my hand and brought it to my mouth.

"――――"

I cried.

【Eek!? H-he ate it! Th-that monkey... does he intend to eat us!?】

【This isn't just barbaric!!?】

What, with no seasoning at all...? No salt, nothing. Just grilled. Yet it was rich and delicate... I was acutely feeling the immaturity of language itself. Because I couldn't find words to express this emotion.

"Space is amazing."

Ten thousand emotions. When put into words, how simple. But that's the only way to say it. Happily, there was no toxicity at all. It would be OK for others besides me too.

【He's crying...?】

【Th-this is... what is this emotion I'm sensing... respect? Gratitude?】

【A-a culture where when you defeat an enemy, you incorporate them into yourself with gratitude...?】

【B-barbarians... such a dangerous species existed in this universe!!】

【Their mental structure is fundamentally different from ours! D-dangerous!】

【Even if we die here, we must get information to the homeland...】

Gratitude for this encounter. I activated the death authority again. They died peacefully like falling asleep.

"..."

I silently devoted myself to dismantling work, binding the meat with chains of time to preserve it without allowing even the slightest deterioration. Now, my business is done, so I'll go home... ah, no good. There are still wreckage remains. I stored several ships in alternate space and made the others vanish without leaving any trace. Can't have space debris increasing. I have to do this properly. It's manners.

"Good work, Satou-san. By the way, um..."

When I returned to Earth, the chairman welcomed me. The chairman... no, the others too. The bigwigs on the monitor aside, those in the room are Japanese. Of course... they'd be curious. If they had heard the words, the story might have been different, but only I could hear them.

"I'm said to be generous, but... sorry. Just this once, I'm keeping it to myself."

"T-to that extent...?"

"Chairman... Prime Minister and everyone else... space is vast, you know?"

Saying only that, I teleported home. Since I spent time dismantling, it was already past one o'clock. As expected, Takahashi and Suzuki were still at home. They were in a groggy state.

"W-welcome back... Satou-kun, how was work...?"

"An emergency request from the government. I made a clone and sent it to work."

Normally I should switch and go out from afternoon, but... today is impossible.

"Suzuki, make some food."

"...You're asking me in this condition?"

"Heh, can you say the same thing after seeing this?"

I released the time stop on part of the meat and lightly grilled it. The two of them jumped up with a start. Just the smell... heh, irresistible, right?

"This smell is... crab? Shrimp? No, but this is similar to both yet neither..."

"Either way is fine! It's probably some supernatural magical life form or something!? M-more importantly..."

"Ah, I understand, Takahashi-kun. ...There are still plenty of ingredients we bought yesterday, so what should we make?"

"Don't worry. There's quite a lot."

"...I see, then everything. Let's make everything we can think of!!"

"As expected of Suzuki-san! You understand!"

"You're in good spirits... ah, but..."

"I understand without you saying it all. Let's endure thoroughly. Right, Takahashi?"

"Absolutely. I don't care how many hours it takes!"

"...I've certainly received your determination, you two."

Several hours of hell began. But thinking of the paradise that awaited after this ordeal, I could even find joy in enduring it. By the time all the dishes were finished, it was already dinner time, but it was worth the wait.

"Delicious!"

"Ha, ha, ha... it's good, so good."

"So good... so good..."

We devoured it single-mindedly. The cream croquettes were the best! The mixed rice too! Ah, no no. This is bad, this is bad.

(...Is it about time?)

When things calmed down, I brought this up.

"Well now, to think there are such delicious aliens out there. Space really expands our dreams too much."

"...Space?"

"...Aliens?"

"Ah, this is meat from aliens who were trying to invade Earth."

When I carefully explained the circumstances, the two fell silent for a while, but...

"Space is amazing."

"Space is incredible."

They started eating normally again. Good, with this reaction, it should be fine to serve to Chika-san too.

(I was a bit worried, but...)

That person is basically serious but has some eccentric aspects, so this should work.
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			"I can't believe I've reunited with Suzuki-kun too."

I mutter to myself while drinking alone, pouring my own drinks. Rika still hasn't come home. She was complaining about having to deal with perverts again for another Mutual Aid Society request. I feel sorry for her, but those types keep popping up no matter how many you crush, so I hope she hangs in there. Well, perverts aside, the real problem is Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun... or maybe I should be calling them with "-san" now.

"It's awkward... awkward, but..."

If I'm going to keep being involved with Hiro-kun, I can't avoid the issue with those two. I certainly don't intend to cut ties with them. We've met again after all this time. This time for sure... and there I go getting sidetracked again. I suppose that just shows how much guilt I'm carrying.

"Sigh... if we're talking about victim versus perpetrator, I'm overwhelmingly the victim, but..."

Hiro-kun completely crushed all their schemes to capture me. Even though I have my feelings about Yanagi and Onisaki, the main reason I was able to come to terms with it all was because of that. I haven't faced them yet, but if I were to meet those guys, I wouldn't feel particularly awkward. That's ultimately because they were never more than enemies to me. But Takahashi-k... san and Suzuki-san are different. They were friends.

"Being the only girl... I sometimes felt a bit left out."

But I was able to enjoy those pleasant daily moments. The main reason I longed for life in the surface world was Hiro-kun, but those two were also benefactors who helped me realize that. Yes, that's exactly why I couldn't forgive them. Of course I was angry about them betraying Hiro-kun too. But what I couldn't forgive even more was that they tried to ruin those sparkling, jewel-like everyday moments with their own hands. Having lived carefree lives in the warm sunlight, why would they do something to muddy all that?

"Maybe they couldn't recognize the true value of what they had because it was always just there..."

That's probably part of it. But Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san looked genuinely happy when they were being silly with Hiro-kun. They treasured that time, didn't they? So why betray it? I think in some ways, I felt more betrayed by those two than Hiro-kun did.

"You... traitors! Short●! ▲shaft! Prema■! Scum! Saggy××!!"

"Chika-chan...?"

Every time we encountered each other on the battlefield, I hurled terrible insults at them. What I just remembered is just the tip of the iceberg. I threw all sorts of things at them that I hesitate to even mention now. Hiro-kun was taken aback. He even scolded me, saying girls shouldn't talk like that. But all the insults in my repertoire back then were recycled from things Hiro-kun had used. So I don't think Hiro-kun had the right to lecture me... though I couldn't say that at the time.

"...Awkward."

Just utterly awkward. They apparently don't mind it, and apparently even feel bad about having targeted me. But in the end, no real harm was done, right? Thanks to Hiro-kun, I was always able to stay in the winner's position. Meanwhile, they were underdogs among underdogs, having their schemes constantly thwarted by Hiro-kun until the very end, and then having that done to them. It feels wrong somehow for the winner to resent the losers.

"But this can't continue like this."

Hiro-kun's birthday is coming up soon. They'll definitely invite him. I want to invite him too. I've been secretly discussing with Rika what to give him as a present. I don't want to make him choose between us. Ideally, we'd all celebrate Hiro-kun together... but I still can't bring myself to take that step.

"How pathetic. No wonder Rika is disappointed in me."

Just then, Rika came home, gnawing on dried squid. I want to scold her for her bad manners, but seeing her stone-faced expression, I can't say anything. Good work today.

"Oh? Mom, you're already home?"

"Yes, work is starting to settle down."

We're finally cooling down heading into the Obon holiday.

"Huh? Good work."

"You too. ...Hey Rika, I have something I want to consult you about."

"? That's unusual. Sure, go ahead."

"If you had a fight with a friend and things became awkward... what would you do, Rika?"

Children sometimes offer opinions that even adults find surprising. It's pathetic to consult my own child, but I've already shown her plenty of pathetic sides, so it's too late now.

"Hmm."

Rika tosses the squid into her mouth, chews it with a crunching sound, and swallows it with a gulp. Now what will this child say... huh? Rika tottered around behind me. What's this? Is she going to massage my shoulders? To console her mother who's tired from work and relationships? Oh my, how nice—

"~~~?!"

SMACK! She slapped my back hard. Huh, sudden domestic violence? Why? Why? Why at this moment? Actually, I should scold her first.

"Rika! What are you suddenly..."

"That's my answer."

"Huh?"

"If you're asking that question, you've already made up your mind, haven't you? You're an adult, so there's no way you don't know what to do."

That's...

"Mom just wants someone to give her a push. So I gave you a good strong one to pump you up."

"——"

"There! Now Mom is all set! Reconciliation confirmed♪"

Looking at Rika making a V-sign and smiling, I thought from the bottom of my heart:

"...I can't compete with you."

She's immature in many childish ways. But Rika has grown more than I, her mother, realize. She's much more admirable than I was at her age.

"Thank you. Mom feels encouraged."

"That's the Great Wall... why does the Great Wall of China come up when something good happens?"

...But I'd like her to study a bit harder.

"But seriously, Mom, you get into fights with friends?"

"Well... I'm human. I have the occasional fight."

"Huh? What was the cause? Oh, you don't have to say if you don't want to."

"It's fine. You remember Takahashi-k... san, who you met at the beach before?"

"Oh yeah. That perverted channel person. You fought with him?"

Perverted channel...

"Yes, with Takahashi-san and one other person."

"What did you do? What did they do? From your tone, it sounds like both sides were at fault?"

"Yes. They were trying to kidnap me, sacrifice me, and mess up the world."

"...Excuse me?"

"So I got angry and said all sorts of insults I can't repeat..."

"Wh-wh-wh... wait a minute?"

"? What?"

"What do you mean 'what'! You can't discuss that topic with the same casual tone you'd use to talk about dinner plans!"

I return a wry smile to Rika, who's shouting that the reason for the fight suddenly became world-class.

"The sacrifice thing ultimately didn't work out at all, so it's fine."

"No, it's not fine."

"But all the people who were targeting me got thoroughly dealt with by Hiro-kun."

"Thoroughly dealt with means..."

"Well, you know how there's this term 'digital tattoo' nowadays?"

"Y-yeah."

"Social media wasn't as developed back then, but if the environment had been the same as today..."

"If it had been...?"

Rika asks with a fearful tone.

"Hiro-kun would have become a tattoo artist, carving permanent tattoos on lots of enemies."

Those from the Chaos Army and True World who opposed Hiro-kun were left with indelible scars in their hearts and departed the stage. The hardcore fanatics who remained until the final battle were just killed outright, but the casual participants...

"...I really feel sorry for them, even though they were enemies."

"It was that bad?!"

It was that bad. It was so terrible that even I, the complete victim, was appalled. What was terrible was that the reason for those cruel deeds wasn't deep love for me or profound anger, which would have been really awful. I mean, there probably was some anger about them targeting me, but... that person really comes after you socially with such a light attitude. After Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san disappeared and I started operating as a duo with him, I was usually appalled by the plans Hiro-kun proposed. Well, I didn't function as a moral circuit either, so I was an accomplice.

"And Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san, well, they were forcibly gender-swapped..."

"Gender-swapped?!"

"Yes. Not through surgery or anything, but perfect transformation using occult power. Apparently even their thinking changes from male to female."

"Uncle can do that?!"

"Now... Rika, you've been making too much noise. Please be a bit more ladylike."

"Anyone who could stay calm about this would be seriously messed up in the head!"

Sigh... teenage daughters are difficult.
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			After work, I was drinking coffee with Takahashi and Suzuki at a café run by the Mutual Aid Society. For Suzuki, this was the third day in a row... though I couldn't help but think about it, today wasn't about drinking. I had other plans scheduled anyway.

"Hey, you two. Calm down a little."

"But we can't help it..."

I tried to calm down the two idiots who were fidgeting nervously. Last night, I got a call from Chika-san. She said she wanted to meet them. I don't know what changed her mind, but I could tell from her voice that it wasn't anything negative. So I told Takahashi and Suzuki about it, and we arranged to meet today, but...

"Don't get all worked up now that we're actually meeting. Just stay confident! And..."

"...We can't help it."

"...We're more sensitive than you, Satou-kun."

"Huh? I'm the sensitive one here. I'm so sensitive I want to cry every time I count my fallen hairs."

While we were chatting like this, Chika-san entered the store with Rika-chan and Hikaru. She looked around, spotted us, and approached with a gentle smile.

"Good evening, Hiro-kun. And Takahashi-kun... I mean, Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san too."

"Hey there."

"Oh, yeah..."

"It's been a while, hasn't it."

All three of them fell silent. How shy can you get?

"Well, I'm heading out now, so you guys take care of things from here."

"What, already?!"

"I have plans with the kids. That takes priority."

I waved goodbye with a "See ya!" and left the store with Rika-chan and Hikaru.

"Alright then, let's go... What's wrong, Rika-chan?"

"Oh, um... those ladies back there, they used to be men... right?"

"Huh?!"

Hikaru was shocked by Rika-chan's statement. Ah, so Chika-san told her... that's a pretty delicate topic, or rather, I wouldn't know how to explain it.

"Well, yes."

"...I can't tell at all. They look completely like women. Like erotic and elegant beauties."

Genre aside, of course they look completely female. It wasn't surgery or anything, it was an occult gender transformation.

"More importantly, if you know that much about their situation... do you also know what they were trying to do?"

"Yeah. I heard about it. Mom doesn't seem to mind at all... so I'm trying not to mind either."

"I see."

It's pretty heavy stuff, kidnapping someone to use as a sacrifice. But if she can talk about it so casually to her daughter Rika-chan, then Chika-san really doesn't seem bothered by it.

"Oh, sorry. I interrupted your conversation. Please continue."

"Sure thing. So we're heading to the dark market now, but do you both have money with you?"

"Yes. I prepared one million yen like you said."

"Same here."

I was a bit worried about Rika-chan, but she had managed to save up about a million.

"Good, good."

The standard approach is to start with bare hands to properly understand your own abilities. However, these two have gotten somewhat used to the supernatural world by now. So I figured it was time to consider getting them their own equipment, which is why I decided to take them to the underground market. One million yen should be enough to get a full set of beginner equipment. It's a lot of money for adults normally, but even simple jobs pay about 100,000 yen per assignment. Given how many jobs they've completed, it's not surprising they've saved up that much. I could pay for it myself, but... spoiling them in situations like this would be bad.

"Um, Satou-san. The Mutual Aid Society sells this kind of stuff too, right? Yoshino-san gave me a permit the other day."

"Yeah. But if you know how to judge quality, the dark market is cheaper."

It's like going directly to the fish market instead of buying fish at a department store, you get cheaper and better quality? Same goes for quality. If you can tell the good from the bad, the dark market is definitely better. I can also introduce them to shops I used to frequent when I was starting out.

"But for today, don't worry about judging quality. I'm here with you."

Since it's their first time. They can start thinking about quality assessment when they're buying replacements next time. When that time comes, I'll teach them how to choose good products.

"Please take care of us."

"Pick good stuff, Uncle!"

"I'm not exactly picking them, more like judging what you guys choose... Anyway, let's get going."

I took them to a small park in Shinjuku 2-chome.

"When supernatural people have to fight in crowded places, they usually create temporarily shifted phase spaces to battle in."

Those are temporary and disappear when finished, but some aren't like that. There are places scattered throughout Japan where supernatural people have permanently created alternate spaces.

"Is this one of those places?"

"Yeah. Since you got permits, your newsletter rank should go up too."

While the entrances change regularly, famous locations can always be tracked through the Mutual Aid Society's newsletter.

"This time, it's the graffiti behind this restroom. This graffiti here."

The system automatically transports you when supernatural people activate their powers. When I encouraged them to try it, Rika-chan moved first.

"Here goes!"

"!?"

Without any hesitation, she released her power and Rika-chan disappeared with a whoosh! I reassured them it was fine, and Hikaru also cautiously used his power. After seeing both of them go through, I entered the same way.

"――――"

When I arrived at the destination, both of them seemed dazed by the appearance of the town. Well, that makes sense. It looks like what you'd get if you recreated an old-fashioned black market in modern times. That's why these large markets are called "dark markets."

"Pretty impressive, right?"

"Y-yeah... it's amazing..."

"This bustling atmosphere... it's overwhelming..."

"You can get most things here."

Not just equipment, but food and art pieces that can't be sold publicly are also circulating here. You can find almost anything if you look. If you're particular about quality, deeper places would be better though...

(That's still too early for these kids)

Those places are usually membership-only.

"Now then. Have you both thought carefully about what kind of weapons you want to use?"

Normally, you should try various weapons and choose what suits you best. But as I've said many times, this is a world where feelings matter. Looking cool... such motivation can easily override aptitude. That's why I told them to think based on inspiration. I did advise against firearms since ammunition costs money too.

(Well, pistols don't cost that much to operate)

But pistols affordable to beginners can't serve as main weapons. It's best to use them in combination with something else.

"Alright, Hikaru first!"

"Yes! Um, well... I was thinking maybe a sword would be good..."

Hikaru said somewhat shyly. I get it. Swords are cool. You want to swing them around stylishly.

"I want a Gatling gun!"

"Gatling... Gatling gun?!"

We couldn't help but exclaim in unison. Hey, are you ignoring my advice? Prioritizing inspiration?

"I thought it would feel good to fire away like in movies... Don't they have any?"

"Well, they do exist."

If you look for them. Since we're supernatural people, we can handle them normally without mounting them.

"By the way, what did you do when you were starting out, Satou-san?"

"Me? I was... pretty ordinary."

I did think weapons were cool. But I had other things I wanted to spend money on more than weapons, so I prioritized those and chose practical options.

"Short blade, pistol, healing potions, and enhancement drugs were my basics."

"That's pretty normal."

"Right? I only started choosing based on personal taste after I had money to spare."

While we were talking about this, Rika-chan tilted her head slightly.

"Fighting with a short blade, pistol, and drugs... Are you a yakuza?"

Who's calling me a yakuza?
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			"Whoa... look at that, Akatsuki. Those incredible prices are just taken for granted..."

"Hundreds of thousands being normal is an amazing world... though I guess it makes sense since rookies like us get paid pretty well for a single job."

Hikaru really is still a kid in some ways. Both Rika and Hikaru are looking at the goods displayed at the stalls with curiosity, though that's natural for Rika.

"Oh, isn't that Satou-san? How about ours? I think this one's pretty cool."

"Huh? Let me see what you've got."

I have the flashy-looking guy from the accessory stall show me his products. I see... this is sensory enhancement? But instead of popular ones like sight or hearing, he went with taste.

"You've got your eye on some interesting stuff."

From what I can tell, none of the items lined up here seem to be for combat.

"Well, you know, there's fierce competition in that area, right? So I thought, why not make something that improves quality of life?"

"I get the concept. Making regular food taste better? But wouldn't making taste overly sensitive backfire?"

"Yeah. That part was really difficult, but everything I have on display here has a certain level of quality."

The taste enhancement earring I'm holding apparently isn't suitable for high-end cuisine but perfect for convenience store meals.

"Don't you have anything for high-end cuisine?"

"Nope. That stuff is made by skilled chefs using premium ingredients. The level of completion is totally different."

"So if you mess with taste perception when it's built on delicate balance, the quality actually drops?"

"Exactly. It's really difficult."

He's honest. I don't know who this guy is, but I like him. This type often goes pretty far. If he plays his cards right, he could aim even higher.

"Consider it an advance investment. I'll take everything you have on display."

"...I was trying to sell to you, but are you sure about this?"

"It's fine. I like collecting rare items too."

"Thanks. The total would be about this much."

"Here you go."

I hand over several briefcases I pulled from dimensional storage. It's a bit much, but... well, consider it a tip for showing me something interesting.

"Thank you for your purchase! With this, I can probably make something interesting."

"That's excellent."

I glance over at the kids.

"...A demon blade with safety considerations?"

"Can you really call that a demon blade?"

They're both tilting their heads at the cursed items that have been made safe.

"Yeah, you should avoid those."

"Satou-san... wait, so these aren't actually safe?"

"No, they'll be fine to use since their power has been sealed to some extent to make them safe."

But this type of seal degrades over time. Getting it resealed would cost extra, making it expensive in the end.

"Those are for people who can reapply seals themselves and handle various maintenance."

"I see."

"Do you have stuff like that, Uncle?"

"I do. I even went through a phase where I was obsessed with making cursed items like magic swords and demon blades."

"'...Making... cursed items?'"

"Yep."

Those kinds of cursed items just need to be thoroughly soaked with grudges and hatred. Buy any random sword and slice up some evil god or wicked dragon, and you're good to go.

"About six years ago? I was incredibly busy with work when evil gods and malevolent deities started messing with me."

It was a cross-mythological alliance led by Loki, the greatest trickster in Norse mythology. I might have tolerated it when I had free time, but being constantly harassed when I was busy made me snap. I actually wanted to kill them, but the top figures from their respective mythologies begged me to spare them, so I presented alternative conditions instead.

"I made them cooperate in creating cursed items."

"Sp-specifically, what did you do...?"

"I set up an extremely harsh environment and imprisoned them there. Hung them up like punching bags and kept tormenting them with weapons."

The weapons were made by blacksmiths from each mythology. I had them design things that would appeal to a boy's heart. Then I used those to repeatedly stab them and get them properly cursed.

"For magic guns, I remember shoving the barrel into their stomachs and twisting it around."

"'...'"

"You look horrified, but gods don't die from that level of treatment."

And evil gods and malevolent deities don't reflect on their actions from that degree of punishment either. They'd even critique the design, saying things like "Isn't that design a bit too childish?" By the end, they were happily making cursed items together with me. They even gladly cooperated in creating producer cards saying "I made this."

"I think I ended up with about two thousand pieces of that kind of dark equipment."

"'...'"

"Well, enough about my stories. Let's go look at firearms."

We head toward the shop run by Grandpa Tage, the aggro-drawing elder. As his nickname suggests, Grandpa Tage is pathologically good at drawing hate. If you're going to do group battles, learning techniques from Grandpa Tage would be a sure bet. Though he's a moody old man, so I don't know if he'd actually take on students.

"Hey Grandpa Tage. Mind if we look at your merchandise?"

"Oh, it's you... Yeah, look all you want."

Grandpa Tage seems absorbed in his FPS game behind the counter. The way he won't take his eyes off his gaming PC for even a second makes it seem like he's not taking business seriously... Well, he's just selling firearms as a hobby, so there's no problem with that.

"Ohhh... amazing... wow..."

Rika... the girl is making a bad face... What? Do girls these days like firearms? No, that can't be it. Sure, beautiful women and girls look good with hefty weapons, but that's just male desire.

"Hikaru, you're not really into this kind of thing?"

"Well, no. I'm more into swords and... also, wires and stuff look cool to me."

"Nice. Wire slicing does have romance to it."

"Though I might admire giant cannons that can only fire once."

"I get that."

While we two guys are chatting, Hikaru's gaze suddenly becomes fixed on one particular spot.

"Hikaru?"

"Th-this is... could it be..."

He approaches with ghostly, unsteady steps and picks it up. What Hikaru grabbed was a thin metal tube like a flashlight. Ah, given this shop's inventory, they'd have this kind of thing too.

"S-Satou-san?"

At his expectant gaze, I smile gently like a loving mother and nod.

"Try pressing the switch."

"...!!"

With a humming sound, a blade of light formed. Hikaru was... crying.

"I want... I want this... I want it! I'll buy it! Cash payment!!"

The price is... oh, three hundred thousand. That's cheap. Well, looking at it, it doesn't seem to have that much killing power, so it's reasonable.

"But you should probably avoid that one."

"Wh-why?!"

"Because the resource for forming the blade is your own stamina."

Hikaru is mainly close-combat focused right now. A weapon that drains stamina wouldn't be good for him. Depending on the item it might be worth it, but considering the firepower of the one he's holding, it's a bit of a negative.

"If you're making an expensive purchase, wouldn't it be better to get something practical?"

"Ugh... that is... true..."

"Don't look so dejected. There's probably... there we go, found it."

This type of weapon that consumes something from the user comes in different variations.

"This one would be better for you."

"What's this?"

"It's the type that consumes magical power. From what I can see, Hikaru seems to have a decent amount of magical power."

In games, magical power often equals mental power, but in reality they're different things. When someone awakens to supernatural abilities, changes occur in the human body and special organs can be generated. The energy produced by those organs is called magical power, and magic is what primarily uses that energy. Magic uses mental power as a resource, so it's a separate system.

"Th-then I'll take that one! Hehe... oh, can I change the color or anything?!"

"...Well, I can modify that for you later."

"Really?! Please do!!"

How heartwarming.
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			About two hours, I'd say. After going around to various places, the kids had gathered a full set of equipment. Rika-chan got the hefty Gatling gun she'd hoped for. Since it's the type that converts elemental power into bullets, it's perfect for Rika-chan. It saves on ammunition costs too. Well, since it's a firearm, it needs regular maintenance, but the Mutual Aid Society does that at a discount. That counts as a necessary expense. She didn't want any other weapons, so after buying a bodysuit-type armor that could be worn under clothes, we were done. The total came to about 600,000 yen.

Meanwhile, Hikaru. Surprisingly, this kid bought right up to his budget limit. First, weapons. In addition to the light saber he was so excited about, he also bought a sword as originally planned. It wasn't your typical Japanese sword, but more like a high-frequency blade you'd see in cyberpunk stories. The appearance was that of a Japanese sword, or rather, something that might be called a "samurai sword" (good pronunciation), with a somewhat chunky look. "S-s-s-so cool, I say..." were Hikaru's words. I understand the feeling all too well. Adding to that, his armor was also the bodysuit type, plus gauntlets that wouldn't impede movement, bringing the total to just under a million yen.

(...He's usually frugal, but this time he has the justification that it's a matter of life and death.)

His purse strings must have loosened up. I think there's also some pent-up desire from his usual restraint. Well, seeing the kids with such happy faces makes me happy too.

"Alright then, let's go grab some food somewhere."

They'd matched their schedule to my work hours. Neither of them had eaten dinner yet. Hikaru had apparently told Yuri-san that he'd be late today and would eat out.

"..."

"Hmm? What's wrong, Rika-chan?"

"Oh, no, I was just wondering if Mama and Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san are okay."

Ah... I'd forgotten about that.

"Satou-san, you're not worried at all. I don't understand the situation well, but you had a fight, didn't you?"

"That's right. But Chika-san and those two idiots are just dragging around their guilt."

There's no hatred or hostility there. So if they face each other and talk until they're satisfied, the resentment should disappear.

"Those guys probably feel indebted to Chika-san too, one way or another."

The incident in Shibuya that led to them stepping into the supernatural world. Even though they fought back with all their wisdom and courage, we would have collapsed if Chika-san hadn't come. She's both a friend and a benefactor.

"What were Mama and the uncles like when they were in the supernatural world?"

"Hmm... do you know Journey to the West?"

"Yeah. The one with the monkey, pig, and kappa, right?"

"Saionji-san. That's not wrong, but it's way too simplified..."

"It was exactly like that. Chika-san was Xuanzang, I was Wukong. Takahashi and Suzuki were like Bajie and Wujing."

Except all the disciples were like delinquents. Wukong (party-boy delinquent). Bajie (tough-guy delinquent). Wujing (serious delinquent). Looking back, what a shitty bunch of disciples. The master, Chika-san, was also naturally airheaded back then, so there was no one to stop us...

"Oh, speaking of Journey to the West. I actually swindled the staff from the real Wukong."

"Wait, Sun Wukong actually exists!?"

"Well, gods exist too, so naturally... Besides, he's also a divine being."

He was probably originally classified as a magical beast or something, but at the end of his journey he was recognized as a Buddha. Victorious Fighting Buddha, that's his other name, though it's not well-known in Japan.

"So Uncle, you extorted from a Buddha...?"

"I said I swindled it, not extorted it."

He used to be mischievous in the old days, but now... well, it's questionable whether his behavior in heaven can be called mischievous. Anyway, he used to be rebellious, so if someone like me was around, he probably would have messed with me. But now he's like a funky old man, takes good care of people, and is one of the guardian deities who watches over the human world.

"I won it fair and square in mahjong."

It was the spring when I was twenty-nine. Just as I was feeling a bit sentimental about approaching thirty, an invitation arrived.

"An illegal mahjong tournament gathering troublemakers from around the world."

Everyone except me was non-human... but it was fun. The rule was that if you couldn't detect cheating the moment it was used, it would pass, so everyone was doing whatever they wanted. Wukong especially was a skilled technician with mastery of immortal arts, so he was quite formidable. I laughed when I realized there was a tile he'd transformed. The winning tile I glimpsed for a moment had turned into a monkey and vanished into illusion. Satou's painful chombo...! Something like that. But anyway.

"The rule for participating in that tournament was to submit something valuable. The winner takes all."

"...So that's how you got the staff?"

"Sun Wukong bet his signature weapon?"

"Well, that wasn't originally a weapon anyway."

It was used to measure water depth in some river or sea, and Wukong just thought it was cool and swiped it. After using it for a while, they apparently said he could keep it.

"And it's not like it's something that can never be made again."

Now he uses a second-generation staff made by Taishang Laojun. Though he doesn't use this one as a weapon either, but as a back-scratcher or by transforming the tip to grab distant objects like a magic hand.

"Merlin from Britain was there too... oh, do you know Merlin? From the Arthurian legends."

Excalibur. You've probably at least heard the name. He had fairies prepare something called Excalibur II for the tournament. It was valuable, but he wasn't betting something truly unique. Most items like that become symbols of entire myths and legends, even if they belong to someone. No matter how much you own them, you can't just bet them freely.

"I see... um, could I see it?"

"Sure."

I retrieved the staff from subspace and showed it to them.

"O-oh wow..."

"Want to try holding it?"

"I-is that okay!?"

"Ah, that's not fair, me too!!"

"Alright, alright. Oh, when you extend it, imagine roughly how long you want it in your head and say 'extend.'"

I warned them not to extend it too much because the weight becomes incredible, then handed over the staff.

"Extend, staff! Whoa, it extended! It really extended, Akatsuki-kun!"

"N-next, me! Me too!"

"Hahaha... oh, an incoming call."

I took out my smartphone and checked it. Apparently they were finished over there too. Since an invitation to go eat came, I calmed down the two excited kids and left the dark market. They said they were waiting in front of Alta, so we headed there and met up with Chika-san and the others.

"Mama, I'm glad you could make up."

"Yes, thanks to you."

"By the way, Satou-kun. Who's that boy? I still haven't even heard his name."

"Ah, my apologies. I'm Akatsuki Hikaru! Satou-san has really been taking care of me..."

"...He's serious. I smell a genuinely serious kid, not a fake like Suzuki."

The atmosphere was harmonious, but,

"Mm."

"!?"

I noticed, and a little later, Chika-san and the others did too.

"Satouuu!!"

"It's already started."

Something enormous was trying to appear through teleportation. Detecting this, I immediately separated whatever was trying to emerge from ourselves. A few seconds later, it appeared in Shinjuku, which had become like a shadow play...

≪...A robot?≫

It was unmistakably a giant robot.
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			"..."

Satou, Takahashi, and I looked at each other and nodded. Three crisp slapping sounds echoed in perfect rhythm. I slapped Takahashi's cheek, Takahashi slapped Suzuki's cheek, and Suzuki slapped my cheek—a triangle slap.

"This isn't a dream."

"Ain't no dream."

"Not a dream."

I see, I see... so she's that type of "idiot." Well, there might be other possibilities, but anyone who pulls this kind of stunt brazenly in the middle of the city is definitely that type. Chika-san must have realized it too, as she looked up at the robot with an indescribable expression.

"H-hey, you old guys! Mom too! Don't just accept this on your own, explain what's happen—"

Her words were cut off by a scream-like voice emanating from the robot.

"W-w-what is happening heeeere?!"

A woman... somehow I get the feeling she's a refined, traditional Japanese beauty type. Well, even if she's beautiful, her personality is probably... this is really dampening my mood.

"I-I was supposed to appear in a place with lots of people... why, why is it like this... Huh?!"

She finally seemed to notice us. The chest of the spiky, obviously evil-looking robot opened, revealing its occupant.

"A-are you the ones responsible for this?!"

A traditional Japanese beauty with long black hair in a princess cut. Around twenty-four or twenty-five years old? Just as I predicted, but I'm not happy about it at all... what's with that fashion of wearing a lab coat over a kimono?

"P-people... interfering with someone trying to fulfill a dream they've cherished since childhood..."

"Don't you people have any heart?! Have you no shame?!"

The traditional beauty (tentative name) was trembling with anger. Chika-san looked at me. Takahashi looked at me. Suzuki looked at me. Damn... they're planning to dump this on me. But it's also true that if someone doesn't handle this, the conversation won't progress. I reluctantly opened my mouth.

"...What dream?"

"Isn't it obvious?! To ride a giant robot and rampage through the middle of the city!!"

Self-Defense Force fighter jets would probably show up too, and I'd shoot them all down! The traditional beauty (tentative name) clenched her fists in front of her chest and spoke passionately.

"...Rika, Akatsuki-kun."

"W-what?"

"...What is it?"

"I think you've already fought perverts before."

Chika-san began her lecture with distant eyes.

"But you see, perverts aren't just one type."

Right, it's not just the sexual kind. Getting supernatural powers and becoming intoxicated by them... it's a common story. But the way they become intoxicated is the problem. Money-making or violence are easy to understand and deal with. But the ones who go off in weird directions... many of them are troublesome. The perverts I fought before were like that too, with high specs. It's probably due to the strength of their feelings. Those who turn to violence don't have that much intense passion, so they rarely grow stronger. However, perverts are devoted to their dreams, and therefore their passion is extraordinary. It's a side effect of a world where feelings directly translate to power.

(This one's the same.)

That robot appears to be a high-level fusion of magic and science. Just looking at its strength, I'd say it's at least god-class level.

"...Chika-san, please take care of the kids. Takahashi, Suzuki and I will handle that thing."

"Eh, me too?"

"Satou-kun alone should be enough... I don't want to get involved..."

Shut up. I can't let you two escape.

"Hey, lady! Sorry about that! We messed up your dream!"

I called out to the traditional beauty (tentative name) who was still screaming.

"I-is apologizing going to solve this?! This is too cruel! Don't you people have any heart?!"

Says the person who apparently lacks common sense. Suppressing the urge to retort, I smiled at her. I could crush her without question, but... dealing with that level of pervert, she'd keep doing it again and again without learning her lesson. Even if her desires were temporarily sealed, she might break through by force. So I should look for a peaceful solution. Fortunately, she seems like someone I can reason with.

"How about we be your opponents instead? Will that make up for it?"

"Huh? I..."

Interrupting her words, I snapped my fingers loudly. The earth shook, and pleasant background music echoed through the shadowy city.

"W-what is this shaking?! And this music!!"

"Come forth! The righteous machine god who won't tolerate evil, Sugar Kiiiiiiing!"

The ground behind us split open, and a giant robot wearing a crimson cape appeared standing majestically. I had just created it using all my techniques to their fullest. It had an obvious champion-of-justice design, but personally I found it lacking. I prefer black coloring with a menacing appearance.

"Whoa?! What's with this suit?!"

"The body lines are showing completely..."

At the same time, I changed our outfits too. Tight suits in the style of classic robot anime, complete with helmets.

"H-hawawawawa... this is, this is surely?!"

"Yeah. Trampling civilians is fine, but... fighting a robot operated by champions of justice would be interesting too, right?"

With a chuckle, I called out to Takahashi and Suzuki.

"Let's go, Takahashi! Suzuki! We'll protect Earth's peace!"

"Damn... can't be helped! Let's do this!"

"How did it come to this?!"

With a leap, we boarded Sugar King. There were only two control levers, but no problem. It was designed to move by thought.

"Whoa?! Somehow knowledge was directly pounded into my head..."

"This thing transforms too... and Queen High Bridge... what a name..."

"I'm Princess Bell Tree."

Shut up, it was sudden so that's all I could think of.

"Tch... what justice?! I'll trample such illusions to pieces! Let's go, Devil Kaiser!"

Contrary to her words, the traditional beauty (tentative name) gleefully boarded her robot. Glancing over, I saw that Chika-san had apparently evacuated the children into the air. There was also a barrier, so now we could rampage to our hearts' content.

"Swooooord!"

"Devil Axeeeeee!"

When I summoned a great sword, she pulled a giant battle axe from her robot's belly. A head-on sword fight. From our clash, I could tell this one... it wasn't just her head. She had battle sense too.

(I definitely chose the right approach going with the peaceful method...)

After fighting for over ten minutes using all weapons and transformation mechanisms to their fullest, her robot was sparking all over, truly battered and beaten. Time to finish this.

"This is the final blow! Stollen Beeeeeam!"

"Tch... even if you defeat me, the seeds of evil won't disappear from this world! Surely a second and third me will—"

The beam hit directly, and Devil Kaiser exploded. The traditional beauty (tentative name) wasn't dead. She was unconscious, but I had properly secured her.

"...Even so, we'll keep fighting. Believing that someday, true peace will come."

"What are you saying?"

"Are you okay? Your head?"

Stop it with those calm comments...
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			The day after going to the dark market, Light came to the Mutual Aid Society with renewed determination to work harder than usual since he had spent so much money yesterday. There were still thirty minutes before his appointment with Yoshino, but in addition to the reason above, he was eager to try out his weapon and had arrived much earlier than usual. And it wasn't just Light,

"Hey there!"

"Saionji-san... you're early."

"Well, I couldn't wait to fire that thing... You too, right?"

"Yeah, well."

Light laughed embarrassedly at Rika's observation. Rika had been laughing too, but her expression suddenly turned thoughtful.

"..."

"? What's wrong?"

"Well, we've gotten to know each other pretty well, haven't we? I mean in terms of depth, not just time."

Rika said that continuing to use surnames felt too distant. She had no ulterior motives, she simply felt that way.

"Can I call you by your first name? You can call me by mine too."

"Ah, sure. Um, then I'll call you Rika-chan... is that okay?"

"I'm younger, so you could just drop the honorific."

"No, that would be a bit..."

Light sat down across from Rika and pulled his light saber from his pocket. He had grown so fond of it that even after returning home, he would sneak out at night to swing it around.

"Man, yesterday was incredible."

"Ah... yeah. I guess there really are perverts like that out there."

"The opponent was amazing, but Uncle was something else entirely."

"I think so too."

The two had become fairly accustomed to handling their power. That's precisely why they were made to realize once again just how unfathomably strong Satou was. They had always thought he was strong, but now that they had grown somewhat and could see things more clearly, they understood it even better.

"Creating a robot on the spot... what the heck was that about?"

After returning home, Rika had asked her mother Chikage what that had been all about. However, even Chikage couldn't fully understand it. Apparently, he had created it by mixing multiple techniques, but,

"Each one alone would be something that an ordinary person might spend their entire life dedicated to just to master."

That's what she said.

"Well, that's impressive too, but personally I think what happened after the battle was more amazing."

"Ah... they seemed to hit it off."

"Though it was more like Satou-san skillfully won her over..."

The robot woman had woken up just minutes after being captured. After that, this exchange took place:

"Hey, that was fun."

"Yes, it was quite enjoyable. You're a reasonable person."

"Well, yeah. That aside, involving civilians is forbidden. I'd prefer if you didn't do anything like that again."

"Ridiculous. No one can stop my dream. This time my desires were satisfied, but that's that and this is this."

"Then I'd have to kill you... and that would be quite, no, very painful."

"Painful, you say?"

"Yeah. Having to kill a reasonable friend I finally met with my own hands would be agonizing. Not just the killing part."

We wouldn't be able to play like that anymore... when Satou said this, what happened? An emotion like guilt appeared on the face of the woman who had maintained her solitary arrogance until now.

"Th-that would be... n-no, but..."

"That said, I understand the feeling of wanting to fulfill your desires, no, your dreams, painfully well. So here's a compromise."

"A compromise?"

"Right. Let's play regularly. Until you beat me, no games involving civilians... how about it?"

"Th-that would be... hmm..."

"Well, if you can't make a robot that can beat me, I won't force it."

"What!? A robot that can beat you!? I can do it!!"

"OK. I think you'll be fine, but please keep your promise, alright? Breaking it would be an act that betrays your dream."

And so they exchanged contact information, Satou released the woman, and she went home normally. Seeing that scene left both Light and Rika stunned. The adults, meanwhile, looked at Satou like they were watching a con artist.

"That was incredible."

"And Uncle's approach wasn't all just empty words either."

"Ah, he said that."

When Takahashi said, "How can you spout such insincere nonsense so easily," Satou replied:

"It's not all lies. Crazy friends are the most fun when you hang out with them occasionally."

While it was exasperating, that was that. He said he thought it might actually be interesting to spend time with her, and Satou was laughing. Whether you'd call it being big-hearted or being crazy...

"Oh, speaking of which, Rika-chan. Have you decided on a present for Satou-san?"

"Yeah. I'm thinking of a necktie for now. If it's too expensive, Uncle would feel awkward about it. What about you, Light?"

"One of my mom's colleagues knows a lot about alcohol. They told me about an assortment of unusual snacks to go with drinks."

"Ooh, he'll be pleased with that."

While they were talking like this, Yoshino arrived and the two cut their conversation short.

"Hey there. I heard you bought weapons?"

"Yeah! I'm just itching to test-fire it!"

"That's great, but today I'm the main event."

"You are, Yoshino-san?"

"That's right. You two have gotten nicely stronger, so I'm going to have you handle something a bit tougher."

With their current abilities, they would very likely die. So today their job would be to hunt small fry and watch his battle, Yoshino said.

"The location is here."

When shown the materials, Rika's eyes widened.

"That's near my school... huh, did something happen there?"

"I'll explain properly, so just listen."

"Ah, yes."

"This time's enemy is an aberration, but it has different characteristics from the ones you've faced so far."

Aberrations that exceed a certain standard generally create nests, he said.

"Small to medium-scale alternate realms. They distort reality, form alternate spaces, and put down roots there."

And like moth traps, they lure in prey and devour them.

"Alternate realms naturally spawn small fry in addition to the aberration that rules them, so the enemies along the way are your responsibility. Can you handle it?"

"Yes!!"

"Good response. I'll take on the main one, but if I judge that watching is dangerous, immediately distance yourselves until you can't see us."

"...Yes."

"Very good. Well then, let's go."

They took a taxi to the site and everyone entered the alternate realm. If we're talking alternate realms, the shadow puppet city that Satou had created last night was also one, but the atmosphere was clearly different.

"I wonder what it is... it feels disgusting..."

"...It makes me shudder."

"Well, queen-class ones, the level that makes nests, have clear malicious intent."

In terms of attacking people, the aberrations the two had faced so far were the same, but those were mostly like beasts. Since they acted on instinct rather than malice, they probably didn't evoke such revulsion.

"Incidentally, they're called queen-class, but there are detailed rankings, and today's is the lowest."

"...Even the lowest is still too early for us."

"Right. But you'll be able to face them before too long. If it's you two. Now, let's proceed."

After advancing for a while, defeating enemies along the way, Yoshino stopped when they had reached about halfway.

"Yoshino-san?"

"...I sense a human presence. Ah, there's already been damage."

"! You mean"

"Ah sorry, they're alive. By damage I mean their power is starting to awaken, like you two."

This way, Yoshino led them, and at their destination Rika opened her eyes as wide as possible. Hiding in a small cave was,

"...Sarna-chan?"

"R-Rika... san?"

It was her friend.
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			"I can't believe... my friends are caught up in this..."

"Um... Rika-san? And Akatsuki-kun too... why are you both... no, wait, in the first place..."

"Sorry, Sarna-san. I know you must be confused about everything, but please wait just a moment."

"Anyway, we're not enemies. It's okay. We'll protect you, Sarna-chan."

"...Yes."

Seeing them caring so much about me, I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking I'd succeeded for now. After telling me to wait a bit, the two returned to the cave entrance and began talking with their instructor.

"...They're your friends, aren't they?"

"Yeah. We're in the same class and they've been really good to me."

"Yoshino-san, what should we do from here?"

"Once you enter an alternate realm, it's difficult to escape until you defeat the master... I'll need you two to guard that girl while following me."

"Can't we just stay here and wait for you, Yoshino-san?"

"I'd prefer to keep you within my sight. You never know what might happen."

"Understood."

"Saionji-san, I'll leave the explanation to you."

"Got it."

Only Rika-san came back to me. I naturally heard the conversation, but I pretended not to know and put on an anxious expression.

"Um, could you come with us?"

"...Can we get out of here?"

"Yeah. But it won't be immediate. I know it's scary, but please... could you trust Hikaru-kun and me and bear with us for just a little while?"

"...I understand."

"Thanks. Can you stand?"

"S-somehow."

However... well, this is quite something. The guilt is extraordinary. If this were an adult, I wouldn't think much of it, but Rika-san and Akatsuki-kun are children and my friends. Moreover, they have good personalities. Deceiving them like this... was quite painful.

(But I have to do this...)

To deal with my subordinates in their ridiculous outfits. No, thinking about it calmly, it really is terrible. The visuals are just too awful.

"Hello there, young lady. I'm Yoshino. I know it might be hard to trust what some unknown old man says, but"

I will definitely get you out of here. The man who introduced himself as Yoshino declared with a smile. Rika-san and Akatsuki-kun seem to have drawn quite a good instructor... no, this must be Satou Hideo's arrangement. While he tends to think anything goes with enemies, he's very kind to his allies and children.

"...If it comes to it, I'll consider using the secret weapon Satou-san gave me."

"Hm? Did Satou-kun give you something?"

"Ah, yes. We got those permits, didn't we? So he gave it to us as a celebration for becoming half-fledged."

Saying this, Akatsuki-kun took out a black sphere about the size of a baseball.

(Th-that person... what kind of thing has he...!?)

I should praise myself for not letting it show on my face. The man called Yoshino must have had the same reaction. He's breaking out in a heavy sweat that's clearly not from the summer heat. Of course he is. The moment he saw that thing, the same explanation was directly hammered into his brain. Complete with an image of Satou Hideo in work clothes and a straw hat, grinning broadly... "I made this." Is he insane?

"...Is this really such a dangerous thing?"

"...That's a miniature star on the verge of collapse."

"Star?"

"Roughly speaking, if you activate that, a black hole will form for ten minutes."

"Black...!?"

A small-scale black hole formed by gravitational collapse. Even if it's small-scale, it would be terrible if such a thing were born... but as expected, I suppose. A powerful barrier is simultaneously deployed, containing the range to about one city. Additionally, when activated, any civilians in the affected area are automatically transferred to safety.

"It seems the user and those recognized as allies are also protected by the barrier."

Only enemies and inorganic matter within the range disappear. After mostly annihilating everything, it automatically disappears, and all the abnormalities caused by the black hole formation are completely resolved. Well then, maybe it can be used casually... but that's not the case. While enemies are one thing, inorganic matter within the range is also annihilated.

"By the way, if used here, the master and the entire alternate realm would be instantly blown away, and for ten minutes, a considerable area centered here would be..."

"What kind of thing did that person give them!? And without any explanation!!"

"I have one of those too!? What is that old man thinking!?"

Not to defend him, but he probably didn't give it to them thoughtlessly. The lack of explanation was the same. He probably intended to have the instructor explain it. Otherwise, such functions wouldn't have been installed. The instructor probably came to the same conclusion.

"No, I think he thought it through carefully. If it were something with no risk at all, it would breed complacency in your hearts, right?"

If push comes to shove, we have this... thinking that way would be complacent. In a world where a moment's carelessness can lead directly to death, that's not permissible. Arrogance is only allowed for those with corresponding power.

"So knowing your personalities, he probably gave you something that would make you think 'let's try not to use this.' It's for emergency evacuation when there's no other choice, but until then, it serves as motivation."

I think it's an exquisite balance of kindness and strictness.

"B-but if that's the case, he could have explained it to us..."

"He probably wanted a third party, rather than himself, to convey the danger."

Yoshino explained that information flowed into his mind the moment he saw it.

"From what I hear, Satou-san seems to have some plan... but why go to such roundabout lengths?"

"What did you think when you saw my reaction?"

"Huh? This might be pretty dangerous... ah."

"That's exactly it. To make you more aware of the danger, Satou-san chose someone without power to be the explainer."

"B-but if he doesn't show it, we won't understand that. What if..."

"That won't happen. Akatsuki-kun, after today's request was over, you were planning to show me this thing you received, weren't you?"

"Y-yes. Since Yoshino-san is the instructor, I thought you should know about it... ah, so he factored in my personality too?"

Yoshino nodded vigorously at Akatsuki-kun's words.

"Exactly. Well, Satou-san probably thought you'd show it before accepting the request."

"Ah... s-sorry..."

"It's fine, it's fine. You were a bit excited about your first weapon, right? Can't be helped, can't be helped."

While watching this exchange, I was thinking about something else.

(...I got a glimpse of one of his cards.)

That star was almost certainly created by Satou Hideo's own hand. It's probably not from his "collection" or whatever. It's a glimpse of his power. However, I see no ray of hope. Just like the black hole. No, seriously, since he gave it to children, it's probably not that big a deal.

(But if he activated it himself, what scale of black hole would he create...?)

I can't even imagine.

(...I was naive.)

Making contact with Satou Hideo as someone from the supernatural world. I thought I approached this matter with resolve. Like going to an important occasion in funeral attire, I even considered the possibility of being treated like Thanatos... you know? Well, um, what can I say... right now, I'm wearing quite extreme underwear. The kind that would make even adults recoil. I repeat, I was naive. I was unintentionally shown just how far beyond normal specifications he is in every direction.

(Ah... my crotch feels so breezy...)

I can't see any hope at all...
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			A Tolerant Heart

			(Messages are flooding in...)

I was out on a big business trip making rounds. Before heading back to the company, my subordinate Itou-kun and I decided to take a break at a tea shop. When I checked my phone, I found dozens of messages from Robo Woman, Dr. Kawasaki.

Dr. Kawasaki isn't her real name, of course. Kawasaki is apparently her actual surname, but she's discarded her first name. It's not because of family friction or anything like that.

"Because 'evil scientist Dr. Kawasaki' is my soul's name," she says.

I have no idea what that means. Apparently only the surname goes after "Dr." Including the first name is forbidden. And Dr. plus the first name is also out... why?

"Chief, what's wrong?"

"Well... I'm getting tons of messages from a girl I met yesterday."

"Oh, are you interested in her?"

"Not a chance! She's good-looking but her personality is a bit... well, take a look."

Since it's not about supernatural matters, there's no problem showing him. When Itou-kun saw my phone screen, his face contorted dramatically.

"Uh... she's going on and on about robot anime... and this..."

"Yeah, she's just rambling one-sidedly without expecting replies."

It's not the depressing "Why won't you answer me?" type. She's surprisingly refreshing about it. So dry she could probably make dried fish. Though I do feel bad not responding, so I throw in casual acknowledgments. I apologized at first for not being able to reply due to work, but she immediately went "I see, anyway..." and returned to her own topics.

"Certainly, even if she looks good... by the way, how beautiful is she?"

"About this much."

I show him a photo I took for mutual aid society documents.

"Whoa... that's quite high-level... So they do exist, these Yamato Nadeshiko who seem straight out of male fantasies."

"Well, she looks like a Yamato Nadeshiko, but..."

"Ah yes. Even just looking at her appearance, you can smell trouble from the lab coat over her kimono."

I drain my ice-cold coffee and stand up.

"Well, one more push. Let's go back and finish the paperwork."

"Yes! It'll be good timing then, so let's do our best!"

"Right."

I return to the company and throw myself into desk work for a while. Thanks to my focused effort, I manage to finish ten minutes before closing time. Now what should I do today? Takahashi and Suzuki... I feel bad bothering them every day. Maybe I'll drink alone for once. Or maybe call up a high school classmate who seems free... oh?

(An email... from Hikaru-kun. What's this... oh no.)

I check the contents and frown. Apparently Sarna-chan got caught up in a Queen-class subjugation (though she was weak). She's already beginning to awaken to her powers and is currently being examined at the mutual aid society.

(How pitiful...)

To put a middle school girl through such harsh treatment when she's working hard to live in an unfamiliar foreign country... Though there's nothing that can be done about it now. If she were just caught up in it, that would be one thing, but if she's awakened to powers, she has no choice but to persevere.

I sigh, gather my things to leave, and head to the facility as soon as the bell rings. I run into Sarna-chan, who had just finished her examination, along with Rika-chan and Hikaru-kun as her escorts...

"..."

Sweat pours out of me. Why? Because I sensed power derived from "death" from Sarna-chan that I hadn't felt before. From the aura, it seems like an atavistic type... though that doesn't really matter.

(If I remember correctly, she's from Greece.)

Maybe she had an ancestor who mingled with a death god. The underworld crowd are mostly serious types like Hades, but... think about it carefully. As Persephone's story shows, even Hades becomes foolish when it comes to women. Furthermore, even the chief god of Greek mythology is a ridiculous womanizer. They tend to be promiscuous when it comes to sex and romance. So it wouldn't be strange if a death god had relations with a human.

The problem is why it awakened now.

"...Sarna-chan."

"Wh-what is it, being so formal..."

"I'm so sorryyyyyyyyyyyyy!"

I prostrate myself on the spot.

"Hey, Uncle, what's with you all of a sudden?!"

"R-right, Satou-san! Look, you've made Sarna-san freeze up!"

"...No, I have to apologize... Nine times out of ten, it's my fault that Sarna-chan awakened to her powers."

That day on our little trip. That night. There were Greek death gods swarming around like sardines. I had shut out anything that might have a bad influence with barriers, but blood excitation wouldn't have been covered.

"Damn you, Hades... even after death you keep causing me trouble!"

If it were just me, that would be fine, but to an innocent middle schooler!

"I absolutely won't forgive this... but he's already dead... anyway, those guys who attacked that day. I've already punished them, but this is extra. I'll strengthen the curse and leave them like that for eternity! But that's still not enough, still not enough. Maybe I should turn the entire underworld into a brothel!"

Those idiots from Olympus! If Zeus had properly disciplined his brother, I never would have had this feud with him! This is a debt of all of Greece. I'll make sure to collect it properly.

"U-um! Um! I-I don't really understand, but please calm down!"

"Ah... sorry, Sarna-chan... Really, it's my fault..."

"Uncle, Uncle, Sarna-chan is troubled too!"

"What on earth happened?!"

Ah, that's right. I should explain first. I give them a detailed explanation of my dealings with Hades, the events of that night, and the origin of Sarna-chan's powers.

"No, that's not Uncle's fault at all!"

"That's right, Satou-san! Hades is the one to blame!"

"Even so... if I hadn't shown strange mercy and had killed him completely a couple encounters ago..."

Anyway, here's the thing.

"Sarna-chan. I'll take personal responsibility, and I'll make sure those airheads from Olympus pay properly too."

"N-no no no! From what I heard, Hero-san has no responsibility at all!"

"B-but..."

"Hades and his subordinates are the bad ones, nothing else!"

Sarna-chan, you're such a... such a good girl...

"Besides, um... well, as someone from Greece... you see. Regardless of whether what Hades was trying to do was right or wrong, he's a solemn and merciful god of the underworld."

Well, that's true. He probably runs the underworld flawlessly.

"I'm sure my ancestors are also in his care, so doing something to the underworld is..."

"But..."

"A-and above all... um, probably there are international relations in the supernatural world too... right?"

Ah, yeah. She wouldn't want to cause international problems because of herself.

"...Sorry, my head has cooled down."

"No... um, you really don't need to worry about it... I don't hold any grudge against Hero-san at all."

"However..."

"Then, if you really insist... could you train me too, like Rika-san and the others?"

That's not compensation or anything... no, that's not right. This is her consideration. Having a middle schooler say this much and continuing to grumble would be too pathetic.

"...I understand. I'm grateful for your kindness."

"P-please don't mention it."

Both I and Olympus have been saved by this amazing middle schooler... I won't forget this debt.
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			Death God Crisis

			"Sarna-chan, are you really okay being alone? After what happened today... I could stay over?"

"It's true that quite a few exciting events occurred in just one day, but... everyone else seemed more flustered than I was."

"Ah... so you ended up becoming calmer instead."

"Yes. So please don't worry about it. Rika-san, Akatsuki-san, thank you for going out of your way to walk me home."

She bowed her head politely in gratitude.

"Hmm... but really, if anything happens, contact Uncle right away, okay?"

"Yes."

"Well then, we're heading out. Good night."

After seeing the two off, I returned to my room.

"Phew."

I turned on the living room lights and let out a breath, then...

"YESSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!!"

That was close! Really close! I somehow managed to avoid the crisis of not just the underworld but the destruction of Olympus itself! That was dangerous! Really dangerous! Because that person was completely intent on annihilating all the gods of Olympus, wasn't he? I'm amazing for not wetting myself in that situation! Really amazing!

"To think I nearly became the trigger for destruction... this is far beyond being bad for the heart..."

But this is probably my fault. It was my mistake to carelessly choose the easy disguise method of "I have death gods among my ancestors, so what?" But thinking about it, it was only natural. With that kind of setup, when asked why I awakened, they'd naturally connect it to that night's attack. Though I do think it's a bit much to accumulate hatred on a level that could instantly annihilate mythology... s-scary...

"And what's terrible is that I can't deny a single thing about Hades being the root cause..."

In every sense, all I can say is "you're absolutely right," which is truly awful. If father hadn't raised his banner of righteousness, he never would have crossed swords with the monster in distant Japan and spun this web of fate. His subordinates wouldn't have suffered such humiliation and would still be quietly managing the underworld today.

"...Though that said, I wouldn't have been born then."

In that sense, I can't deny father's actions. Setting aside when I was just born, I've developed quite a bit emotionally now. Though it's strange for a death god to say, I could say I'm savoring the joy of living. So I'm grateful to father Hades from the bottom of my heart. But... having to face such a monster... I really want to be spared from that...

"Ah, my heart is still pounding..."

I wonder if Date Masamune felt this way when he arrived late to the conquest of the Hojo. Taking inspiration from his legend, I steeled my resolve and stepped forward in erotic underwear instead of death garments, but... what an ordeal that turned out to be. Still, Masamune had it good. Even if he wasn't forgiven, the worst that would happen was getting his head cut off and his house destroyed. In my case, using Masamune's example, it would be like all the daimyo houses of Tohoku being destroyed by association because of my mistake.

"Ah, but thinking about it carefully, I didn't completely get through this unscathed."

The massacre of all the gods of Olympus has been avoided. But that aside, the death gods who participated in that night's attack are a different story. I desperately tried to cover for them, but...

"Maybe I should just turn the entire underworld into a brothel!"

I think that's about all I managed to prevent. It's not hard to imagine that Thanatos and the others' curses have probably grown even stronger. Haha, I approached them to find a way to break the curse, but the situation has gotten worse... it's not funny. Well, there was some progress in terms of exploring Satou Hideo's power. I don't mean the black hole. Besides that, there was something else I noticed when I saw Satou Hideo manifesting his power through anger.

A fact as despairing as layering even thicker despair upon existing despair.

"...For now, let me report to Thanatos."

When I contacted him, Thanatos immediately came via teleportation.

"I'm relieved you are safe, my lady."

Um, excuse me. Could you please stop kneeling on one knee in that outfit? It's, well, you know, that part is kind of... wedged in there.

"First, my apologies. Due to my mistake, the gods of Olympus nearly got massacred."

"...Pardon?"

When I explained what had happened, cold sweat began pouring from Thanatos's entire body.

"That is... no, it was certainly not your mistake, my lady. We who cooperated should have been the first to notice."

"That's true, but that doesn't excuse me not noticing either."

Satou Hideo was more fond of me than I had realized. I think that was a major miscalculation.

"...And regarding the results of exploring his power."

"Yes."

"A despairing fact has been revealed."

"A despairing fact?"

"Yes. Satou Hideo has complete dominion over death."

Death is not something that can ever be manipulated according to human desires. If anything, maybe suicide. But even then, you can only decide the timing of your own death, you can't really say you've dominated death. And everything else... aging, illness, accidents, humans have no control over any of it.

"...I should have realized when he delivered complete death to father."

Death, that fundamental concept. It could also be called the ruler of all things. Immortal monsters often appear in mythology and heroic legends, but even those aren't complete. Usually, they get killed by weapons or whatever that can destroy their immortality. The same goes for inorganic objects. Concrete is easy to understand, we sometimes call its durability period its lifespan.

Even gods cannot completely escape from death, that absolute ruler. They only escape its dominion in limited ways like aging, they're not completely immortal. The same goes for gods who govern death. They can impose death, but that doesn't work on everything. Even setting aside irregulars like Satou Hideo, you can't unilaterally kill gods of equal or higher rank with your authority. To put it bluntly, death gods are just borrowing the authority of death like a fox borrowing a tiger's power, they don't completely dominate it. Still, the highest-ranking death gods had a special position since they couldn't die... but even that has been overturned.

"It was strange from the very beginning. Why is such a monster's body aging normally?"

"That is... no, but..."

Satou Hideo has a middle-aged physique, but he wasn't originally fat. In his youth, Satou Hideo was thin and had a good figure. So he should have continued aging gradually... but why the middle-aged physique? I realized the reason. When I was touched by the power he manifested through his anger toward father Hades and Olympus... I understood.

"It's obvious. Because he unconsciously wished it so."

That must be what aging means to Satou Hideo. Aging is one of the faces that death wears. Just thinking about it unconsciously makes it happen as he wishes. In other words, if he wishes it, he won't age, and he won't even die. If he wishes it, he can even embody the complete immortality that should have been just fantasy. He could even become a bit immortal, think "this isn't right," discard it, and return to a state where he can die. Live or die as he wishes. I can only say he has complete dominion over death.

"B-but... if that's the case, at worst, we could wait for his natural lifespan..."

"Satou Hideo is a mundane human."

He doesn't possess any firm beliefs or ideology. He lives fluffily, trying to enjoy each moment as it comes. Which means...

"...I can't die because I'm curious about the continuation of the manga I'm reading."

He could keep death at bay for just that reason alone. He hasn't noticed his peculiarity yet, but that might not remain the case. Once he realizes it, he won't think pretty thoughts like "precisely because life is limited" and will probably just use it normally. As long as things he finds enjoyable don't disappear from this world, I can't imagine Satou Hideo ever dying.

"...A blasphemer of fate. Perhaps father unconsciously sensed that abnormality."

From a death god's perspective, Satou Hideo is like a final boss, but... this boss isn't just broken or anything like that...

(Where's the return desk for this...?).
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			Turning Dreams into Reality

			August 8th. Today is my birthday. A lot has happened since the beginning of August, but somehow I've managed to settle down and reach this day. Last night, Chika-san contacted me saying, "Tonight, why don't we invite Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun over to drink at Hiro-kun's place?"

(No matter how I look at it, they're probably preparing a surprise party)

Takahashi and Suzuki know where I keep my spare key. They've been unnaturally avoiding mentioning my birthday while asking what I want to eat, so it's definitely that. Probably Rika-chan and Hikaru will be there too.

(I'm happy, but it's a bit troublesome)

"Happy birthday! Let's have a party tonight!" That kind of vibe would be easier to handle. I mean, think about it. Is there any chance someone like me would forget my own birthday? People like Chika-san might suddenly realize as adults, "Oh right, today's my birthday," but me? My birthday is like a lucky day that comes once a year. "Alright! It's my birthday, so I'll splurge a little today!" I can legally spoil myself. If I buy something expensive, well, it's my birthday, right? There's no way I wouldn't take advantage of a day when I can make that excuse.

(I wonder if I can pull off a good reaction...)

Thinking about this as I headed to the office, when I arrived,

"Section Chief, happy birthday!!"

A female employee holding a large cardboard box gave me congratulations.

"This is from all of us."

"Thanks again this year. I'll gratefully accept it."

I carried the cardboard box to my desk. When I opened it, it was packed full of various snacks, from nostalgic ones to ones I didn't recognize.

(Oh, the three new employees too... how nice)

The reason I'm getting a cardboard box full of snacks as a present goes back to an old story. A junior colleague who looked up to me once tried to take me to an expensive restaurant, saying it was my birthday so they wanted to treat me. Even splitting it among several people, it would be a painful expense for young folks, so I declined. But since they insisted on doing something for the day, I said,

"Then give me the present I want. Snacks, give me snacks you guys like. Budget is up to 500 yen."

"500 yen..."

"Hold on, hear me out till the end. Just buying and giving presents isn't very creative, right?"

So I added that they should also include a presentation letter. I wanted them to really recommend the snacks they bought based on memories or the product's quality. The reason I added this condition was partly because I personally wanted to hear about it, but also to help develop their sales skills. What started small became more interesting and inexpensive, so more people joined each year until it became like this.

(Well, I'm grateful though)

It makes me happy. Honestly, I look forward to it every year. Not just the sweets, but reading the presentation letters that come with them is really fun. Probably because they're talking about things they like. You can tell the writers are enjoying themselves too. And sometimes there are presentations with incredible passion from people who are really obsessed with their favorites. Since it's not work, you can see personality in the writing, and some kids show off writing talent that makes you laugh until your stomach hurts. Last year, the one that made me laugh the most was from a kid who included stationery for sending letters to manufacturers, saying "Let's write to them together, Section Chief."

"Hehe... wait, no way! Wasn't this discontinued?"

Since I still had time before work started, I thought I'd enjoy myself a bit when I opened the box and got a shock...

"Ah, they started reproducing that again a little while ago."

"Seriously... I'm getting excited."

"Come to think of it, we're always making recommendations, but don't you have any memorable sweets, Section Chief?"

"I do. Tons of them. Some are in the presents, but I have plenty of others too."

"What are they?"

"Oh? Want me to talk about them? Really talk? It'll be long~"

And so we indulged in snack talk until work began. Once the work bell rang, I'm a working adult after all. I switched my mindset sharply to work mode. I immersed myself in work until lunch break, and when noon came, I took some snacks from the box and headed to the president's office with the lunch I'd brought.

"Sorry! I'm here to show off!!"

"What kind of greeting is that when entering a room? But I like that spirit. Well then, let me see that lunch."

I'd completely forgotten, but the reason I decided to go to cooking class was to show off to the president. Remembering this, I'd been training hard with Suzuki's help for the past few days. And today, I finally came to show off with full confidence.

"First, let me say this upfront. I'm throwing nutritional balance and all that out the window."

"Ho ho? What's this, what's this? Setting up petty defensive lines. Are you even a man?"

"...Heh."

"You snorted! What... where does that confidence come from...? What exactly did you..."

"Well, well, please go ahead without reservation."

"It's huge, and three tiers... like it's a sports festival... well, you do eat quite a lot, so naturally. Ah, this is thanks for before."

"Oh, thanks."

He handed me a paper bag. From the smell, bread. And really good bread, I could tell just from the aroma. The store name written on the bag... I don't know it. I'll ask him about it later.

"For now, try opening the top two tiers."

"Well then, right away... th-this is...!?"

His eyes widened in amazement. Half of the top lunch box was fried chicken. The other half was chicken nuggets and fried shrimp. The second tier had potato wrapped in meat, beef stir-fried with yakiniku sauce, pork ginger stir-fry, and sweet, sweet rolled omelet.

"If it's a lunch for yourself and not for someone else... you know?"

You should want to try it at least once. Didn't you think so as a kid? That you wanted to eat a lunch packed only with things you like. When you're in a position to make that dream come true, why not reach for it? Balance be damned. I really packed in only things I like. There's no lie in those words. If you did it every time, you'd get bored and it wouldn't be fun, but doing it occasionally gets your excitement through the roof even during the preparation stage.

"Today's concept is 'boyish heart'... turning childhood dreams into reality."

"Ah, ah, ah... something like this... such a thing...!!"

"Huh? What's this? President, you started cooking but... wait, you've never done this?"

"Ugh, ugh... grrrrr."

"Sorry about that somehow... hehe."

"Y-you... wait. There's no sausage? D-don't tell me!!"

Yes, you should notice. Someone like you would. A man of your caliber would. The president opened the last lunch box with anxiety...

"Om... rice..."

"The filling is naturally sausage."

"..."

"Hehe, well, I talked big, but if the taste is bad, it's meaningless. Come on, please try it."

"...How transparent of you. After getting me this excited, a little problem with taste won't matter."

Ho ho ho, he's making such a frustrated face.

"I gratefully... gratefully accept thiiiis! Woohoo!!"

Revenge successful. Being my birthday, everything's going well.
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			Blessing

			Work was over. I declined various invitations and headed home. The train swayed with its familiar clatter as I arrived at the station nearest to my home. Honestly, my steps felt heavy.

It's not that I'm bad at lying. If this were a battle, I could deceive any number of enemies. Hell, I'd even deceive my allies if needed.

(But this kind of well-meaning surprise is...)

Difficult. My mood just won't shift into lying bastard mode.

When I reached the point where I could see my apartment building, the lights in my room were off, but I could sense people inside. They had asked about my arrival time after all. They turned off the lights to match that timing. Everyone seemed to be suppressing their presence, but sorry... I've already figured out what's going on. I unconsciously probe these things.

(I shouldn't keep them waiting too long... let's go)

Steeling myself, I entered the apartment building. I unlocked the door and went inside, then walked down the hallway and opened the living room door.

"HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!"

The lights came on and party poppers went off grandly.

"...Eh, ah... right. Today's my birthday, isn't it?"

Even I could tell how obviously fake that sounded... and apparently that fakeness got through to Chika-san and the others too.

"...Hiro-kun, that was forced."

"You knew all along, didn't you, you bastard. Putting on such a cold act... you hopeless actor, I'm disappointed in you."

"At least try to play along... I never knew Satou-kun was such an incompetent man."

Is there really a reason to go this far?

"Shut up! You guys' reading was too shallow! Birthday? I figured that out a week ago!"

I was waiting excitedly for today!

"Would someone like me forget my own birthday? Even setting that aside... Chika-san!!"

"Eh, me?"

"You of all people should have realized. I was normally congratulated by my subordinates this morning. By the company president too!"

You're running a company, so couldn't you have predicted that kind of situation?

"Eh, ah, wait, could it be that despite being a president, you've never been celebrated on your birthday?"

"Uh... b-but I haven't told anyone my birthday..."

"Normally, if people have a deep relationship with you, they'd ask about it, right? Look, I'm not saying you're not well-liked, okay?"

I occasionally contact employees at your company for business matters, you know? I can tell you're well-regarded. But is that only as the company president, as the manager Saionji Chika? What about you as an individual person, Saionji Chika? Not that there's necessarily a problem with that, but...

"I'm not trying to criticize you or anything, but your subordinates probably celebrate each other's birthdays, don't they?"

"Hauah!?"

"Mama has collapsed..."

Good, takedown complete.

"Next is you two. Takahashi and Suzuki!"

"Uh..."

They're probably a bit put off because I magnificently crushed Chika-san. But I won't show mercy.

"Look, I think of you guys as my best friends. Lifelong buddies, you know?"

"Um, thank you. I feel the same way."

"Yeah. I also think of you as irreplaceable friends."

"Then can't you figure out your best friend's personality?"

"Guhah!?"

"I know there are parts you might not understand because of the difference between men and women."

I do like to act cool in front of women, after all. Chika-san is, well, fine. I won't say anything about our fairly deep relationship.

"But Takahashi and Suzuki are different, right? You used to be men, right?"

"U-uh..."

"Oh my, was I the only one who thought we were best friends back then!? How lonely! I'm so lonely I might cry!!"

"Gahh!?"

And that's a knockout.

"Winner, me!!"

"What kind of contest are you even having..."

"Haha, who knows? Well, setting that aside. You guys really put together a nice plan for me."

If I had to say whether I was happy or not, of course I was incredibly happy. I wasn't surprised by the surprise, but I could only feel grateful that they had prepared such a warm occasion for me.

"Thank you."

With those words, the zombies revived and the birthday party began.

"Satou-san, happy birthday."

"Yeah."

"Really, I've been nothing but trouble for you since we met, so this might not be nearly enough, but... this is from my mother and me."

"Don't be silly. Just the thought is more than enough. If anything, I feel bad for making you spend money. Thank you so much."

When I opened it, the contents were a set of dried snacks that would go well with alcohol. Not just the standard jerky and salami, but also some slightly unusual items like dried cutlass fish and whole squid.

"This should make the drinks go down nicely."

"Yes, since Satou-san seems to love alcohol, we thought you'd be happy. And this is from my little sisters."

"Oh my, how cute."

This must be from when we went to the beach. A picture of me and the twin girls happily playing together. And probably a pretty seashell they picked up at the beach, with a small bag of cookies maybe? Damn, my excitement meter just broke through its limit in an instant.

"...Tell Ai-chan and Midori-chan that Uncle was stupidly happy."

Yes, I'm displaying this. I'm displaying it right now. I'm putting this up in the living room right now! I'll even put time protection on it so it won't deteriorate and preserve it forever! But I will eat the cookies. It would be rude not to eat those.

"Yes, I'll definitely tell them."

"Uncle's heart is so full now... I could die happy..."

"Don't die, don't die!"

"That's right. I'm next after all. Here, happy birthday, Uncle!"

Rika-chan handed me a present with a smile.

"A necktie... a necktie..."

"Um, was it a miss?"

"...It's a hit, a complete hit... You know... well... the married bosses and colleagues at work..."

The day after birthdays or Father's Day, they come to work wearing neckties their kids gave them as presents. And then they come to me and brag about it. Showing it off like, "Nice, right?"

"I was sooooo jealous! Rika-chan isn't exactly my child, but I'm still happy! Really happy!"

I'm going to wear it starting tomorrow! I'm going to wear it and brag about it!

"Ahaha, I'm glad you're happy. And this is from Sarna-chan."

"Eh, from Sarna-chan too?"

"She said she's been helped a lot by you. She was too busy to come, so I was holding onto her present."

She must have coordinated with Rika-chan. Sarna-chan's present was a tie pin. Nice, I'll use them as a set starting tomorrow.

"Then I'm next. Since Hiro-kun is fashionable, I picked out some clothes I thought you'd like... how are they?"

"Ohhh! You really understand my taste! Good, good. I'll gratefully make use of them!"

My physique may have deteriorated compared to the old days, but I still pay attention to my clothes. Even a middle-aged guy with a belly can dress stylishly, you know?

"Fufu, I'm glad."

"It's nice to buy clothes I like myself, but there's something especially happy about receiving clothes chosen by someone close to you."

Ah, it shows that you really understand me.

"Now then... you bastards, you'd better have presents ready that won't bring down the mood I've built up so far."

"What an attitude."

"Be a little more humble."

"There's no point in putting on airs with you guys. Come on, hurry up! Hurry up!"

"Geez... this is from me."

Whoa!? This is... a lighter! A turbo lighter and a two-type oil set! And a rare foreign cigarette set too! What a luxurious present!

"You became a smoker, didn't you? You looked pretty natural doing it, so I thought it might suit you."

"You're the best! And you've got good taste!"

"R-really? Honestly, I wasn't sure, but I chose things I thought you'd like."

"Perfect! You hit my heart dead center!"

Not bad at all (mysteriously condescending tone).

"Then as the finale, I'll give you this."

"A liquor set! You've assembled some really good ones... hmm?"

"Aha, I figured you'd notice."

Whiskey, brandy, tequila, all distilled spirits only. Well, I'm not complaining, but from Suzuki's tone, I could tell there was a reason for choosing all distilled spirits.

"I want you to drink using 'this.'"

"! You... eh, could it be..."

"A long time ago, when the three of us were hanging out in the room watching foreign movies, you said you wanted this, didn't you?"

Ah, that's right. There was this cool actor who was drinking from one of these, and I said when I became an adult, I wanted one too. Honestly, I had forgotten about it until I saw this. I'm naturally easily distracted by new things. But seeing this hip flask brought back memories from my boyhood days.

"I see... you remembered..."

That you still remember such a trivial exchange and made it come true...

"Thanks. I'll gratefully drink from this."

"Yeah. Enjoy it to the fullest."

Suzuki smiled like a flower.

"Everyone, thank you again. I'm really, truly happy."
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			After the gift exchange was finished, it was time for dinner. Suzuki must have directed everyone in preparing it. All my favorite dishes were laid out in abundance. Among them, what particularly caught my eye was...

"You! Suzuki! You really know what to serve on a special day!!"

"Who are you calling Suzuki..."

Chirashi sushi. And not just any chirashi sushi, flower chirashi sushi. Super flower chirashi packed with seafood, led by plump shrimp. Who wouldn't get excited about this?

"Satou-san, do you like chirashi sushi?"

"I love it so much"

"That's gross"

"I love it enough to consider it a candidate for my last meal"

It brings back memories. Those days when I was young.

"I still vividly remember the shock when my mom first made chirashi sushi for me as a kid"

Wait, what, this is food?! That was young Satou-kun's reaction. I mean, just from its appearance alone, it was already declaring full-on celebration. My eyes and heart were captivated by the colorful ingredients led by golden kinshi tamago that looked like treasure.

"Even though it looks amazing, on top of that, it tastes incredible!"

Celebration + deliciousness = infinite possibilities. Even my mom who made it must have been surprised by how thrilled I was. She had this look like "Is this kid for real?" My dad who came home from work had the same expression. He was taken aback by how excited I was. After that, my mom started making chirashi sushi for my birthday and when I got good grades on tests.

"When I became an adult, I had this burning ambition to order the most luxurious seafood chirashi at some expensive sushi restaurant"

"Did you fulfill that dream?"

"Nope"

I had this strong feeling that if I was going to order it, it had to be the absolute best! Ah, maybe this sushi restaurant would be good... no wait, there might be an even better place, and so on. I know I'm indecisive, but that's just how much I love it. I'm in love with it. It has to be you and no one else!

"...I wonder if it was okay for me to make this"

"It's a completely different category, so it's totally fine"

Ordering at sushi restaurants is the professional category. Suzuki is also a pro, but she's in the same family category as my mom. When someone close to you makes it, it's different, so it's totally OK.

"I can't hold back anymore... Is it okay? Can I eat it?"

"Are you a child?"

"Ahaha, but that's so like you, Hiro-kun"

Saying that, Chika-san served me some chirashi sushi. Wait, I've never seen this bowl before. Did Suzuki bring it? How thoughtful.

"Today's main character is Uncle, so Uncle should have the first bite"

"Thank you. Well then, let's eat!!"

Delicious! So good! Chirashi sushi is delicious! The fluffy, slightly sweet egg, the juicy plumpness of the fat shrimp, the texture of lotus root. It's not overwhelming. The ingredients alone might be, but here the vinegared rice harmonizes everything perfectly.

"...You know, I've actually saved the world quite a few times"

"O-oh"

"Right now, I truly think it was good that I protected the world"

"That's way too dramatic..."

Ahh, the miso soup is also delicious... the broth is so flavorful...

"By the way, Hiro-kun. What kind of presents did you get from your company people?"

She seems a bit restless, perhaps concerned about my earlier comment. Since there's nothing to hide, I answered honestly.

"From the president, a selection of foreign films chosen by the president. And from my subordinates..."

I pulled out a cardboard box that I had stored in another dimension.

"""""Candy?"""" "

"Yeah"

When I explained about it, Chika-san seemed impressed and nodded repeatedly. Rika-chan and Hikaru seemed interested in the presentations, so I gave them permission to read them if they wanted. They immediately started reading, but...

""From the very beginning, it's such a long text!?""

Apparently they hit a winner right from the start.

"Wow, nostalgia... there really were things like this"

Takahashi was holding candy and nodding with deep emotion. Among this group, he's probably the only adult who can share these feelings. Chika-san grew up in a different environment, and Suzuki only became interested in food after becoming a woman.

"There are food toys too?"

"These are candy with sentimental value. Of course there would be stuff like that"

Like chocolate snacks with stickers and such. One letter contained a confession about how they used to extract only the stickers and let their parents eat the candy. Sorry, but I laughed.

"Candy, huh... Satou-kun and Takahashi-kun used to eat all sorts of things"

"Why don't you try it out using this opportunity?"

"...Is it okay for a grown adult?"

"It's total prejudice to think adults can't eat candy"

Actually, we call it "dagashi" (cheap candy), but dagashi is still candy. Adults normally eat candy, so what's there to be ashamed of?

"I've even bought out entire convenience store food toy collections before"

"You should be embarrassed about that"

You're right. The quality was pretty good... I wanted to collect all types...

"Ah, I almost forgot"

"What's up?"

"A package arrived from my parents last night"

I received it just before getting in the bath. After throwing it in my bedroom, it completely slipped my mind. Now that I remembered, I suddenly became curious. It's probably a birthday present. Since they retired early and are backpacking, they don't send something every year, but they send gifts when they remember, so I'm pretty sure that's what it is. I hurried to my bedroom, grabbed the cardboard box from the corner of the room, and returned to the living room.

"There's a letter attached..."

"Let me see?"

"Uh, 'Long time no see. Both your father and I are doing well as always, but how are you, Hideo?'"

Don't read it without permission.

"'At a market during our travels, we saw something that reminded us of Hideo's face and remembered his birthday was coming up, so we decided to write. We're sending the item that reminded us of Hideo as a present. We'd be happy if you treasure it. Hideo, happy birthday again. 35 is still only halfway through life. Keep working hard. From Mother and Father...' it says"

Mom... I got a little emotional, but there's one concerning point. What? What did you see during your travels that reminded you of me? What did you send? My parents have some quirky aspects, so I was very anxious. I mean, this is from Kenya. Is there something in Kenya that would remind them of their beloved son Hideo?

"Hey hey Uncle, aren't you going to open it?"

Rika-chan seems very interested too. I have a bad feeling about this, but... I can't just leave it alone, so I steeled myself and peeled off the tape to open the box.

"""""What... is this... what...?"""" "

Inside was a human? Probably a strange object meant to represent a human. Dear Mother. Where exactly do you see your son's likeness in this thing that just looking at it makes me anxious?

"Wait, this is a genuine cursed object!?"

Mom...
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			Well, I've received birthday presents from various people, but there's still one person left. One person who hasn't given me anything yet. Who? Me, that's who. I give myself the luxury of a birthday present too. A luxury excused by my birthday. What should I get this year? I kept thinking about it even during the fun party, and yes, I've decided.

That's right, I'll buy a house.

I remembered that topic coming up when I was drinking with Highbridge and Belltree before. No, it's not that I'm dissatisfied with my current place. In fact, I plan to keep this as my official address going forward. I've lived here quite a while and get along well with the neighbors, and most importantly, I'm attached to this room. Since I'd hate to abandon this place, I thought I'd buy a detached house more like a vacation home, or rather, a secret base. A detached house sounds great. It gets me as excited as being handed a blank white canvas and crayons. I can make everything exactly how I want it.

However, since I'm planning to tinker with various occult-related things, I don't want people from the surface world to know about it. I don't intend to do anything dangerous, but you never know what might happen. As much as it pains me, I don't plan to tell the company president or my subordinates either. But that means I can't buy it through normal channels. So I asked the Mutual Aid Society to handle various arrangements through the supernatural world, and that was two days ago, during my birthday party. Then this morning, I received word from the chairman that there was good, reasonably priced land available. I immediately decided to pick up Takahashi and Suzuki after work and go take a look.

"So why do we have to come along..."

"I'm making rooms for you guys too, so you better stick with me from start to finish."

"Eh, not just a kitchen but rooms too? I-is that really okay?"

"Good or bad, it's going to become our hangout spot anyway."

I don't want to keep letting them sleep in my room every single time. Especially Takahashi, who has a history of throwing up in his sleep. It's faster to just make rooms from the start.

"I-I see... that's right, yeah! Fine then. I guess I'll keep you company."

"Yeah."

"So where's this land?"

"Who knows? The chairman said he'd guide us there directly. Since it was my birthday recently, I guess it's supposed to be a surprise."

I'm looking forward to it. We waited in the lounge chatting, and after about five minutes, the chairman arrived.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"No, no, you're right on time. More importantly, let's go quickly! I can't contain my excitement!"

"Understood. Then I'll transport everyone by teleportation."

"By teleportation? Is it somewhere with a portal set up?"

I use teleportation casually, but it's actually quite advanced technology. Only a handful of people can jump anywhere as long as they know the location. The standard method is to teleport to places where marker spell formulas have been carved. However, those marker spell formulas are quite sophisticated, and maintaining them is extremely difficult. So most people who try to master teleportation-related techniques stumble at that point. That said, jumping to markers isn't that difficult, so members can use the markers set up by the Mutual Aid Society if they pay the registration fee. The chairman is quite skilled, but not particularly in teleportation, so if he's taking us, it must be somewhere in a major city.

"Well, that'll be part of the surprise when we arrive."

The chairman activated the teleportation, and for a moment, my vision turned white. I closed my eyes against the brightness, and when the light faded and I opened them...

"Where are we?!"

Well, anyone who plays games would understand this. You know how RPGs have ruined cities? Places where when you enter, there's nobody around and everything's falling apart. Dead towns. Yeah, exactly that. The sky was covered with thick black clouds, tears of rain were falling, and the broken buildings exuded an indescribable melancholy.

"This is clearly not Japan!"

"A foreign country? We were brought to a foreign country?!"

"No, it seems the situation isn't that simple."

We all turned our gazes to the chairman simultaneously. The chairman smiled sweetly and announced:

"Welcome to Okutama Island."

"..."

We looked at each other and nodded. We stomped on the ground, formed a cross, and crucified the chairman on it. Then I handed the other two lit torches.

"Never heard that name before."

"Okutama is a mountain."

"I don't see any peaceful nature anywhere."

"Stop... stop it! Don't bring the fire closer! Hot! It's really hot!"

We prompted him to explain while slapping him with the torches.

"You know the day when aliens attacked, right?"

"Yeah."

"Actually, after Satou-san left that day, we detected signs of large-scale spatial anomalies in Okutama."

Since it was after dealing with an extinction-level threat, and they didn't yet have evidence that the Mutual Aid Society couldn't handle it alone, they decided not to inform me. Well, it would be problematic to rely on me for everything, so that judgment wasn't wrong.

"We put everyone under suggestion and evacuated people from the area where anomalies were detected, but..."

"But?"

"After about an hour, this suddenly happened."

"Okutama was... overwritten?"

"Y-yes."

From the feel of what's clinging here, the world this came from has probably been destroyed. Maybe a world collapsed somewhere far away, shattered into countless fragments, and one of those fragments washed up here? The fact that they didn't bring this to me until now suggests that no dangerous enemies were swept along with it.

"We tried to restore it, but the strength was too different and we couldn't do anything..."

"So you carved out the overwritten area and moved it to the sea."

"Yes. Currently, it's floating in the ocean several dozen kilometers from Tokyo with concealment measures applied."

"What happened to the original Okutama?"

"We borrowed the help of renowned practitioners and gods to somehow restore it to something as close to its original state as possible."

They must have forcibly created a new framework by referencing residents' memories and such. Well, that's all they could do. You can't cover up the entire Okutama being gouged out as a natural disaster.

"So how about it? This vast land is now available for 498 yen! 498 yen and it's yours!"

"Don't mess with me!"

"W-why not?! You can buy Okutama for less than 500 yen!"

"It's been overwritten, so it's not Okutama anymore! Besides, you're just trying to dump the cleanup on me!"

You guys should be paying me instead!

"We'll pay! We'll pay, so please do something about this!"

"Geez... you should have just made a proper request instead of setting up this stupid surprise..."

Even though it's small-scale, a different world is stuck here. To blow it away would require considerable power. Doing it without precautions could disrupt Earth's environment.

"After setting up strict barriers and blowing it away, maintaining the barriers until the effects disappear..."

"Eh, you're going to blow it away?"

"Huh? Of course."

"Isn't that wasteful? If we restore this, we could get all of Okutama, right?"

"Right, right. If we restore it, being able to do whatever we want with a town and rich nature sounds interesting."

That's certainly true. I wouldn't want to live in such a gloomy place, but if we restore it first... It would be like getting a life-sized diorama. Living there would involve infrastructure development and such, but it's definitely worth the effort.

"It really becomes mine, right?"

"Y-yes... though you'll have to handle the concealment measures yourself..."

"Alright, understood. I don't need payment for the job, so handle the troublesome procedures and contractor selection for me."

Okutama Island... I'm getting excited!
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			"……"

Scraping. Scraping. Scraping. Just continuously scraping. Single-mindedly continuing to scrape. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that my concentration had reached an unprecedented level.

"Um, excuse me... Section Chief?"

"Hmm, what is it?"

"What are you doing?"

What do you mean what? Just look and you'll understand.

"Die-cutting."

"No, I mean why did you suddenly start die-cutting after barely touching your lunch..."

Ah, that's what you meant.

"...Well, practice? I'm going to challenge myself with some high-difficulty die-cutting."

Needless to say, it was about last night's incident on Okutama Island. Separating the fragments of another world that had adhered was quite a task requiring concentration. Even a mistake of just one millimeter would cause everything to fall apart. It wasn't something that could be finished in just a day or two. While I could blow it away with brute force, recovering the original Okutama was more difficult than expected.

"Huh...? What? Are you going to die-cut the Mona Lisa or something?"

"Heh, something like that."

Even at this moment, my hands weren't stopping. Concentration was important, but I also needed the skill to scrape without the slightest deviation even while chatting.

"But Section Chief, you're really skilled."

"When I was little, I begged my mom to let me do die-cutting, but I was terrible at it."

"Me too, me too. Those things always break for sure."

"Even simple character ones are difficult, but what is this, a dragon? A phoenix?"

"Before that, where did you even buy this?"

Starting with one person talking to me, they all crowded around my desk. They seemed to have been hesitating about whether it was okay to talk to me because I was doing it with such intense focus.

"You can find them if you look around normally."

"Ah, you ate it! Section Chief, did you eat the finished one!?"

"Well... I mean, if it's edible, you eat it, right?"

It wasn't particularly delicious though. But there's no use keeping it around, and if I scrape it and don't eat it, they'll just keep piling up. I've already scraped quite a bit, so it's taking up space on my desk.

"That's true, but... ah, ah!"

"Don't be so hesitant..."

"What a waste..."

Huh...? Just let me eat it freely...

"Ah, but this is nostalgic. I wonder when we stopped doing things like this."

"Really, you naturally drift away from it."

"Exactly. There's no clear moment when you stop, you just realize you're not doing it anymore."

"When I go back to my hometown, there should be a festival going on, so maybe I'll try it there."

Ah right, it'll be Obon break in a few days. One of the precious long holidays for working adults. Well, some people might be too busy going to temples and such to actually rest.

"If you're interested, want to try? I've got plenty more dies."

"Really!? Then please!"

"Ah, me too! Give me some too!"

"Hey, that's not fair! I can do it too, right!?"

They're surprisingly enthusiastic. I took out a simple animal set (with needle) from my drawer and lined them up in front of them.

"The bunny! I want the bunny!"

"Idiot, the bunny's mine! You settle for the bear!"

"Hey boys! Don't you have the decency to let the girls choose first!?"

Since they're this excited... and there's still about 30 minutes left... let's do this.

"Alright then, I'll give prize money to whoever can scrape the best in the remaining time." ≪What!?≫

"The judging criteria are skill and quantity. Let's compete to see who can complete the most with good quality."

The prize money... well, it's just for fun so something light is fine.

"First place gets ten thousand yen, second place five thousand, third place one thousand. Participation... hey, that was fast."

My subordinates, blinded by money, snatched up the dies and returned to their desks. Then they began scraping with the most serious expressions I'd ever seen.

"Well then, I'll go have a smoke, so everyone do your best."

I gave them encouragement and left the office for the rooftop. Unlike the air-conditioned office, it was damn hot... but well, this wasn't bad for a short while. I took out a cigarette and was about to light it when I suddenly noticed.

"Meow."

A black cat was lying in the shade on the rooftop, looking at me.

"Oh my, I wonder where this kitty got in from."

With the cigarette still in my mouth, I rushed over and picked up the black cat. Wanting some light healing, I was about to bury my face in the cat's belly for some cat huffing, but,

"Um... please don't..."

"GYAAAAAAHHHHHHH IT TALKED!!"

Wait, this guy...

"Are you a hellcat?"

A hell's express delivery service for the dead. When I slightly loosened my sensory restrictions, the smell of hell came wafting over. There couldn't be any cat other than a hellcat that reeked of hell.

"Yes... I thought someone like you would notice immediately, but..."

"Don't ask for the impossible."

My detection abilities are probably among the world's best. But if I kept them functioning constantly, it would be unbearably annoying. So I basically keep them OFF. They only automatically turn ON for threats above a certain level.

"So what does this delivery hell-cat want with me?"

"Could you stop calling me that?"

"It's perfect though."

It's a cat that delivers to hell after all.

"In this world, people would definitely take it to mean something else."

"Can't help that... so what do you want with me? I'm not dead yet."

"...I'm not here to take you. Today I have come before you as a messenger."

"A messenger?"

"The Great King wishes to have a meeting with you."

"...King Enma?"

"Yes. Would tonight be convenient for you? The Great King says he can reschedule if it's inconvenient..."

"No, there's no problem, but it's almost Obon... ah no, that's why it's beforehand, right?"

"I'm grateful for your quick understanding."

Obon is when the lid of hell's cauldron opens. In other words, it's a precious holiday for hell's administrators. Well, it doesn't completely shut down, but since they're usually crazy busy, it would still be sufficient rest. For King Enma, who's engaged in super-black labor, it's precious time.

"I understand. I'll come over there after work ends."

"...It's not a place where the living can easily come, but well, someone like you, Satou-sama, can easily cross boundaries."

Well, yeah.

"That aside, we'll come to pick you up."

"Is that okay?"

"I've been instructed to invite you as a guest."

"I see. Then I'll wait on the rooftop after work, so please."

"Leave it to me. Well then, I'll take my leave."

The hellcat returned to the underworld. I tried lighting my cigarette with the fire that appeared when it returned to its original form... but there's nothing particularly special or delicious about it.

"...Time to go back."

After finishing my smoke and returning to the office...

"...What are you doing?"

"Heh, I may not look it, but I was once called a die-cutting master."

For some reason, the company president was diligently working on die-cutting together with the others.

"For a master, that's pretty torn up."

"It's coming! It's coming! I'm just getting my touch back right now!"

How... pathetic...
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			I finished my preparations to leave and headed to the rooftop, where the hellcat was already waiting. This wasn't the kind used to transport the dead, but one for distinguished guests, I suppose? It was pulling an incredibly luxurious carriage.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Not at all. Please, do get in."

"Right."

As I climbed into the carriage, the hellcat took off from the rooftop. Riding in a carriage pulled by a messenger of hell while looking down at the office district... that's quite a sight to behold.

(It would be pretty entertaining if the hellcat was driving around in an expensive foreign car with incredible driving skills.)

After pondering such silly thoughts for a while, we skipped the proper route that the dead normally must take and arrived at King Enma's palace. Even I straightened my tie in the solemn atmosphere befitting a courthouse for the afterlife.

"Your Majesty. I have brought Mr. Satou."

"Good, well done. You may withdraw."

I was ushered before King Enma. What an imposing figure he is. Remember those teachers from school days who made you automatically straighten your posture just by meeting them? He's like the ultimate version of that.

"Good. Be at ease."

King Enma stopped me as I was about to kneel in greeting.

"I summoned you to express my gratitude, and this is not currently a place of judgment."

"Then excuse me."

However...

"King Enma, isn't this a bit careless? Being alone together like this is problematic, surely?"

"Hah, if you were so inclined, you could reduce hell to ash in seconds."

In that case, there's no point in wasting effort. Rather than posting guards, it's more efficient to assign those personnel to other work.

"I see. By the way, how are the trials going?"

"No problems there either. Since the Bon festival is approaching, we've been proceeding at a rapid pace, so we have plenty of time."

That's excellent. I wouldn't want the trials of the dead to be delayed because of me.

"Now then, before expressing gratitude, I must first apologize."

For making me clean up their mess. And for the delay in expressing gratitude for that. King Enma bowed his head, saying he was truly sorry... This is beyond uncomfortable.

"And once again, my gratitude. For reclaiming the divine authority. I am deeply grateful."

"No... that was also for our own circumstances in this world."

I thought that might be the case, but it's about Hades, isn't it? Thinking about it again, what the hell was that guy doing...? Having the audacity to pick a fight with an entirely different mythological system.

"Besides, King Enma suffered harm partly because I caused Hades to misunderstand the situation."

That ridiculous misunderstanding about King Enma backing me up. Though I suppose it's understandable that he'd make such a mistake after having the absolute authority of death nullified.

"If we're talking about that, then Lord Hades, who tried to needlessly disturb the world, was the original cause... No, I'm not entirely unsympathetic to that god's position."

While he doesn't approve of Hades' methods, he apparently has thoughts about humanity's perception of death. Well, that's not my concern, so I won't probe deeper.

"Well, regardless of that. Whatever the circumstances, the fact remains that you reclaimed the authority of death."

Please accept my gratitude. When he puts it that way, there's nothing more I can say. I nodded slightly and accepted his thanks.

"By the way, regarding the divine authority, are there no problems? After all, it was held by a foreign god, albeit temporarily."

It wouldn't be strange if something had gotten mixed in.

"Hmm. There are no problems. If we're talking about different gods, this authority itself was received from another to begin with."

Hades and King Enma. Both are administrators of the afterlife, but Enma isn't exactly a death god. He's more of an arbiter. He should be called a god of judgment who deals with the dead. The reason Enma possesses the authority of death is because he received it from another divine being. The catalyst for receiving it was the transformation of the afterlife.

Hell and paradise are Buddhist concepts, and Buddhism was introduced to Japan around the sixth century. Before that, the afterlife was Yomi-no-Kuni, where good and evil people were all together. Yes, the famous one from the tale of Izanagi and Izanami. However, with the introduction of Buddhism and changes in people's consciousness, it was decided that the nature of the afterlife should also change, leading to the creation of hell and paradise. At that time, King Enma received the authority of death from the god who had possessed it in Yomi-no-Kuni.

"Satou Hideo."

"Yes."

"To be honest, while I received the authority of death, I barely used it."

"I see."

"Not that I took it lightly, but there was no need. However, the recent incident changed my perspective."

"How so?"

"While I probably won't use it much in the future, the fact that it was stolen once cannot be overlooked."

Therefore, he's thinking of separating the authority and sealing it securely. Well, that makes sense. If it had been stolen by someone with malicious intent, it would have been wielded indiscriminately with terrible consequences. In Hades' case, it was solely to kill me, so he didn't abuse it.

"While I said I summoned you to express gratitude, this is a presumptuous request, but I'd like to borrow your power."

"That's fine with me, but... are you sure I'm the right person?"

"Could there exist anyone in this world capable of breaking through a seal you've made in earnest?"

With a swift gesture from King Enma, a thick scroll appeared before my eyes.

"What's this?"

"It contains several sealing techniques that are secrets among secrets, unknown even to you. I'm giving this to you as advance payment."

In exchange, he wants me to use those techniques, with my own modifications if needed, to create the seal.

"Ah, but I have one request. I want you to set me as the key. Since I'm entrusting it to myself, I have responsibilities."

That's natural, of course. If there's ever an occasion to use it, they can't be calling me every time. It's only natural that King Enma, as the owner, should be able to use it freely, but...

"...Are you sure it's okay to give this to me?"

"Haha."

"King Enma?"

"Sorry. It's just that while you're generally carefree, you're strangely serious about certain things."

...Even King Enma says I'm carefree.

"Whether it's a world crisis or not, you're frivolous and lighthearted, but you're earnest about your own work and duties. You weren't like this before entering society, but you developed a sense of responsibility after becoming a working adult. That's a good thing. Yes, it's a wonderful attitude. But when I think about a man of your caliber... Forgive me, forgive me."

I'm almost about to cry.

"Oh yes, you asked if there were problems. There are no problems at all."

"Really? Even though it's necessary, for King Enma to directly deal with the living..."

"Your judgment has already been completed."

"What?"

Even though I'm not dead yet?

"How many times have you saved the world? You know about the scales of the Five Kings, don't you?"

"The scales of karma, right?"

"Indeed. I won't say you have no sins."

Well, of course. I'm not that pure and upright a person.

"For example, when you were in third grade. You received a somewhat unreasonable lecture from your homeroom teacher. In retaliation, you skipped swimming class, stole your teacher's underwear, and posted it on the bulletin board near the shoe lockers..."

Could you please stop exposing my personal information out of nowhere?

"Well, anyway. You have sins. But they don't compare to the weight of the good deeds you've accumulated."

King Enma laughs, saying the plate with good deeds would tip over and pierce through to the mantle.

"...I never intended them as good deeds, though."

"It's not about what you think. It's about how things are viewed objectively. If subjectivity ruled, that would be problematic."

Well, that's true. It would mean a psychopath could get away with anything as long as they genuinely believed they were doing good.

"To commit evil deeds that surpass your accumulated good works, you'd have to destroy the world or something. But then I would die too. All gods would perish in complete nothingness. There would be no judgment at all. And you wouldn't do such a thing. Therefore, your passage to paradise after death is guaranteed... though whether you'll even die is questionable."

What do you think I am?

"Therefore, there's no problem with me showing favoritism toward you. I could even go drinking with you privately."

King Enma, aren't you being a bit too casual...?

"...Well, if there's no problem, that's fine. Then I'll get to work right away."

I spread out the scroll and quickly looked it over. I mostly understood it. The seal's composition came to mind, so I safely stripped the authority of death from King Enma and applied the sealing technique. A palm-sized black box was completed and settled into King Enma's hands.

"The key is King Enma's will itself. Even if someone steals your power and pours it in, the seal won't open."

It will never open unless King Enma truly wills it. Brainwashing is useless too. If someone tries to twist King Enma's will through such methods, it will trigger a rejection.

"I think it turned out quite strong both spiritually and physically."

Since we're here, let me give a quick demonstration.

"King Enma, could you place that in front of me?"

"? Yes, understood."

With a swift hand gesture from King Enma, the small box floated over and settled at my feet. After confirming it was properly placed, I kicked the small box. The force was enough to split the Japanese archipelago, but the small box didn't have a single scratch and didn't budge at all.

"I see. It can't even be moved."

"Right, well... I'm the one who cast it, so I can dispel it and destroy it by force, but..."

"Others would find it impossible. Good, this is satisfactory. It meets my requirements perfectly."

The small box floated up and settled into King Enma's robes.

"I'll properly enshrine it in an appropriate place later. Now then, this is your completion bonus."

"...What you gave me earlier is more than enough."

"Don't say that. This is something you'll enjoy too."

King Enma gestured again, and an enormous barrel appeared.

"Hell's finest sake. It's a masterpiece that can knock out even demons, and I'm quite proud of its taste."

"...I gratefully accept."

But you know... this could kill King Enma...
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			August 11th, night. Was it Mountain Day or something in the public calendar? It was a national holiday, but unfortunately I still had to work today. However, since we're starting a week-long Obon holiday tomorrow, nobody, including myself, minded the work. I guess I'll just sleep through tomorrow. After work I went to Okutama Island and worked until dawn, so I haven't slept for two full days. Yesterday I went straight there after finishing business in hell, so I didn't even eat dinner. Thanks to that sacrifice, I managed to finish the work by dawn. The lunch break carving session was good. Thanks to maintaining my energy throughout, I felt like I could see new horizons opening up toward the end.

"Ugh, uhhh... I know there's an overwhelming difference in skill, but it's still frustrating! I can't hit anything at all!"

"The smoke... I can't penetrate the smoke... They say if you can strike the constantly changing weak points, you can break through, but..."

"Ah! He's taking out a second one, a second one! The elegant smoking continues!"

I'm thinking absent-mindedly, but we're right in the middle of training. Though all I'm doing is sitting in a folding chair, smoking and manipulating the smoke. This time it's training to spot opponents' openings, so I'm constantly changing the weak points, but so far they haven't even grazed me. I set the difficulty at a level where they should theoretically be able to see through it, but... well, this kind of thing can't be helped. Since it's not something you can explain with words but rather personal intuition, they have to learn it with their bodies.

(Still, their movements are good. Especially Sarna-chan's)

In terms of natural ability, she's probably better than Rika-chan or Hikaru. Though her divine authority comes from death gods, so it's completely meaningless against me. To roughly explain Sarna-chan's unique ability, it's like an instant death technique in RPGs. It works on weaker opponents but doesn't work on bosses, a specialized ability for hunting small fry. That said, holders of this kind of instant death technique are valued for exterminating aberrations. It's like having a profitable qualification.

(The consumption cost is also low, so she can just keep taking on jobs one after another)

If the opponent is weaker than her, it ends instantly, so she can keep accepting requests one after another. From the Mutual Aid Society's perspective, even if they're weak aberrations, reducing their numbers is appreciated, so they prioritize giving her requests.

(On top of that, Sarna-chan has excellent future potential)

As Sarna-chan herself becomes stronger, the range she can cover will keep expanding. If she puts her mind to it, she could probably earn an annual income comparable to top professional baseball or soccer players.

"What do you wanna do? Lower the difficulty? Or maybe raise it a bit?"

When I say this teasingly,

"The latter!!"

How adorable...

"Then from here on, I'll add counterattacks"

"Eh, an octopus?"

The three of them stare dumbfounded at what I summoned. As you can see, it's an octopus, but not just any octopus.

"This guy is a life form created using the occult. His specs are different from ordinary octopuses"

"...First of all, I have no experience fighting ordinary octopuses"

"Also, the ink really stinks"

"! It's coming!"

"Oh, and one more thing, if you can't attack the weak points in the smoke for a certain amount of time, the level goes up, so be careful"

Adding the octopus, we start over. At first they were doing pretty well, but the longer it takes, the more their physical and mental strength gets depleted. By the end, they were completely black. That said, Hikaru and Rika-chan are steadily getting stronger. This was Sarna-chan's first time, but if she keeps at it, the results should become visible.

"Phew... I finally feel human again..."

After training ended, we headed straight to the large bath. Once Hikaru washed off the ink and got into the bathtub, he immediately started lounging around lazily. At first he was tense even in front of me, so I'm happy he's showing me this side of himself.

"By the way, Satou-san, aren't you in unusually high spirits today?"

"Oh, you can tell? Well, I haven't slept for two days, so my excitement won't settle down"

"...Eh, you haven't slept for two days?"

"It's nothing serious. I don't know what my maximum is, but I can move without sleep for at least a year"

Don't look at me like I'm some kind of monster.

"But what were you doing without sleeping?"

"Well, actually..."

When I explained the details, Hikaru gave me a really good reaction.

"So after I finished carving it all out, I returned it to its original location"

"Eh, even after working so hard?"

"Nature and stuff is fine, but houses are different. They probably have precious memories there"

The sorcerers and gods prepared new ones, but to put it bluntly, those were fakes. Since they would never reach the truth, they would eventually dissipate, but there should have been something off about them. In that case, it's better to return the real ones. Besides, I didn't return them for free. I swapped them with the new Okutama that the Mutual Aid Society prepared and took that one.

"Swapped them... eh, you can do that?"

"I can, I can. It's like that tablecloth trick"

I temporarily isolate the humans and animals and swap them during that time. I manipulated their senses a bit, so the residents probably didn't even notice.

"Since it's fake, I don't feel guilty about destroying it and messing around with it however I want. I'm really looking forward to this"

"..."

"What's wrong?"

"No, that side of you, Satou-san... I really like it"

Stop it, don't make this old man's heart skip a beat so casually. That dazzling smile stimulated the maiden part of this old man.

"Hehe, when my secret base is finished, I'll invite you too, Hikaru"

"Yes, I'm looking forward to it!"

I said it to hide my embarrassment, but an even more dazzling smile came back...

"Speaking of which, Obon holiday starts tomorrow, but you're planning to do it during the holiday, right?"

"Yeah, that's the plan"

"...Given the location, you can't bring in regular contractors, right? What will you do?"

"Ah, don't worry, don't worry. I'll use people from the supernatural world"

There are all kinds of people in the supernatural world. There are architects and interior designers who specialize in supernatural work, as well as those who work in such professions in the surface world as their cover. Using such people, though it costs money, you can finish everything in just a few days.

"No way, a few days..."

"It's possible. I can slow down the passage of time on the island and buff the contractors to work non-stop without sleep"

"That's a sweatshop"

"It's a sweatshop, but if you pay them accordingly, they'll gladly jump at it"

As they say, even hell's judgment depends on money. When you're deeply immersed in the supernatural world, money flies away constantly. For guys like that, it's a perfect opportunity, and from my perspective, such guys are appreciated. They know that if they do shoddy work, they won't get jobs again when something comes up, so they work seriously. Moreover, with my buffs, their minds become sharper, their dexterity increases, and they can work tirelessly, so in a way it's easier than regular work.

"Oh right. Speaking of hell's judgment, I went to hell yesterday"

"Hell!?"

"That's right, hell. I'll show you the two-shot with King Enma later"

"A two-shot with King Enma!?"

Really, he gives such great reactions...
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			"Ahh... that felt refreshing."

"It really did. Oh, what would you like to drink? I'll treat you."

"Shouldn't it be the other way around normally?"

"You've been taking care of me, Satou-san, so this much is fine."

If he puts it that way, I can't really refuse. But... ah, this is tough. What should I do? The post-bath drink is always such a difficult decision.

"Hmm..."

If we're talking alcohol, beer is the only choice, right? But today's different. If it's non-alcoholic, then it's got to be some kind of milk, but that's another difficult choice. Regular milk, coffee milk, fruit milk - these three options are genuinely tough to choose from.

"How about all three then?"

"No way. The first sip is what matters. That's when it tastes the best."

Your body flushed from the bath amplifies the taste of milk several times over. That's why having all three isn't an option. Drinking the most delicious one is what brings the greatest happiness. That said, I can't spend too much time deciding. After much anguish, I chose coffee milk. Hikaru went with fruit milk without hesitation. The two of us drained our milk and were making "ahhhh" sounds in the massage chairs when Rika and the others arrived a bit later.

"Hikaru, you sound like an old man..."

"But it feels so good... ahhhhhh"

Well, after putting our bodies through all that, it really hits the spot.

"By the way, there are only about twenty days left of summer vacation, but have you finished your homework already?"

"I have, yes. I finished in July."

"Same here, I finished mine in early August."

"Rika-chan?"

"...W-well, I still have a little left, but it's fine, it's fine."

That face says "a little" equals "a lot." But I get it. I used to tackle summer homework in the latter half too. Every year I'd think I should finish it quickly, but... it's strange.

"A-anyway! Uncle, couldn't you teach me some kind of special technique?"

"Huh? What's this kid suddenly talking about?"

She's terrible at changing the subject...

"I was talking with Sarna-chan in the bath. We thought if we had something like that as our foundation, it might make fighting easier."

"Oh?"

If she wanted a special technique just to take the easy way out, I'd dismiss her with a "don't be naive," but if that's her reasoning, it changes things.

"Sarna-chan, you've got good instincts."

"Thank you."

She's right that having a special technique as your foundation would make fighting easier. Among this group, that would apply to Hikaru and Sarna-chan. It would be extremely effective for the serious types.

"Me, sir?"

"A special technique is basically a move that can defeat an opponent or deal massive damage when it hits, right?"

That means your thinking becomes fixated on how to land that attack. If you have too many options but can't instantly decide which one to use, they'll just drag you down. In that case, narrowing your choices isn't necessarily a bad strategy. If you build your fighting style around a special technique as your core, it's easier to improve because you have a clear direction.

"...I see. But all I have is improved physical abilities - nothing that really stands out as a potential weapon."

"Not necessarily true."

Even simple types without any sharp edges can create special techniques.

"I taught you how to use ki for enhancement, right?"

"Yes."

"You could use that with excessive output."

Right now, Hikaru focuses on sustained combat ability, using about 50% output to enhance his whole body constantly. But he could also use it by raising the output for short periods and concentrating it on one point.

"If you momentarily enhance your fists or legs at 120% output, your firepower would increase plenty."

"...That's true."

"I used techniques like that myself when I was starting out. Called it Cocktail Burst."

"Cocktail? Like alcohol?"

Rika tilted her head. Yes, exactly. The name comes from alcoholic cocktails.

"It's enhancement that layers different technical systems together."

Ki, sorcery, magic, and finally drugs. You momentarily spike your output and attack with overwhelming force.

"...Is there, um, any backlash from that?"

"Of course there's backlash. But that's what special techniques are like, isn't it?"

I tell the worried-looking Sarna-chan. Even if you make it your foundation, special techniques aren't meant to be used frequently. They're trump cards for crucial moments. If you can win just by fighting to set up the technique, then save it. If it looks impossible, then use it. Operating with that simple mindset is the easiest approach.

"Hey, hey, what about me then? What kind of special technique would I have?"

"For Rika-chan... you'd be better off asking Chika-san rather than me."

Since you're using exactly the same power. Though personality-wise, I think a high-firepower type that drains you completely after one shot would suit you.

"Mom... did Mom use special techniques?"

"That person... was more the type to make use of a large hand of cards."

Though they're mother and daughter, their fighting styles are quite different. As you could tell from the magma ambush, Chika-san was skilled at what you'd call underhanded fighting if you didn't mince words. Rika-chan, on the other hand, fights by attacking straight-forwardly, attacking and attacking relentlessly.

"While we're at it, I think for Sarna-chan's case, you should focus on handling your unique ability more delicately rather than increasing firepower."

"More delicately?"

You could center yourself around a high-firepower technique like Hikaru. But if you want to make use of your strengths, I think a direction that layers debuffs rather than dealing damage would be better.

"This is something Hades did when he fought me."

When I broke through his death authority, he was shaken, but he was still the king of the underworld. He immediately switched tactics. Since his power somehow stopped working, what if he narrowed the scope of death? Something like killing only the injured parts. It didn't work on me, but if it had, healing the wounded areas would have been impossible. Well, even then there would be workarounds. For example, if an arm became useless, you could tear off the wounded part and grow a new one.

"If you gradually weaken your opponent like that..."

"It becomes possible to capture the enemy within your instant-death range."

"Exactly."

But... hmm, special techniques. Special techniques, huh.

"What's wrong, Uncle? You've got a bad look on your face."

"No... talking about special techniques made me want to create a new one myself. I'm thinking of making it this year's independent research project."

"Independent research?"

"Yeah. I call it adult independent research and do various things every summer."

The first one was collecting only colored somen noodles to make a full meal. You know those ones, right? Where just one noodle is colored differently. I tried it, but the taste didn't change particularly, and all that pink and green actually killed my appetite. If you really want to eat it, buying the kind that's all colored from the start would be faster - that was my conclusion.

"I just thought of an interesting technique, so I'm thinking of creating several including that one."

"What's this interesting technique?"

"It's called All Satou Resolution."

"I can't imagine the content from the technique name at all..."

"Well, you see, I once fought a monster born from the collective unconscious."

I got the idea from that. I access the collective unconscious and ask all the Satous. There's this enemy here and I'm thinking of defeating them, but what do you Satous think? Something like that.

"Then I gather the consenting wills and fire them out."

Theoretically, the more who agree, the greater the power. Whether I can skillfully build negative sentiment to increase consenting wills would be where my skills as a salesman shine... oh?

"What's wrong, Sarna-chan? You look pale."

"Oh, no... it's just, if Hero-san becomes even stronger, I'll fall even further behind."

"Ha ha ha. I've been in this world for quite a while, you know? If you caught up that easily, I'd have no dignity left as an old man."

"R-right!"

Well, having ambition is a good thing though!
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			The first day of Obon holiday. I had planned to sleep in like a log, but I suddenly sensed someone else's presence in my room and woke up. Even with my groggy mind, I could tell there was no hostility... and there was something familiar about it.

"..."

"Whoa!?"

I was instantly wide awake. Well, of course I was.

"Oh, you're up. Good morning, Hiro-kun."

Chika-san was standing right beside my bed. I stared at her with a dumbfounded expression, unable to process the sudden situation, while she greeted me with a smile.

"G-good morning... uh, what's going on?"

It probably wasn't an emergency. If it were, she wouldn't have time to be staring at my sleeping face.

"Well, um, you see..."

Seeing Chika-san acting all shy and fidgety, I could feel my own excitement building.

"I wanted to hang out with you, Hiro-kun."

"...An invitation for a date? That makes me happy."

What happened to my plan to sleep all day? Who cares about that. Every cell in my body activated instantly. My ulterior motives were accelerating uncontrollably. That's right. Since it's a special occasion, I should wear those clothes Chika-san gave me as a present the other day.

"Ah, sorry. It's not like that."

Huh, what's that supposed to mean? You usually take the initiative, but now when I'm getting interested, you're deliberately pulling back? Is Chika-san a femme fatale? Well, this is cute in its own way, so whatever!

"Then what do you mean?"

"Um... well... you reunited with Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun, right?"

"Yeah."

"So, I guess that's why... I started remembering old times... and I felt envious."

"Envious?"

"Yes. Back then, I secretly admired watching you three having fun together."

???

"We used to hang out together too, didn't we?"

"Y-yes, but that's not what I mean! How should I put it... um, I thought it was nice how your intelligence seemed to drop to practically zero."

"Huh? Did I just get randomly insulted?"

"No, that's not what I meant!!"

"Sorry, sorry. I was just teasing you a bit. So basically, you mean like guys acting stupidly?"

"Yes, that's it! That's what... I think."

She probably couldn't articulate it well. I'm not confident I interpreted it accurately either.

"It's Obon holiday, but Rika went out too, so I got bored."

"So you suddenly thought of coming to see me."

"Y-yeah. Is that okay?"

"No, it's totally fine, but have you already called Takahashi and Suzuki?"

"No. I thought it might be inconsiderate to call them suddenly on the same day."

But it's okay for me, huh. Not bad. It feels good when a responsible woman only acts spoiled around me. That said, such consideration is unnecessary for Takahashi and Suzuki. They're on Obon holiday too. I immediately sent a telepathic message to both of them.

"Yeah, it's me. Are you free right now? You're free? Okay. Then come to my place. Get ready in 40 seconds. I'll call you by teleportation."

As declared, I summoned them both after 40 seconds.

"Stop screwing around!!"

"Ughhh!?"

A double hit to my solar plexus...!

"Y-you're free, aren't you...?"

"We're free, but women need time to get ready!!"

"Baldy! You baldy!!"

"I-I'm not bald!"

That said, they weren't really angry, and one hit each to the solar plexus seemed to satisfy them.

"So what are we doing?"

"Hey, Saionji's here. Yo there."

"Good morning, you two."

"Well, Chika-san says she wants to hang out with us."

"Huh?"

I explained our earlier conversation to the two tilting their heads.

"...Now that you mention it, what did we actually do?"

"...Sorry. We did hang out, but when you ask for specifics, what was it exactly?"

That's how it goes.

"Hey, Saionji. What did we do?"

Takahashi put his hand on Chika-san's shoulder and asked. Completely like a delinquent, making me laugh.

"Um, you were always fooling around somehow."

"That's vague... but accurate."

The three of us squatted down and wracked our brains...

"...We had no money."

"Huh? We have money, idiot. We're all responsible adults now."

When I retorted like that, Suzuki shook his head, saying that wasn't it.

"During summer vacation, when we gathered at Satou-kun's house from morning and lounged around, you were usually complaining about that."

"Oh right! You were like a dictionary with the word 'savings' missing from its pages!"

"Ah... now that you mention it, maybe?"

I used to lie on the tatami mats, scratching my butt while complaining about having no money. And then... right, I'm starting to remember our routine back then.

"First, let's secure some money to play with."

"You said that!!"

"Then we'd go to the Mutual Aid Society to earn that day's funds."

"Then first, the Mutual Aid Society? Let's go!"

Chika-san was excited, but wait a minute.

"If we're gonna play like the old days, let's make our bodies younger too."

Making our bodies younger would make our hearts younger too, as proven by the incident with Takahashi.

"You gonna use those pills like before?"

"Nah, those have a time limit. I'll do it."

"Satou-kun, can you do something like that?"

"I've seen Chika-san's rejuvenation. I just need to recreate that."

I asked the three of them not to resist and performed the technique that recreated the rejuvenation. In an instant, everyone returned to their teenage appearance. Well, the two who had undergone gender transformation stayed that way, so strictly speaking, it wasn't exactly like the past.

"Blonde hair! How nostalgic... that's right, Hiro-kun had blonde hair! Blonde Hiro-kun... so good."

"Hehe, thanks. But this isn't enough, right?"

I took out earrings and put them on.

"Perfect Hiro-kun!!"

Chika-san was overjoyed.

"...It's nostalgic, but looking at the old Satou-kun now, your flashiness was really... intense."

"Yeah. It's amazing you became a proper businessman."

Shut up.

"But it's still not perfect. Clothes. If we're younger, let's dress like teenagers."

Takahashi in shorts and a shirt was fine, but Chika-san and Suzuki... Their mature, chic, and elegant outfits made them look like they were trying too hard with their teenage bodies.

"That shop I used to frequent is still open. Let's get everything there."

"I-I feel embarrassed... even though I'm actually middle-aged..."

"It's fine. Come on, let's go."

We teleported nearby and browsed for clothes. Unlike in the old days, Chika-san now chose outfits that suited her without hesitation. Back then, Chika-san had no interest in clothes at all...

"Alright! Everyone looks perfect, so let's go to the Mutual Aid Society!"

"This might be irrelevant, but spending money to earn money for fun feels weird."

...Well, that's part of recreating the old days, so don't nitpick.
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			"It's great that we found just the right request!"

Takahashi laughs. With our current abilities, we could handle jobs worth tens of millions of yen, but we're recreating the old days. Back then, we'd be happy if we could get a million yen reward, and we'd split it among everyone. So this time, while we were picking out clothes, I contacted the president and had him find us something around that level.

"But was that okay? Won't we be taking work away from rookies and mid-level folks?"

Suzuki's concern is valid. I've heard similar things from the president before. But there's no problem. Suzuki's been out of the field for so long he seems to have forgotten...

"It's Obon season, you know?"

"...Ah, that's right."

Summer is one of the busy seasons in the supernatural world. So there are more than enough requests to go around.

"Besides, when I mentioned owing him a favor, he was happy to send work our way."

"Sorry, Hiro. All this trouble because of me..."

"It's fine, it's fine. This is nothing at all."

While we were talking, we arrived at the station. Back then, we couldn't teleport freely like we can now. Transportation meant trains.

"Wait, local train!?"

"Well, I get what Saionji means. But this guy prioritized having money to have fun with."

"Right, right. He was such a cheapskate."

"Don't call the frugal heart that wants to save even a little bit 'cheap.'"

"A fool who'd blow through a day's reward in one day talking about being frugal."

"You often borrowed money from us too."

"Hehe, did I really?"

We bought local train tickets and boarded. It's about an hour and a half to our destination. Using the express would actually be more economical in the end. But when you're young, you don't understand the value of time, so you prioritize saving a little money. Though looking back now, I think learning through those losses was good experience too.

"Oh, lucky."

I found a manga magazine on the overhead rack. Should make good time-killing material. We always looked for manga. If there wasn't any, we'd chat while messing around with our phones (flip phones). Fortunately, there were plenty of empty seats, so Suzuki, Takahashi, and I sat wherever we wanted.

Me

Aisle

Suzuki                    Takahashi

Something like that. Chika-san has a puzzled "Huh?" expression. Looking confused, Chika-san sat down next to me. Then the train started moving.

"Here's a topic."

"Yes, go ahead."

"Huh?"

"Please tell us about something that didn't quite make you angry but genuinely annoyed you recently, in an entertaining way."

She's making a face like "What's with this mood?" I think the same thing. But this is pretty much how it was in high school. Random, nonsensical conversations breaking out was an everyday occurrence.

"Okay."

"Alright then, Takahashi, go ahead."

"This happened yesterday. After work, I went to a ramen shop with a colleague."

"Oh, a ramen shop."

"You know, one of those ramen places with long lines. We had pretty high expectations."

...Now I'm craving ramen.

"About an hour, I guess? We finally got into the shop after waiting in line. We sat at the counter."

"Right."

"We ordered and were about to start eating when... it became clear."

"Oh ho, what became clear?"

"The shop owner was a pretentious type."

"Ahh."

Suzuki and I nod knowingly. There are people like that. They have rules about how you should eat. If you violate the owner's personal rules, they'll say they don't need your money. I can understand that response for truly unreasonable customers, but getting criticized over the order you eat things or seasoning usage is genuinely irritating.

"Fortunately, he wasn't the stubborn type who'd kick you out... though in some ways that might have been better."

"Meaning?"

"He'd mutter. Like... 'Eh, you're putting on that much pepper? You just don't get it...' in a voice you could barely hear."

"Small! His character is so small! What? The ramen bowl he's serving is still bigger than that!"

"Right!? I ended up finishing my meal feeling frustrated."

"He has no business running a restaurant. Food should be eaten deliciously and enjoyably within the bounds of not bothering other customers. That's basic, absolutely basic."

"So that's my story about something that didn't make me angry but was annoying."

I see.

"10 points."

"10 points."

"Wait, we're doing a scoring system? Then, then I'll give 8 points please."

"28 points. So close. We look forward to next time."

"Saionji is harsh."

"Eh...?"

Though confused, Chika-san looks like she's enjoying herself.

"Well then, since you've thoroughly annoyed us, let's change topics. A small happiness you've had recently... yes, Chika-san."

"Me!? And you're changing topics so fast!!"

This kind of thing depends on mood, you know, mood.

"Hiro probably knows, but I was incredibly busy last month."

"Good work."

"Thanks. I couldn't go home some days and had to sleep at the office."

"That happens. I often sleep at the office during busy periods too."

We'd even compete to see who was best at making a makeshift bed.

"During times like that, I just eat whatever's convenient. That day I was completely exhausted."

She was starving, but so tired her brain wasn't working, and even going into a restaurant felt burdensome.

"I bought two lunch boxes and a tapioca drink. Without thinking deeply, just looking at the portions and thinking 'this should be about right for now.'"

"Tapioca... that thing should be dead by now."

"It's not dead. The boom just passed."

"This is getting off topic, but with rising prices now, there's a lot of keeping prices the same while reducing quantities, right?"

"Yes yes yes."

Convenience store food is exactly like that.

"I noticed around the time I entered the company lobby. Ah, everything I bought was in containers that would be easy to deceive with."

"Ugh..."

"But I was too tired to care, so I just went back to the president's office and started eating."

It's not even any trouble really, but when you're utterly exhausted, even the smallest effort becomes bothersome. I get it, I understand completely.

"But when I actually started eating... huh? This isn't getting smaller at all."

"!"

"The fried chicken pieces were each unusually large too, and it wasn't just skin either."

Could it possibly be...?

"I looked it up later and apparently they'd decided to go in the direction of increasing quantities and raising prices. And you know, even though they raised prices, considering the increased portions, while they're still making profit, it's gentler on consumers' wallets."

In this gloomy world, they managed to avoid losses while deliberately increasing satisfaction!

"I was happy to hit such a small lucky break in that extreme state."

"I see... 10 points."

"10 points."

"35 points!!!!"

Oh, foodie Suzuki-san just gave 35 points!

"Wait, wasn't it out of 30 points!?"

That's what happens with random moods...
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			The Sorrow of the Have-Nots

			Complete eradication of aberrations that harm humans is impossible. Some types can be wiped out by eliminating their queen bee equivalent, but naturally occurring ones are hopeless. Organizations maintaining the supernatural world's order set up mechanisms in places thick with negative energy to lure these naturally spawning aberrations. It's basically like roach motels. They isolate them in one spot and clean up regularly. The alternate realm we came to today is one such place, though they must have neglected it for quite a while. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of them swarming around.

"This feels like that massive outbreak of gray mullet we saw before."

"Gray mullet, huh... Does that stuff taste good? I heard it's fishy."

"If the water quality where they live is decent, the fishiness isn't too bad. Even the really fishy ones taste good if you prep them properly."

Well, that's good to know... but anyway.

"No using massive firepower to take them all out at once."

"It's a competition, right?"

"Yeah. I'll put limiters on everyone to average out our power levels, then we'll decide reward shares based on kill count."

"Minimum of 100,000 yen with bonuses based on ranking?"

"Yep."

Back in the day, Chika-san was way ahead of the rest of us by a mile, while we three were all bunched together. So we used to compete on kill counts. After getting everyone's agreement, I applied debuffs to the group and pulled out a starter pistol used for track meets.

"Hiro-kun, why do you have something like that?"

"Well, I wanted one, so I just..."

"You're seriously weak when it comes to material desires."

"A man who openly gives in to temptation."

"Shut up. More importantly, get ready. On your mark... get set... GO!!"

I fired the pistol as I shouted "GO!"

"Alright, die you bastards!!"

Takahashi moved first. He held out his hand, pulled an aberration toward him, and killed it by punching as it charged forward with its own momentum. Just slightly behind him, Suzuki grabbed the neck of a nearby aberration and used repelling force to blow its body apart. Chika-san also got one with a wind blade, SLASH! Meanwhile, I scored one kill with a completely artless kick.

(...I've always thought this, but these guys really are unfair)

Chika-san is fine, I get it. She was different from the start. Not just SSR tier, but LR or UR level. But Takahashi and Suzuki... these two don't have any special background or anything. They were complete amateurs who got dragged into this for the same reasons I was, right?

(Yet they have such cool unique abilities...)

As I mentioned before, I was originally classified as a Star's Fallen Child, a type of psychic. Star's Fallen Children have awakening stages, like 1st phase, 2nd phase, and so on. The first stage is just awakening with only physical enhancement. The second stage manifests unique abilities. If I had to classify Chika-san, she'd be Extra tier so I'll exclude her, but Takahashi and Suzuki both properly reached 2nd phase. Their unique abilities are "attraction" and "repulsion" respectively. The power to pull things in and the power to push them away. Fitting for two people who used to hold completely opposite ideologies.

(Standing between those two, I should normally awaken to some kind of connecting power or something)

Or maybe a nullification ability... I think it would've been fine to have that kind of protagonist-like power. My unique ability? I don't have one. I stayed stuck in the first stage the whole time. I did branch out into other techniques to compensate for what I lacked, but my abilities as a Star's Fallen Child never awakened, and the story ended like that. And even now I haven't awakened. Even though I can do all sorts of other things now...

"Hey, Satou's getting all jealous again."

"Those eyes... we used to get a lot of resentment from him. 'You guys have it so good' and all that."

"Come to think of it, I remember being told 'Chika-chan has it so nice' several times too."

The misery of the have-nots...!

"In the end, you became the most abnormal of all of us, so isn't that fine?"

"That's a completely different matter!!"

I grabbed a nearby aberration and swung it around in all directions like a nunchuck. Since I picked up the pace, the other three seemed to get fired up too, and the competition got even more intense from there. Chika-san ended up with the top kill score. It's not like I went easy on her though...

After completing the request, we took the slow route back instead of teleporting for the report. These days they do electronic payments so you can get your reward with just a phone call, but back then it was all cash handouts.

"Chika-san gets 400,000, Takahashi gets 250,000, Suzuki gets 200,000, and I get 150,000..."

"Good thing we went with a minimum of 100,000 plus score bonuses, huh?"

"Shut up."

As we were talking about this and entered the building,

"Wh-whaaaaaaaa! A d-d-d-doppelganger?!"

We ran into Rika-chan and the others at the reception desk. Rika-chan saw the rejuvenated Chika-san and let out a scream. Well, if you didn't know what was going on, that would be your reaction. Though Chika-san looks like her high school self, so there are differences in development.

"It's not a doppelganger. It's Mama, Mama."

"Ma... huh? What? Mama?! Why?! Anti-aging?!"

Hikaru and Sarna-chan also seemed too shocked to speak. I would've liked to watch a bit longer, but... it would be bothering other people.

"Well, calm down. I'm just temporarily younger, that's all."

"Who are you to be so familiar... hm?"

"...Um, could you possibly be... Satou-san?"

Hikaru called out hesitantly.

"That's right. It's Uncle. More precisely, Uncle from when he was a teenager."

"..."

Rika-chan and Hikaru were speechless.

"I'll explain the situation, so go collect the money."

"Roger."

"If you're going to the break room, buy some drinks. I want orange."

"I'll take something carbonated."

"Yes, yes."

I went to the lounge with Chika-san, bringing the kids along. When I explained the details there, they understood what had happened.

"Mama, well, yeah. Lots of people have said you look exactly like Mama did when she was young, so I get that... but huh?"

Rika-chan stared at me, looking me up and down.

"So FLASHY! I mean, wow, you're like a textbook example of flashiness!!"

"H-hey, Rika-chan... that's rude!"

"But come on! Can you imagine Uncle with bleached blond hair, wearing tons of jangling piercings and sucking on candy?!"

Lollipops were one of my must-have accessories back then. Even though I was flashy, I properly waited until I turned twenty before drinking or smoking. That's thanks to my parents' upbringing. They always told me not to break the law when I was just a kid who couldn't take responsibility. Huh? Arson? That was supernatural world business, so it's fine.

"W-well, that's... yeah. You did dress flashy at the beach too, but honestly I didn't think it would be this extreme..."

"By the way, Sarna-chan doesn't seem very surprised. Uncle looks like this, you know?"

"Well, yes. I've heard that it's not particularly unusual for men to have been wild in their past."

Not everyone's like that though. There are plenty of people like Hikaru who study seriously as students and become serious adults.

"By the way, were you three coming back from a request?"

"Ah, yeah. We wanted to work on our teamwork and stuff, so we took on something simple this morning."

How diligent... but that drive for improvement is good!

"And we were talking about going somewhere fun after collecting our payment."

"In that case, why don't you play with us mamas?"

"Huh, is that okay? Isn't this precious time for Mama to reclaim her wasted youth...?"

What a thing to say, Rika-chan.

"Um, I'm also kind of interested."

Not that unusual... or maybe it is. Hikaru's still a kid too. Given his personality, he probably doesn't fool around with classmates, but he was interested. Maybe he thought that with adults around... in a weird way, he could safely act foolish.

"How about you, Sarna-chan?"

"If I wouldn't be in the way, I'd love to."

"Then let's all play together."

The collaboration between real teens and fake teens was decided.
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			Unfortunate Beautiful Girl

			"So, what are we doing now?"

"Heh... what to do or not to do. Rika-chan, we're just stupid teenagers right now, aren't we?"

There's no way we have a plan. Planning...? Never heard of that word. It's all improvised. If we wanted to buy clothes, we'd go clothes shopping, if we wanted to go to the arcade, we'd go to the arcade... whatever we felt like that day. Right now, none of us, me, Takahashi, or Suzuki, have anything particular we want to do. This kind of thing happened often enough. What to do after securing money for fun.

(At times like this...)

We used to use a map back in the day, but I don't have one on me now. I quickly swung my arm and conjured up a roulette in the air.

"Here you go, Chika-san."

"Eh, what's this?"

Takahashi explained to the confused Chika-san who was handed a dart.

"It's 23-ward darts. When we couldn't decide what to do, we used this to decide."

"Right, right. Once it's decided, we'd just go there and wander around."

Back then, we'd stick a map of the 23 wards on the wall and throw darts blindfolded.

"So let's spin the roulette!"

I pushed Chika-san's back to get her to move forward.

"Do your best, Mama! Try to hit somewhere fun!"

"Even if you say that... I can't see anything at all... this isn't a speed that dynamic vision can handle..."

Well, it wouldn't be fun if you could aim and hit intentionally. The charm of roulette is the randomness.

"H-here goes!"

Whoosh! Thunk! The dart stuck in with a satisfying sound. The dart hit... Chiyoda. That's totally a good hit. The Prime Minister's residence, the Diet building... huh? This isn't a social studies field trip, so looking at those places would be boring? That's where my connections come in. I can give you a proper tour of places you can't see on regular tour groups.

"Plus, visiting shrines and temples wouldn't be bad either."

"Leave the restaurants to me. I know lots of recommendations."

"Akiba would be good too. I haven't been there in a while, but I wonder if those game shops that sell all kinds of questionable stuff are still there."

"If we're talking subculture, there's the hidden Akiba beyond the surface Akiba."

Unlike the dark market in Shinjuku where I took Rika-chan and Hikaru before, Akiba is completely entertainment-focused. While surface Akiba has been losing its subculture color as it diversifies, the hidden side is the opposite. It's getting deeper and deeper, becoming like a concentrated broth.

"Eh, really?"

"Yeah. There are normal otaku goods that could be sold on the surface too, but it's the hidden side after all."

They sell suspicious electronics that could never be legal no matter what, and dangerous game consoles loaded with occult elements. While full-dive VR is just fiction in the real world, in the hidden world there are VRMMOs where you can enjoy real death games.

"Around spring, I think? Izanami opened a real underworld cafe."

"...Izanami, as in the one from the nation-building mythology...?"

"Oh, Hikaru knows it well. Yeah, that Izanami."

The staff are yomotsu-shikome, but they've probably adapted to modern needs. They're all beautiful women and girls, so don't worry. It's just that weak people who eat there can't return to this world.

"How is a place like that allowed to operate..."

"There are no laws in the hidden world."

Food safety laws don't apply either.

"...Hey Mama, I'm really curious about this."

"What a coincidence. So am I. There's a morbid curiosity, but it really piques my interest."

She seems interested in hidden Akiba itself rather than the underworld cafe.

"Then let's go to hidden Akiba."

That's what we decided. Since I hadn't been there much except by teleportation, I properly asked for directions at the reception desk before heading to the location.

[Welcome home, Master☆]

"I'm back." 
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			"...I never expected everyone to run out of their pocket money faster than me." ≪Ehehe≫

When I grumbled in exasperation, everyone responded with embarrassed smiles. You know, I had decided to go with the same energy I had when I was young, so I was planning to spend money without thinking about the consequences. If I wanted something, I'd buy it immediately! That kind of approach. I was even thinking that I wanted the kids to learn from my bad example as adults...

Despite that, everyone except me ran out of their money faster than I did. It's not completely zero, but they only have a few thousand yen left.

The first to run out was Sarna-chan. She got completely hooked on gacha and spent everything. Her win rate was... well, you can guess from her luck stat. That said, it's not like she got nothing at all, and she seems satisfied, so I think it's fine. I often hear about foreigners getting addicted to gacha machines, and she's still a kid.

"But... Takahashi, Suzuki, you two..."

These guys tied for second place in emptying their wallets. No, these two used to spend money as recklessly as I did back in the day. But this is different. It wasn't like me, where I intentionally decided to do it, but they genuinely got blinded by material desires and before they knew it... that kind of thing. It's not like they were trying to be a cautionary example or anything. If anything, I think these two are the only ones who are truly hopeless. Kids need to make those kinds of mistakes sometimes, and Chika-san is usually serious.

"Repent, will you?"

"...Getting lectured by this guy is infuriating as hell."

"...Yeah. It makes me want to reflexively slap him."

You hopeless people...! It's always been like this. In the end, I'm the voice of reason and the stopper in this trio. Good grief, what troublesome pig and kappa they are. Being the big brother Goku is really tough.

"Well, everyone seems satisfied, which is what matters."

"But hey, we've used up our war funds, so what do we do now? Are you going to flex your adult financial power?"

"No way! I said we'd go with the old vibe today. No additional budget except for the clothes we bought at the beginning."

"So we're disbanding?"

"Nah? Even if we say we have no money, we still have about two thousand yen left excluding transportation costs, right?"

There are still ways to have fun with that. There are plenty of ways to play without spending money. Though, it's damn hot today.

"Let's lazily watch movies."

I don't mean watching movies at a theater. I mean rentals. Recently, streaming services are the norm, but following the old ways, we'll rent from a physical store. A privately owned one at that. Recently, those rental shops have started to decline, but there are still several stubbornly hanging on near my parents' place.

"Oh, a movie battle?"

"? Takahashi-san, what's a movie battle?"

"At the rental shop, everyone picks something they think is good, and we compete to see who found the best one."

"There were various conditions, right?"

"Yeah. Movies you know are out. This doesn't just mean ones you've seen, but ones you only know by name were also forbidden, right?"

"Right."

Come to think of it, I saw it in a commercial before. Come to think of it, I heard this movie has a good reputation. Such indulgence isn't allowed in movie battles.

"Um, Hideo-san. Wouldn't that increase the probability of getting a dud...?"

"That's right. In fact, I've hit movies that weren't even at the level of crap, just empty void movies, more than once or twice."

"Then..."

"But that makes it all the more exciting when you do hit a winner."

Masterpieces you'd never encounter in your lifetime if you didn't choose this way. The joy when you hit one of those is incredible.

"Plus, with a large group, even crap or void movies can be enjoyed somehow."

Complaining to each other like "This is seriously unbelievable. What was the director thinking?"

"I kind of understand that."

"Right?"

"By the way, Hiro-kun, is there a prize for winning the battle?"

"Glory and... if we don't disband when night comes, maybe the right to choose dinner too."

Plus a little sense of superiority. Ha! Sorry for having such good taste!? You get to boast like that.

"So, what do you think?"

"I'd like to try it."

"Me too."

"Same here."

I got the kids' agreement. Takahashi and Suzuki go without saying, and Chika-san should be fine too. Originally, it was a request to play the way we used to play when we were young.

"Since we have a lot of people, let's make it team battles. Let's split into groups of 2, 2, and 3."

"How do we decide?"

"Rock-paper-scissors should be fine, right? Making lots would be too much trouble."

Rock-paper-scissors... it's been a while since I've done that...

≪Rock-paper, go!!≫

The result: The beautiful witch trio of Chika-san, Takahashi, and Suzuki. The protagonist and heroine combo that might have been, Rika-chan and Hikaru-kun. And me and Sarna-chan formed the gold-silver combo.

Strike while the iron's hot, we took the train to the station nearest my parents' house. Entering the rental shop a short walk from the station, we split into teams and began browsing. The time limit was one hour, and we could choose two movies.

"So, what should we do?"

"...Since it's summer, how about horror?"

"Ooh, a challenger. Horror has a lot of crap, but... I like that spirit."

Deliberately taking the thorny path has its charm. That said, when you say horror, there are many types. From occult stuff like ghosts and zombies to human horror... hehe, I'm trembling with excitement.

"...Come to think of it."

"Hmm?"

While browsing movies in the horror section, Sarna-chan opened her mouth with a serious expression.

"These kinds of curses actually exist too, right?"

In Sarna-chan's hand was a DVD that seemed to be themed around curses. Ah, she really is serious. Even at a time like this, she doesn't forget her learning spirit. Though it's also surreal, holding a DVD with an exquisitely cheap design that reeks of cheesiness.

"They exist. I use curse techniques to some extent myself."

"...Then you also know countermeasures for when you receive such curses?"

I want to say to ask the Mutual Aid Society's curse breakers or freelance curse breakers. But that's not what Sarna-chan is asking about. It's about preparing for emergencies. What to do in situations where you can't rely on anyone.

"I know. There are various methods, but the quickest is to rely on holy power."

Even ordinary shrines or churches can eliminate or reduce weak curses if you take refuge there. Places with a long history that are truly spiritually efficacious would be even more effective.

"If you have the aptitude to grasp the outline of a curse instinctively, there's also the method of directly attacking the curse with a holy sword or spirit blade."

People with that kind of sense usually possess holy weapons. It's cheaper to exorcise things yourself. The level you can handle differs based on the quality of the weapon and the skill of the wielder though.

"...I see. Satou-san, if you don't mind, could you put a curse on me sometime?"

"Hmm?"

"Well, if I want to confirm whether I have such aptitude, it would be faster to actually receive a curse."

"You're quite the challenger. Sure. If that's the case, let's do it during the next training session."

"Thank you. By the way, if Satou-san were to seriously curse someone, what would be needed to break that curse?"

"Ah, if I seriously cursed someone, those kinds of methods probably wouldn't work in the first place."

It would devour holy power and cause the curse to grow larger instead. It's designed so that the more you interfere with the curse, the stronger it becomes. You know how wild beasts sometimes go berserk when you clumsily try to touch them? It's like that image-wise.

"If you tried to break it by force, I think you'd need someone stronger than me."

"I, I see..."

"Yeah. Now, serious talk is fine, but let's get back to choosing movies."

"...You're right."
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			"Ugh..."

I wake up feeling suffocated. When I open my eyes, I see a foot in my vision. Someone's foot is resting on my face. That seems to be the cause of my breathlessness.

"...Rika, honestly..."

I move Rika's foot away and sit up. Looking around the room, I see everyone except Hiro sprawled out sleeping in various positions. Akatsuki and Sarna-chan are lying in relatively well-behaved postures, but... my daughter is, well...

"I'd be happy as a mother if she acted a bit more ladylike."

After that, we each chose movies and went to Hiro's family home for a viewing party... But oh my, it was terrible. There are still several movies left, but so far they've all been duds. We reached our limit with how boring they were and everyone fell asleep. We decided to stay the night and resume when we wake up, and that's when we all collapsed.

"...I hope the remaining ones are hits."

Grumbling to myself, I leave Hiro's room without waking anyone. Following his presence, I walk steadily and reach the veranda. On the veranda, Hiro is smoking a cigarette with a hip flask in hand. A present from those two.

"Mind if I sit next to you?"

"Please, go ahead."

I sit down, leaving about a fist's width of distance between us.

"Man... they were surprisingly terrible."

"They really were."

"I had a bad feeling from the start. The packages alone were giving off a miasma..."

Hiro starts talking like a dam has burst. He's always been like this. I'm fine now, but back then I wasn't very good at chatting... or rather, communication itself. Part of it is probably that Hiro himself likes to talk. But I understand now. He was making sure the conversation never stopped so that a serious, awkward little girl wouldn't have to worry about it.

(Ah... I really do love him.)

Before I knew it, I had fallen for this profile of his. It's dazzling like summer sunlight, but without any harshness, with a gentle warmth that draws you close. I used to think I could watch this profile forever and ever. Then why did I leave?

(Fear and guilt.)

Looking back, I think it was foolish. But back then, those two emotions weighed heavily on me. I remember our first meeting. Satou was desperately fighting against the underworld outlaws, leading Takahashi and Suzuki. Watching that scene, I felt genuine surprise. Even though it looked like a hopeless situation from the outside, why did they seem so cheerful? While thinking that, I intervened at the last moment... and our relationship began.

Yes, at first I was the stronger one. Overwhelmingly so.

When did I notice that abnormality? Hiro never loses. He always achieves victory. There were many battles where I couldn't see a chance of winning, where it seemed impossible. I'm not the type to die quietly either, so even in such situations I would resist, but I never thought we could actually win. At least one arrow. Even if we died, we wouldn't die for nothing, that kind of defiant resistance. I think Takahashi, Suzuki... and Hiro were all fighting with similar feelings.

(But we won.)

He supplemented what was missing for victory and seized it. Let me use numbers for an easy example. Say the enemy has 100 power and our four people have only 90. The breakdown would be me with 70 and the three of them with 8, 6, and 6. To win, we need to exceed the opponent by even 1. Hiro would fill that missing 11 through his own growth and lead us to victory. If it happened just once, you could say his power awakened when pushed into a corner.

But what if it continued repeatedly?

Anyone would understand that abnormality. Especially since we had the visible indicator of awakening stages. Even when Takahashi and Suzuki awakened their unique abilities, Hiro remained at the first stage. Yet he was stronger than both of them. Every time he was pushed into a corner, Hiro continued to grow stronger. Shortly before the two went their separate ways, he had almost reached my level. Takahashi and Suzuki, who were closest to him, must have thought it. I thought it too.

If Hiro had been alone, wouldn't his growth have been different?

In the earlier example, what was missing was 11. But if Hiro fought alone, it would be 93. I think it's absurd. But watching Hiro grow again and again, you'd have to think it. Even fighting alone, he would have filled that missing 93 and achieved victory. But I... no, Takahashi and Suzuki also looked away.

(Because we didn't want to think of someone we loved so much, our dear friend, as some incomprehensible monster.)

So I looked away from the fear that sprouted within me. Looking back now, I can say definitively that was wrong, but back then when everything was immature, I couldn't understand that.

(I became aware of the guilt around the time the end of our battles came into sight.)

I was probably feeling it before that too. I just couldn't notice because I was looking away from this as well. For me, born in the supernatural world and continuing to live in it, Hiro was someone I admired. Like a sparkling jewel... I was always envious. I wished I could live like that too. The more precious I thought he was, the more my guilt grew. Though Hiro got involved in the supernatural world, he continued to throw himself into harsh battles after that... for my sake. He stayed by my side to protect me. I was saved again and again. Without Hiro, I would have been offered as a sacrificial lamb to Yanagi and Onisaki's ridiculous plans.

When it was all over, would I have the right to stay by his side?

That thought led to our parting that day. Even after starting my life in the surface world, I could have contacted him if I wanted to. Yet I didn't, because I was looking away from my fear and guilt.

(I took quite a detour...)

I don't regret it. I was easily deceived by a foolish man and lost many things, but even so, I was able to meet Rika, an irreplaceable treasure. I took a detour and made various mistakes, but I can say with pride that this was my path.

"Hey, Hiro."

"Yeah?"

"You know, I used to be afraid of you."

"I see."

"And I also felt guilty, like it was my fault."

"I see."

"Yeah."

Without asking deeply, Hiro smiled. That's right. That's the kind of person he is. Even the things I thought were ugly, the things I wanted to look away from, he accepts with a smile.

(That's unfair... so cool...)

The distance of one fist's width is both frustrating and comfortable. I love you, I can't quite say those words... but now there's no need to rush. Because I was able to meet him again with honest feelings.

"...Well, after I finish this smoke, let's wake everyone up and continue the viewing party."

"Right!"
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			The Sharp Blade of an Innocent Child

			"Mmph..."

As I opened the front door while stifling a yawn,

"Welcome home, my lady."

Thanatos greeted me. While he was bowing respectfully, his perverted outfit ruined everything.

(I wonder if men would be happy about this...)

You know, the naked apron thing? Opening the front door to find a newlywed wife greeting you in a naked apron. You could say it's similar to that kind of situation, but as a woman myself, I don't get it at all. It's just awkward. Painful to watch.

"Please, don't stare too much."

Don't look away bashfully like that. It must be because the curse has made his thinking more feminine. He's desperately resisting with his reason, but it seems like he's gradually becoming unable to fight it.

"By the way, my lady, what about breakfast?"

"I already ate. Could you get me some coffee or something for now?"

"Understood."

After sitting on the sofa for a while, coffee was served along with a pleasant aroma.

"You don't seem to have slept well. I suppose it's unavoidable since we're in enemy territory..."

"Oh no, it's simply because we all had an all-night movie marathon."

Thanatos's expression changed from worried to bitter. He's probably thinking that getting too friendly with our sworn enemy isn't wise, that we're being too careless.

"Hah."

I couldn't help but laugh through my nose.

"My lady."

"Well, isn't it true? Someone like me is nothing but small fry to Satou Hideo."

I'm using camouflage. I've severed almost all of my power. That's why he hasn't noticed me... except that's not it. I could tell from being around him. No, anyone could figure it out with a little thought.

"Do humans pay attention to invisible specks of dust floating through the air one by one?"

Actually, the scale difference might be even greater than that. Even Father Hades couldn't pose a threat to Satou Hideo. There's no way someone as immature as me would catch his attention. I probably didn't even need to sever my power.

"That is..."

"The same goes for all of you. You weren't eliminated because you're not even considered a threat."

In the end, we simply don't matter to Satou Hideo. No matter what we do, we can't even scratch him. How could anyone seriously engage with existences that could be erased in an instant if he felt like it?

"He's so far beyond normal standards that it's actually laughable."

Every time I try to probe even a little, I get crushed. I indirectly brought up the topic of special techniques through Rika-san, hoping she might ask Satou Hideo about it. The conversation did turn to special techniques as I planned, but... All Satou Resolution? What is that? Despite its ridiculous name, the content was truly terrifying. He casually talks about accessing the collective unconscious like it's everyday conversation. It's impossible to deal with. Though it probably really is child's play to him.

"I also brought up the topic of curses, hoping it might help you all."

"! How, how did it go?"

Thanatos looked at me with eyes full of hope.

"Even if we gathered many sacred vessels imbued with divine power from various mythologies, it wouldn't make any difference."

The more interference there is, the stronger the curse becomes? What is that? The scale of the curse is completely beyond our common sense.

"..."

"Thanatos, you told me to strike at him, didn't you?"

"Y-yes..."

"That probably got added to the total too."

The reason we can't notice it is probably because the total amount of the curse is absurdly massive. Who could possibly notice if you dumped a pool's worth of water into the middle of the ocean?

"And whatever resistance you all attempted on your own is probably included too."

"Ah."

Oh, he collapsed. No wonder. The more we learn, the more his abnormal scale becomes apparent.

"At this point, maybe we should just apologize to him directly?"

While there's only despair when it comes to power, there are results in other areas. When you spend time with someone, you get to understand their character. If we sincerely apologize and ask for forgiveness, Satou Hideo would probably forgive us.

"There's also the debt from Father's actions. We might have to prostrate ourselves in the middle of Shibuya."

If our genders return to normal, there shouldn't be a problem. If we can escape this situation by suffering some psychological wounds, it's a necessary expense. It might seem harsh, but considering what Father was trying to do, that much is reasonable.

"If anything, it's a bargain. Father's complete annihilation didn't seem to be something he was particularly enthusiastic about either."

Considering the anger of those who requested Satou Hideo to do that, prostration is cheap, very cheap.

"That person is quite tolerant."

"...My lady?"

"Yes?"

"Um, I hope I'm wrong, but... you haven't been won over by Satou Hideo, have you?"

We stared at each other silently. I was the first to look away.

"My lady?!"

"It can't be helped! Because Hideo-san is kind!"

Honestly, it's already painful to call him Satou Hideo. My parent's enemy. I've been telling myself that, but... that person keeps breaking down my walls... He treasures me incredibly...

"He hasn't done anything particularly grand. It's an accumulation of small things! But that's what makes it so... so much!!"

In casual moments when he shows consideration, each time I feel his kindness, my heart grows warm. I won't say that Father, that Hades, didn't love me. But it probably wasn't like the typical father-child relationship. That's exactly why... it touches me. His kindness does. Hideo-san's loving way of treating me does.

"It's not just me, you know? He's kind to Rika-san and Akatsuki-kun too."

He was the same way with Akatsuki-kun's sisters during our recent trip. He's kind to children. That's probably the natural way for an adult to be.

"Honestly? I want him to be kind only to me, but the fact that he's kind to other people is also what makes him wonderful."

"W-w-wait, my lady?! Are you in your right mind?! He's your parent's enemy!!"

"That whole premise is questionable to begin with. Is Hideo-san the only one at fault?"

Father Hades desired to transform the world according to the principles of death gods. That was inconvenient for humans, which is why Hideo-san opposed it with human principles. Demanding that he continue to forgive someone who repeatedly tried to cause world-scale crises would be too shameless. This isn't because I'm cold-hearted.

"Father 'raised me that way.'"

Due to his ideology, Father might seem selfish from a human perspective, but aside from his beliefs, he was a fair and just god. When there were disputes in the underworld, he wouldn't favor either side and would objectively judge the severity of sins. That way of being has been passed down to me. No, not just to me, but to Thanatos and the others as well. Despite this, our hostility toward Hideo-san comes from the pride of death gods. And because we were directly involved. But I'm different. Because of borrowed ideology, I can't fully become a party to this.

"That, that is..."

"Besides, if you want me to grow up the way you hope, there's more you should be doing."

Earn some favorability points, why don't you? Look, I'm called "my lady" and respected, right?

"But that respect isn't personal regard or affection for me as an individual, is it? It's all based on Father."

"Ugh."

"I'm not saying it's bad, okay? It would be unreasonable to expect you to respect and love a little girl who hasn't accomplished anything."

However, if you want to fulfill Father's great ambition, that won't do. What can you possibly accomplish if you can't even win over the heart of one little girl?

"If you're being seen through by a child, that's no good. Completely useless. You need to make this person think that you truly treasure me, that you love me. I get turned off by that kind of thing."

Win me over properly. Do you all have any motivation? Are you seriously trying? Really?

"Before worrying about Hideo-san, there are things you should be doing. Can't you think in a more grounded way at your age?"

"U-ugh."

"Do you know how old I am? I'm five years old. Five. Aren't you ashamed to be criticized like this by a five-year-old?"

My lecture continued until Thanatos was on the verge of tears.
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			The Whole Thing About a Lady Being Delighted by Junk Food?

			The second day of Obon vacation. I had come to clean the graves of my father's side of the family near my hometown. My mother's side is far away and relatives take care of that, but for my father's side, well, there's really only me. Originally it should be my father's duty, but he's often away from home.

【Ah, sorry about this every year, Hideo】

"It's fine, it's fine. Grandpa and Grandma took care of me plenty when I was a kid. I should at least do this much."

【Ei-chan is such a good boy. By the way, Ei-chan, haven't you gotten bigger again?】

"Cut it out, Grandma. I'm already a middle-aged guy."

I'm chatting with my grandparents while cleaning. Yeah, of course that's natural. After all, I'm a person from the supernatural world. Of course I can see them. What's more, this year I went directly to pick them up early in the morning. I got a free pass to the afterlife, you see. I went all the way to paradise and brought back ancestors who wanted to visit home. Everyone except Grandpa and Grandma immediately scattered once they came to this world though. They said there were mountains of places they wanted to go. By the way, Grandpa and Grandma are apparently going on a date later too.

【By the way, Hideo. Don't you have anyone nice?】

【That's right. I'd like to see my great-grandchild's face soon too】

"That's something I can't help. There's such a thing as fate and timing, so there's nothing I can do about it."

Old folks really love this kind of talk. Even when I go to my mother's relatives at New Year's, they keep bringing up the same topics... If these were strangers I barely knew, I could dodge it with my conversation skills. But when it's family, somehow... especially since they've been so good to me, it makes me feel even more guilty.

【You've saved the world many times, haven't you? Can't you ask for a marriage proposal or something?】

"No way. That would obviously be a political marriage."

【Even if it starts that way, love can blossom, you know? Grandpa and I were also an arranged marriage between families】

【And look, even after death, me and the old lady are still in a lovey-dovey relationship】

Lovey-dovey... don't phrase it like some kind of political corruption...

【Come to think of it. I've been thinking every year, is there really a need to dutifully clean graves?】

"What are you saying about our ancestors' graves?"

【Look, can't you just do it quickly with some kind of mysterious power?】

"What are you saying about our ancestors' graves?"

Your bones are in there too.

【No, tradition and such things are important, right? But you know, the world is always changing】

【That's right. These days more people are saying graves aren't necessary, right?】

【They cost money and effort. Wouldn't a columbarium be fine?】

【What's important is the feeling. I know Ei-chan still treasures us grandparents】

【Even the ancestors wouldn't say anything if you disposed of the grave】

These old folks are adapting to the times too much... do they realize they're dead?

"It's something I like doing, so it's fine."

【Being a burden even after death isn't what we want though】

"I've never once thought of it as a burden."

That's not a lie.

"Indeed. Hideo has been sincerely respecting ancestral spirits since he was young. Quite rare these days. Even during his frivolous middle and high school years. He never missed visiting graves every year."

Look, even King Enma says so... huh?

"────"

【This is King Enma... we've been greatly indebted to you after death...】

"It's fine, it's fine. That is my duty. Besides, this is private time, so please relax."

【Is that so? Then we'll do so. King Enma, your casual clothes... they suit you very well】

【Handsome men look good in anything. Yes, just like me!】

【Oh, Grandpa, really】

"Ha ha ha"

...Phew.

"Wait, this is weird!!"

"Satou Hideo. It's not proper to raise your voice so loudly in a cemetery."

"Sorry about that... but that's not the point! What are you doing in a place like this!?"

"Vacation."

That's a very concise answer...

"Well, you see. I've been thinking about enjoying myself in the mortal world for a while now."

What should we do when we go to the mortal world next? What should we do! He said the pre-vacation conversations among the underworld graduates looked so fun and made him envious.

"That said, though. It would be hard to suggest to my subordinates that I come along too, wouldn't it?"

"That's, well, true."

I'm not the type to mind, but spending holidays with your boss too wouldn't be restful. Unlike our company president who's the easygoing type, someone strict like King Enma...

"Right? That's why I kept thinking 'someday' but kept putting it off."

"I see... huh? But you have an annual event to visit the mortal world in October, don't you?"

Kannazuki. The day when the gods gather in Izumo. In that region, they also call it Kamiarizuki. To put it bluntly, it's like a casual business trip, so couldn't you have played around during that time?

"Your question is reasonable. However, even though it's casual, the Izumo trip is part of my official duties. I have formal guards with me, and I'd feel bad making them accompany my personal entertainment."

I don't think they'd mind though.

"Besides, if we're talking about guards, what about now? No matter how completely private it is, you can't let the King of Hell walk around alone."

"No, there are none today."

"What!?"

Seriously, even after the Hades incident? King Enma chuckled at my confusion and said:

"Because you're here."

"Me?"

"Indeed. When I said I was going out to play with you, it was approved without question. Naturally so. It's the safest place in the world, after all."

"No, no, no. Why me!? When did it become decided that we're going out to play!?"

"You're used to having fun, aren't you? You're perfect as both a guide and playmate."

King Enma said that with the added ability to provide protection, I was an unquestionable choice.

"Eh...?"

"You and I are tight, aren't we? Please. Won't you spend the day with me?"

We're not tight. Also, this King Enma is getting pretty familiar. Maybe he's been lonely because his position makes it hard to build casual friendships.

"...Well, fine. I don't have any particular plans anyway."

Going out to play with King Enma sounds interesting in its own way.

"That attitude of yours, trying to enjoy anything. I think it's good."

"Well, thanks. Ah, but I haven't finished cleaning yet, so could you help?"

【Hey, hey, Hideo...】

【Ei-chan, asking King Enma to do that...】

"It's fine, it's fine. Since I'm being taken care of, I should do at least that much."

And so the two of us resumed cleaning the graves. It doesn't really matter, but a grave cleaned by King Enma himself must have incredible blessing points.

"By the way, Your Majesty. Do you have any requests?"

"Let's see. First, I'd like to have a light drink. I usually can't drink from morning, you see."

"That sounds good. What kind of place would you like?"

"A popular tavern under the railway tracks would be good."

Is that a place for King Enma to go...

"Also the racetrack. I'm curious about something called racetrack gourmet. I want to enjoy it with a one-cup sake in hand."

One-cup sake... King Enma with one-cup sake...
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			The Judge's Melancholy

			After finishing the cleaning and greeting the temple priest, I headed to Shinbashi with King Enma. The kind of drinking establishment under the railway tracks that King Enma was probably imagining. I knew several places that fit the bill, but there were so many to choose from. So I decided to pick the one I was in the mood for today.

"How is it, Yama-san?"

"Mm. Delicious. Especially this kakiage with baby sardines and edamame... I can't stop drinking this cold sake."

"That's excellent to hear."

The combination of piping hot tempura and crisp, clean cold sake with little aftertaste is criminally good. You could drink endlessly with something like this. I'd say it's one of the great perpetual motion machines of cuisine. By the way, "Yama-san" is the name King Enma specified for himself. It would be tiresome to keep saying "Great King this, Great King that," so we settled on something appropriate from one of his names.

"But you know, this tempura is so good... it's making me want white rice."

"Hey now, if you fill up on rice at this stage, you won't be able to keep going."

Well, I mean, folks like us could eat as much as we want if we really tried.

"I understand that well enough. But even so, it's only human nature to think such things. Forgive me, forgive me."

King Enma cheerfully gulped his sake. ...Whether in Japan or elsewhere, the role of underworld judge is the ultimate in thankless work. Unless humanity goes extinct or something, the job truly never ends. That's exactly why I want him to enjoy his occasional holidays.

"By the way, what are the other Ten Kings up to?"

When Japanese people think of judgment after death, they probably picture King Enma. That's not wrong, but there are other judges in the afterlife. The group called the Ten Kings, including King Enma, oversee the trials. Incidentally, King Enma's turn is fifth... but since the king before him is called the Fifth Official King, it gets a bit confusing.

"Naturally, we can't all take time off at once, so we take turns with our vacations."

This year, because of Hades' attack, his colleagues were considerate enough to let King Enma take a longer break. What good coworkers... though even this "long break" is only three days starting today. Considering their intense workload, I think they could use a bit more rest, but this is probably the limit... what a harsh world.

"When their turn comes, everyone will enjoy their vacation in their own way."

"The Ten Kings' holidays... I can't imagine at all what they do."

"That's because you strangely deify us."

Well, you are gods. I mean, I get what you're trying to say. You're basically talking about the kind of fantasy people have about idols.

"Even so, for Japanese people, the Ten Kings... or rather King Enma in particular is a special existence."

Hasn't everyone been told at least once? That if you lie, King Enma will rip out your tongue. I certainly was. My grandparents and mother used to say it all the time. Since it was often used when scolding us, it's natural that we'd view King Enma, and then the other Ten Kings once we learned about them, as special.

"Ripping out your tongue now wouldn't cause you the slightest pain or inconvenience."

"True enough."

I can survive having my heart destroyed. Hell, losing my head wouldn't be a problem either.

"Well, in any case, please don't regard us too solemnly."

"I see."

"If you get the chance, you should visit the other kings as well. They'd welcome you gladly."

"..."

"What's wrong?"

"Ah, no, I just figured I was disliked by gods and buddhas."

Evil gods and wicked deities are different. From their perspective, while I'm one reason the world doesn't fall into chaos, I'm also the root cause blocking much larger currents of change.

"Since my teens, I've blocked several flows that would have brought major transformations to the world."

Hell, if I hadn't been around, even a return to the age of gods might have been possible. Sure, there are still plenty of devout people today, but compared to ancient times... There are probably those waiting for an era when humans bow their heads to gods again.

"I won't deny that such gods exist."

"Right?"

"But we are different. Though we are gods of the underworld, we don't approve of people dying needlessly."

...Completely different from Hades. I suppose even among death gods, those with dominion over death have varying perspectives on these matters.

"Though we know it's impossible, we still wish everyone could live out their natural lifespan. That's why we hold you in high regard for saving people from unreasonable deaths and continuing to connect today's peace to tomorrow."

Even if you have no such intention yourself. When King Enma said that with a wink, I couldn't help but turn my face away. How embarrassing... well, I'm happy about it, but it's still awkward.

"...While I'm asking, what are the other Japanese gods like?"

"Most are favorable. Being rather lenient is characteristic of this country."

That's... well, yeah. Most of the population just picks and chooses the tasty parts of religious events, but you never hear any complaints about it.

"How about showing your face at the Izumo gathering sometime?"

"I'll go if I can make it."

"That's what people say when they're not going."

"I mean if I have time."

It's not that I'm not interested. It's just the timing... I don't know if the gathering is held in October by the new calendar or the old calendar, but if it's the latter... The tenth month of the old calendar generally falls somewhere between late October and early December by modern reckoning... you get it, right? December is busy everywhere, and some places start getting busy as early as October to have a relaxed end of year.

"Ah, you're also a working man in the surface world... mm, my glass is empty."

"Oh, sorry about that."

Having King Enma pour for me is quite a luxurious experience.

"Your company scores high points with me."

"Is that so?"

"Indeed. Right now, death from overwork due to long hours has become a problem."

"Ah..."

"Being diligent is fine and good, but forcing it on others is different."

What a harsh world...

"To begin with, people have their limits. Diligence that exceeds one's capacity is little different from poison."

"So black company managers are basically making people drink poison."

"Though if you ask whether that's automatically a sin, well..."

"There are cases where they can't survive otherwise."

"Indeed. If it's due to circumstances beyond their control, then the problem lies with society itself."

"It's a democratic nation, not a complete dictatorship."

Democracy doesn't mean all public opinion is perfectly reflected. That's impossible. But you can't say public opinion has no involvement in major trends. You can't pinpoint responsibility or say who's to blame, so you can't assign guilt. But if you ask whether there are no consequences at all, well... ugh, seriously complicated.

"Being a judge in the afterlife must be tough."

"Yes... things only get more complex, never the reverse... right?"

"It would take something on the scale of civilizational collapse for that to happen."

Damn, this is making me want to cry.

(Today, I'm going to thoroughly wine and dine King Enma.)
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			We left the restaurant in a pleasantly tipsy mood and headed to the racetrack. Unfortunately, there weren't any races going on, but since Enma's main goal was food, it wasn't a problem. Though it would have been more fun to eat while watching the races.

"Yes... yes... delicious, truly delicious, Hideo."

Enma seemed quite satisfied. And honestly, I was quietly pleased too. To be frank, I don't know much about horse-related stuff. It's outside my area of expertise. So I wasn't expecting much, but... you really can't underestimate these places. We bought some food we could eat while walking around, but it looks like the sit-down options are winners too. That kind of atmosphere was there.

"Hmm... when it comes to this, it's a shame there are no races."

Since this was so sudden, it couldn't be helped, but if we were going to do this, I would have liked to enjoy not just the food but the horse racing too. The food is good, but this is still a racetrack. That's the main attraction.

"Speaking of which, you don't gamble much, do you?"

"Huh? Oh, that's right. I might bet some candy, but nothing involving real money."

Not because of moral principles. Don't expect something like that from me. So why don't I gamble? Simply because it's not fun.

"The real thrill of gambling is that nerve-wracking tension, right?"

"Win or lose, gain or lose... that's it."

Exactly. Since we're at a racetrack, let me use horse racing as an example. Let's say you put your entire monthly salary on a long shot. From the moment you buy the betting ticket until the race results are decided, your heart would be pounding. Your livelihood is on the line. Your heart would be racing. If you lose this bet, there's no going back. You'd be constantly assaulted by that burning tension. And precisely because of that tension, the dream of what would happen if you won would burn endlessly.

"If you can't enjoy that, there's no point in doing it."

It's not because I have financial security. Even if you have money, you can still enjoy the tension. For example, you could set a rule like if you bet your entire salary and lose, you can't spend any money until next payday. So why can't I enjoy it? Because I can tell what's going to happen.

"In more relaxed settings, it's not really like that."

In places like this racetrack where there are other people around, my sense for winning and losing becomes too sharp. I think it's because I get influenced by the atmosphere of people who come here not to play around but to seriously compete. There's nothing I can do about this myself.

"Pachinko and slots have anime and manga tie-ins, don't they?"

"Indeed."

"I'd like to see those presentations and such, but... it's no good. The moment I walk in, I can tell which machines are going to pay out."

And conversely, which machines are hopeless too.

"So I just can't enjoy gambling when real money is involved."

If anything, I get more fired up over competitions with punishment games as stakes. Those are desperate in their own way, but not to the same degree as when money is involved. Currency is one of the worst demonic forces that has continued to drive people mad since its concept was born. It's on a different level.

"I see. So that's why you don't gamble unlike your ancestors. Being a transcendent being is troublesome too."

"When you bring up the word 'transcendent' in this kind of conversation, it suddenly feels cheap... wait, ancestors?"

Why ancestors?

"Hmm? Oh, naturally I have judged your ancestors generation after generation. So I understand their personalities as well."

I can't even imagine how many humans he's judged since hell was created. Don't tell me he remembers them all? Seeing me slightly freaked out, Enma said with a laugh.

"Only roughly. Additionally, I checked the records of your ancestors again after you began to distinguish yourself."

"Even roughly is crazy..."

"Let me get back to the topic. Your ancestors. On your father's side. It's not that there were no villains, but the tendency was toward more good people. Few went to hell."

Well, that's nice to hear. There are probably ancestors in hell too, but I hadn't gotten involved with that side. I mean, it would be awkward, right? Plus, if they were the type to fall into hell, they'd probably misuse my name.

"And ninety percent of those good people were frivolous."

"Ugh."

"Drinking, gambling, and buying women, the three-piece set was like basic RPG starting equipment for all of them."

Seriously? I only exchanged simple greetings with the ancestors who came to greet me... so that's how most of them were... But wait. Think positive. Think positively. Despite all of them being loose with money, women, and alcohol, they all made it to paradise, which means they accumulated just as many good deeds.

"You're no exception when it comes to being loose with alcohol and women, but..."

"You seemed uninterested in gambling, so I was a bit curious."

"Indeed. In that sense, your father is also one of the rare exceptions."

"Ah, my dad isn't interested in that sort of thing."

"Indeed. Instead, all that energy seems focused on one point."

After that, for about two hours I think? We ate various things and enjoyed the horse racing museum inside the facility before leaving the racetrack. Next, we headed to Ura-Akihabara. He had been interested in this place for a while too.

"We're being watched."

"Of course we are."

His power is suppressed so as not to affect humans in the mortal world, but that's all. Since his face isn't known, they don't realize he's King Enma, but anyone with good instincts would notice he's a dangerous existence. And the person next to him is me. It's natural they'd be wary. Look, even now, that guy who made eye contact with Enma hurriedly ran away.

"Being feared comes with the territory, but it does hurt a little."

"Well, this is your private time."

Just then.

"Oh my! Satou-san!!"

A sweet fragrance tickled my nostrils, followed by a soft sensation against my back.

"This is the first time we've met in person since that time! You look well, which is wonderful!!"

It's Kawasaki. Kawasaki, resting her face on my shoulder with a beaming smile. Normally, a guy would be happy to have a beautiful woman do this to him, but... it's Kawasaki...

"Yo, Kawasaki. Did you fix Kaiser already?"

"Unfortunately... I can't think of any good modification plans."

Kawasaki drooped dejectedly. Just her appearance... just her appearance is that of an incredible beauty... Takahashi and Suzuki. My best friends and former men. Even though I understand this intellectually, I sometimes get aroused, yet I don't react to Kawasaki at all.

"It's not just the machine, but the pilot's skill that's important, right?"

"Of course! I'm working hard on that too... but I'm not seeing visible results there either..."

She said she came to Ura-Akihabara to take a break from that.

"By the way, who is that person? I can tell they're quite powerful."

"Hmm? Oh, King Enma. He's on vacation for Obon, so he's sightseeing."

"I see, King Enma... Enma? Hmm? Enma?"

Oh, does this guy have the sense to be intimidated by Enma?

"Using King Enma as a bio-core, this could work."

Nope...

"Hell Kaiser? Devil Kaiser Hell Edition? Hmm... well, let's set the name aside for now."

With a hop, Kawasaki separated from me and made this proposal with a full smile.

"Enma-sama! Would you like to become the foundation of my dreams!?"

Amazing... I can't sense any malice at all...

"Um..."

"It's fine, don't worry about it. I have judged various types of humans, after all."

Enma chuckled.

"Words are useless against this type of person."

That's heartbreaking.

"I'm sorry, but I cannot accept that proposal. I have work to do as well."

"I see, that's unfortunate."

What's unfortunate is your head.
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			"Thanks for everything. I'll definitely repay this favor someday."

"No, no, I had fun too... If you really insist, maybe you could guide me on a tour of hell next time."

"Haha, then I'll enthusiastically promote hell when that time comes."

In the morning, I was seeing off King Enma from the rooftop of my apartment building. After enjoying Ura-Akihabara, it had gotten late, so I invited him to my place for drinks at home and had him stay the night. He still had vacation time left, but said he'd spend the remaining two days in the afterlife so he could respond immediately if anything came up.

"I'm looking forward to it."

"Indeed, farewell then."

He boarded the hellcat and returned to the afterlife.

"...Well then."

It was just before 10 AM. Since it was a holiday, it would be perfectly fine to go back to sleep. Honestly, I wanted to sleep too. I'd like to sleep until around 2 PM and order delivery pizza for a combined breakfast and lunch.

"But I can't really do that, can I?"

Today was supposed to be free of plans, but that was no longer the case. It was Kawasaki. I ran into her yesterday by chance...

"Come to think of it, it's Obon vacation season. You're on break too, aren't you, Satou-san? Then play with me!!"

Thinking it would be more troublesome to have her sulk, I accepted her invitation. She's been favorable toward me and keeping her promises so far, but I don't know what would happen if I upset her. Unlike harmful idiots, she's an idiot who might prove useful, so I'd prefer not to have to take her down if possible.

"...Guess I'll go."

There was still plenty of time before our appointment, but I'm an adult. If I'm being invited to someone's house, I should probably bring a gift or it would be awkward. I teleported near the model shop that my subordinate who likes plastic models told me about.

(Whoa, this really looks the part.)

Entering the store, I was overwhelmed by boxes, boxes, boxes. Plastic model boxes packed into every available space. They didn't just sell plastic models but also tools for building them, but I probably didn't need those. A maniac like Kawasaki would already have them without me giving her any. She might even make her own. She's a woman who can build robots, so handcrafting nippers and such would probably be child's play for her.

"Now then, which ones should I buy?"

The Devil Kaiser she built was clearly a super robot type that shouted flashy technique names. That said, it didn't mean she disliked heavy, realistic robots from serious war dramas either. From her one-sided conversations, she seemed to like any kind of robot.

"So rather than dividing by genre, maybe I should pick a balanced selection?"

I reached for ones with designs Kawasaki might like, then realized something. Wouldn't it be better to convey my own preferences rather than cater to hers? As was clear from her one-sided conversations, she basically just kept throwing things at me. That said, she considered me a friend. From yesterday's physical contact, she thought we were quite close emotionally. In that case, I felt like sharing our respective favorites would raise her favorability more.

I mean, think about it. If you're passionately talking about something and the other person seems cold, that would be shocking, right? If they just gave halfhearted responses, that would be lonely. But if the other person also brought up topics, you'd be happy thinking "Oh, they're really listening to me," wouldn't you? Though I suppose expecting normal human sensibilities from her might be questionable. She probably wouldn't be shocked. If she were the type to get shocked, she wouldn't send so many aggressive one-way messages. But I think she would be happy. That's just my personal opinion, though.

"In that case..."

I started selecting, but this was dangerous. "Oh wow, this brings back memories, I loved this one!" "Ooh, I don't know the source material but this looks great!" I couldn't stop myself. I wasn't as deep into it as Kawasaki, but I was still a guy after all. It really drove home that I'd always love robots no matter how old I got. I was even starting to not care about Kawasaki anymore. While checking the source materials, my desire to build them was bubbling up...

"...I bought quite a lot."

I thought I'd been selective while fighting off my urges, but I ended up buying more than ten. Since I figured I might as well go big if I was going to build them, I chose the largest size for all the ones that came in different sizes, making them really bulky. If I took these on the train, depending on how crowded it was, I'd be a real nuisance. I was really glad I could teleport.

"Here it is."

I teleported to an upscale residential area in Futakotamagawa. In front of me spread a large Japanese-style mansion with "Kawasaki" written on the gate. I'd thought this when I heard the address, but she really lives in a place like this... She said it was her home and lab combined, but the other residents probably never dreamed that giant robots were being constructed in the underground space of this mansion.

"Satou-san! Welcome! I'm opening the gate now~"

There was an immediate response when I rang the intercom. I passed through the automatically opened gate and headed to the entrance while glancing at the magnificent gardens.

"Come, come on in!"

Kawasaki was waiting at the entrance and ushered me inside. Looking at her back as she walked ahead, I thought to myself with deep feeling.

(A white lab coat really doesn't suit traditional Japanese clothing...)

Combined with the atmosphere inside the house, the incongruity was overwhelming.

"Here's some simple tea."

A drum-shaped robot poured tea from a teapot into cups. I could tell just from the smell. It was quite expensive. The tea sweets served alongside were the same. They reeked of high-class quality.

"Thanks. Here, this is a gift."

The moment Kawasaki saw the gift I pulled from my alternate space, her expression brightened even more.

"Oh my, oh my, oh my! Well, well, well!"

Kawasaki put both hands to her mouth, giggling while swaying her body. Her gestures were filled with a childishness you couldn't imagine from her graceful appearance. From a man's perspective, it would be an irresistible gap. Note the contents, though.

"What were your selection criteria!?"

"I chose robots from my memories and ones I didn't know the source material for but whose designs struck me as perfect."

"Works from your memories... that's wonderful. Things that remain deeply rooted in your heart even as an adult are special!"

It seems my reading was right. She's probably happier than if I'd chosen things she might like.

"And deliberately choosing unseen works is also good! Being drawn to something with a naked heart, free of any preconceptions, is also special!!"

"Thanks. If you'd like, I'd be happy if you could watch the source material for the ones I don't know and explain them to me. How about it?"

"Of course! I'd be delighted to accept! I won't let you sleep tonight!!"

I had a vague feeling this might be the case, but it was indeed a sleepover. Rather than asking "Would you like to stay the night?" Kawasaki was being truly Kawasaki. She probably never considered that I might refuse. At this point, rather than being exasperated, I felt admiration and... a strange affection growing. Not romantic affection, mind you.

(If I had to compare it, it's like... the same feeling you get when a stupid Shiba Inu makes you smile.)

Though this Shiba Inu had the danger level of a kaiju.
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			"This is my lab!!"

Kawasaki puffed out her chest with a smug, proud expression. I had a vague sense of it when I saw the exterior, but... damn, this girl is something else.

(Space expansion is a technique anyone decent can use)

That's exactly why the practitioner's skill is directly reflected. For permanent wide-range expansion, it's normal to have multiple people work together. But Kawasaki's lab is different. Despite being as large as a small town, Kawasaki is the sole practitioner. An average magician would be completely drained just maintaining it for one minute.

(There's also the option of preparing something like an energy tank to shoulder the burden)

From what I can see, she hasn't made that kind of arrangement. But she does have preparations. She probably keeps it for emergencies when she can't manage without giving her absolute all.

"How is it, Satou-san?"

"Well... there are various things I'd like to say, but... first, I want to talk about that"

My gaze was fixed on the battered Devil Kaiser leaning against the wall.

"Nice"

That's not being repaired. It's being displayed. How do I know? Well, when a beat-up robot is sitting hunched over in a corner of a hangar, it creates atmosphere, right? I mean, it looks like they did minimal repairs for display purposes. You might think it's just mid-repair, but no. I have solid reasoning too. First, I completely obliterated that thing before. But the current Kaiser has a missing arm and exposed internal parts.

(Just that alone might suggest it's mid-repair, but it's thoroughly beaten up)

If they were rebuilding something that was completely destroyed from scratch, you wouldn't get this kind of damage and grime scattered about. It's clearly artificial weathering added later with visual appeal in mind. It's like deliberately applying weathered paint when building plastic models.

"Can you feel it? This atmosphere... it's irresistible!!"

See? I was right.

"Yeah. It'd work great at the beginning of a story, or even after all the battles are over. That single ray of light streaming in does excellent work"

"Right, right! I knew Satou-san would notice ♪"

The protagonist, chased by the flames of war, stumbles into this place and discovers the battered robot. Figuring they're going to die anyway, they take a desperate gamble and the story begins, good. Or it works as an ending where after surviving intense battles, they can finally rest, also good. Honestly, I love this scene too. Not bad, Kawasaki.

"Really, Satou-san is such an understanding gentleman"

Kawasaki nodded with deep feeling.

"You're completely different from those superficial idiots who come hitting on me!!"

Ah, so she is popular after all. Well yeah. From the outside, she'd just seem like a robot otaku completely absorbed in her hobby. If you don't know how dangerously she actually acts, she'd be within acceptable limits.

"I can see right through them. How they're just playing along to get on my good side. Pretending to like something they don't care about at all... grrrr!!"

She must have been really pissed off... I wonder if those guys who hit on her are okay? Well, she probably didn't kill them, but I bet they've been through some stuff.

"That said, I'm not all that admirable either. My knowledge is nowhere near yours"

"The depth of knowledge doesn't matter!!"

Whoa, that startled me. Getting close enough to kiss... this girl's sense of personal space is seriously broken.

"Knowing every behind-the-scenes detail not depicted in the story, that's wonderful. But are fans who don't care about the settings and just get excited watching robots fight flashily inferior to the former?"

No! Absolutely not! Kawasaki spread both arms wide and shouted.

"There are countless ways to enjoy things. What matters is purity! If you purely love something, there's no hierarchy in that!!"

...I don't know what it is. I mean, she's saying good things, right? But when a crazy person says it, something just doesn't sit right.

"On that point, Satou-san's purity is GOOD! Your 'love' is completely straightforward!! I could tell the moment Sugar King appeared! I understand, I understand completely. I'm the same way! Naming the mecha! Taking inspiration from your own name, I want to do that too! But... but I'm Kawasaki...! Kawasaki! It doesn't feel right! It just... doesn't fit..."

Kawasaki began crying, her voice breaking. This girl's emotional swings are way too intense... and apparently Sugar King was also a point in my favor...

"Well, that's why Satou-san is a good man!"

"...Thanks"

"Not at all, now let me continue the tour~"

After that, I ended up listening to what was essentially bragging disguised as a tour. Whether it was fun or not... yeah, it was genuinely enjoyable.

"Now, shall we head back to the surface..."

"Hold on"

"?"

"I feel bad just receiving things from you. Let me show you something good"

"Something good?"

"Yeah. Keep your eyes closed until I say it's okay to open them"

"Alright, understood"

Confirming she obediently closed her eyes, I transported Kawasaki to a certain location. After arriving there and performing another teleportation that included "it," I told Kawasaki to open her eyes.

"——"

Kawasaki was speechless. Of course she was. Before her was a bridge worthy of a sci-fi movie. The monitors showed endless pitch-black space.

"A while back, aliens attacked from outer space. When I beat the crap out of them, I acquired this battleship"

"..."

"It's not a robot, but battleships go hand in hand with robots, right? And space too"

I don't intend to let her examine this thing in detail right now. She's still under something like protective supervision. But maybe it could serve as inspiration... hm?

"What's wrong, Kawasaki? Don't you like it?"

"~~~!!"

She suddenly looked up,

"Waaah..."

Kawasaki began crying like a child. Even I was taken aback by this...

"Sa... Satou-san... you're too kind... why are you so... waaaaaah"

She seemed overwhelmed with emotion.

"Okay, okay. I get it, so"

I rubbed her back while comforting Kawasaki. In the end, it took over an hour for her to stop crying... I should have called Takahashi.

"How embarrassing"

"No, no, I'm glad you're happy"

"Really... such a truly wonderful thing... ah, my brain cells are being activated like never before..."

Is that so, is that so... I think I understand a little how the grandparents felt watching over me with kind eyes when I was a mischievous kid.

"You really are the most wonderful gentleman. I wouldn't mind becoming Satou-san's bride!"

"Ha ha ha"

Let's end this topic for now.
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			"Phew... what a nice bath..."

With such a huge mansion, naturally the bath is huge too.

"This is the first time I've ever been in such a spacious cypress wood bath at someone's private home."

This was after I took her to the space battleship. After Kawasaki stopped crying, she kept pestering me with all sorts of requests like wanting to tour the inside of the ship and see it actually navigating. She's a proper adult in her mid-twenties, but there's something childish that shows through, so I couldn't be too firm with her and ended up granting her wishes. Before I knew it, quite a bit of time had passed. It's troublesome how you lose track of time in space. Anyway, when evening came and we got hungry, we returned to the mansion, where they recommended I take a bath before dinner, which brings us to now.

"I got to see all sorts of interesting things too."

I really was glad I came to visit the Kawasaki house. Just as I was thinking that,

"I'm so happy to hear you say that!"

Kawasaki appeared. I think my shock was justified. At a stretch, if she were wearing a swimsuit, I could understand. But this woman, while she is covering her body with a bath towel, is basically naked. Doesn't she have any sense of shame?

"Y-you... you..."

"? Is something wrong?"

"Wrong or not, do you normally get in the bath with a man?"

"Oh come on, Satou-san, you don't think I'm stupid, do you?"

You are stupid.

"I'm not the kind of woman who would bathe with a strange gentleman!"

Well, I'm not exactly a stranger, but still...

"After all, Satou-san and I are tight! Tight!"

Just like King Enma, isn't this "tight" designation coming way too fast?

"If I trust someone enough that I'd consider marrying them, then there's absolutely no problem."

After rinsing off her body with water, Kawasaki casually entered the bathtub. And despite there being plenty of space, she sat right next to me. She even took off her bath towel... and damn, this woman has a good figure. Not the voluptuous erotic type. She has well-balanced beauty, the kind that makes you admire her more than feel aroused.

"Ahh... such a nice bath..."

She's completely relaxed... well, it is her house, so that's natural. There are various things that don't sit right with me, but... whatever.

"However, invaders from space, is it?"

"What? Are you bitter about being left out?"

"I can't say I don't have such feelings, but... even if I went, I wouldn't even be able to adapt to space."

"? Someone of your skill level as a practitioner should have mastered adaptation techniques, right?"

This time I was the one taking her along, so I cast the adaptation technique myself, but someone at Kawasaki's level of ability should be able to handle it easily.

"Hmm? Wait, could it be that Satou-san hasn't noticed?"

"?"

"There shouldn't be any restrictions on your thinking... ah, you simply weren't interested, that's what this is."

"What do you mean?"

"It's true that I have mastered environmental adaptation techniques. I could perform at the same level in the deep sea as on land."

"Then..."

"But they're completely useless in space."

What does that mean?

"Satou-san. While there are differences in ability, the upper echelons of supernatural world inhabitants can cause phenomena that far surpass surface world science."

"Yeah."

"Despite that, why do you think no one has ever tried to use that power for space development?"

That's... now that you mention it, it is strange. Simply because they had no interest in something like space? Well, there probably were some people like that. But was everyone like that? There should have been at least one person who turned their attention to space. Especially gods. It wouldn't be strange for one to think about creating life and gaining worship in a new frontier. There are other points that don't make sense too. The politicians saw me able to operate in space without problems. The Prime Minister or someone should have quietly approached me with such a request. Whether I'd actually do it is beside the point, since asking costs nothing. But there was never any such talk.

"You mentioned restrictions on thinking? So there's someone preventing the use of supernatural power for space development?"

"Rather than a specific individual, it's more like species instinct and... the planet's will, I suppose?"

"Huh?"

"Gods, humans, demons, all are life born and nurtured on Earth."

Therefore, Kawasaki says, the source of the supernatural power wielded by these lives also lies on Earth.

"To use an easy analogy, think of electrical outlets. The standards differ by country, right? Japanese electrical appliances won't work if you take them abroad without adapters. It's the same thing. The supernatural power we use only works within Earth's specifications. The invisible laws laid down by the planet Earth. Power can only exist under those laws."

So that's what species instinct means. It would be meaningless. It would only waste lives pointlessly. Because they unconsciously understand this, the option is excluded from the beginning.

"Satou-san is like a bug in existence itself, so you're an exception."

Don't call me a bug.

"Then what about the planet's will?"

"Even gods can't handle space. Yet humanity carved a path to space without relying on supernatural power."

From the perspective of those food-crav... invaders' technology, it's probably child's play. However, even at that level, Earth's humanity has begun space exploration, albeit at a terribly slow pace.

"Supernatural power originates from individuals, but science, while requiring study, is a power that can be equally handled by all people."

At least the barrier is lower than supernatural power.

"Not as outstanding individuals, but as a species, prosperity is possible, the planet judged. That's why it shackled the superhuman and allowed ordinary people to dream of the sky, I speculate."

At the same time, Kawasaki says this planet also wishes for the life it created to leap into space.

"Is that, you know, like wanting them to leave the nest?"

Before the planet reaches the end of its lifespan, it wants its children to take flight. Since we call it Mother Earth, such a will would be...

"I don't think so."

"Eh... no?"

"At least I don't think it's such a beautiful motive."

"What's your basis for that?"

"Us humans."

Humans?

"Among all the various forms of life, why were humans alone able to start walking the path to space?"

"Why... why indeed?"

"Desire. Frankly, aren't we like highly intelligent locusts?"

"Locusts, you say..."

"We devour even our mother planet according to our desires, don't we? We're worse than locusts."

I can't deny that...

"Do you think the Earth that gave birth to such creatures has a good personality?"

"...I can't think so."

They say children resemble their parents.

"Let's think about this with that in mind. First, why did Earth design life that would harm itself? It's because it judged that such creatures could reach space. Then why did Earth desire expansion into space? Children resemble their parents. Considering those words, you can roughly guess. Expansion of dominion. Probably, if life forms created by one planet dominate other planets, it's considered an expansion of Earth's dominion."

This is probably a law of the universe rather than just Earth, Kawasaki laughs. It seems like a far-fetched idea, but she probably has other materials that led her to this judgment. She's probably omitting the explanation of those details because it would take too long. It's unkind in terms of making me understand, but she seems to think I'll pick up on that... I did earn quite a bit more favorability than expected.

"The discussion got quite off track, but this is my speculation. Did it answer your questions?"

"...Yeah."

Why supernatural power barely works in space. I was satisfied with the answers to both my initial question and the new questions that arose during her explanation.

However, such things no longer mattered.

(This woman is way more dangerous than I thought...)

What she talked about is probably correct. My intuition, which naturally sharpened as I listened, tells me so. Among the gods, there are probably some who have noticed the mechanism. Like that one-eyed old man. However, among humans, how many could have realized this on their own...

"Kawasaki."

"? What is it?"

"You're... really smart."

I pat the head of Kawasaki sitting next to me. Man, I'm tired of everything now.

"Hehehe... you can praise me more if you want!"

While casually comforting Kawasaki who hugged me, I look up at the sky.

(But despite having such brains, what she does is being an annoyingly troublesome robot otaku.)

I really don't understand this anymore...
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			[……, ……]

"You've finished preparing the meal? Thank you very much."

When I came out of the bath, I bumped into a drum can-like robot in the hallway. I think this was the same one that served me tea this morning.

(……I wonder how it makes tea and cooks meals)

The robot's appearance was the epitome of classic design. With its drum can body, lightbulb-like eyes, magic hand-like arms, it gave off a strong Showa-era mechanical vibe. It was probably designed that way intentionally, but I couldn't figure out how it performed such delicate tasks. When Kawasaki gently patted its head, the robot blinked its eyes two or three times and walked away.

(S-so cute……)

My heart skipped a beat. Even though Kawasaki had been all over me today, this robot made my heart flutter the most. Charming and capable of housework, that little one is invincible. I might actually get a little jealous of Kawasaki……

"Shall we go then?"

"Yeah."

When we headed to the Japanese-style room, lavish dishes were laid out on the table. The main course was tempura. There were thick shrimp tempura, plump octopus tempura, and smelt looked good too, but……

(Personally, I prefer vegetable tempura made with seasonal ingredients. Especially that one, shishito peppers!)

Was that a kakiage fritter with shishito peppers and corn? Just looking at it, I could already imagine the taste. It's definitely delicious, absolutely delicious.

(The white rice is steaming hot too……hm? That small bowl is……)

Grated yam……so they want me to make it into a rice bowl. With mentaiko and green onions and other condiments, please. Nice, very nice. Since the main dish is fried food, the soup is a refreshing cold soup for balance. The pickles look delicious too……damn, I wasn't even that hungry, but suddenly my appetite is……

"Come, let's eat."

"Right."

We sat down and put our hands together to say thanks for the meal. First, I reached for the kakiage fritter that had caught my attention since I saw it.

"……So good!!"

It was a hit, apparently. A bitter taste followed by a sharp spiciness hit me. But the sweetness of the corn mixed in made it milder, dealing a devastating blow to me. What a great combination. I can feel it, your teamwork……heh, magnificent work indeed.

"Hehe, I'm glad to hear that."

"Man, that robot is amazing. Having that kid make meals like this every day……you lucky bastard."

"Ah, you mean Robo-Tai. Even if you call me lucky, I'm the one who built that kid."

"Well, that's true, but……"

"And I'm also the one who taught it housework."

"……Taught it?"

"Yes. Simply inputting the knowledge needed for cooking would allow it to make normally delicious food, but……"

Robo-Tai was strictly a robot for taking care of her own needs, not something to sell to others. So to make everything exactly to her liking, Kawasaki herself had to directly teach it housework.

"In the end, only you can completely satisfy your own palate."

……This guy can do housework too? Well, if she's skilled enough to build robots, cooking would probably be simple. But I can't picture her standing in the kitchen at all.

"That's surprising. I thought you weren't interested in food and stuff."

What can I say? She seems like the type who'd just take pills and jelly for sustenance and call it complete.

"When I'm busy, I sometimes make do with such things, but normally I eat properly. To do anything, your mind and body must be satisfied first. Though sometimes it's necessary to deliberately go hungry."

She thinks about various things too……

"I see. But satisfying your mind and body requires money, right? How do you make a living?"

Money isn't everything, but there are many things that money can satisfy. Food is especially like that. Everything on the table right now looks expensive too. With her level of skill, she could easily become a billionaire through underworld work, but……that was the first time I learned of Kawasaki's existence. With her beautiful appearance and power, it wouldn't be strange if she was well-known.

"Both surface and underworld work is mainly construction-related."

"Huh? But I've never heard the name Kawasaki in that field……ah, on the underworld side?"

Construction work, while I can't say much about the surface side, the underworld side makes sense. Looking at this mansion, you can tell. Its completion as a base is exceptionally high. Even if ordinary people gathered in the thousands, they probably couldn't break through the spiritual defenses here.

"Ah, that would be natural. Satou-san is from the east, after all."

"……So you're originally from the west, Kyoto?"

"Yes. I was born and raised in Kyoto."

That makes sense. There are several organizations in the underworld. In terms of scale, the Mutual Aid Society is quite large, but there are other organizations worthy of being called major powers. Among them, Kyoto holds a unique position. Kyoto was the center of politics and culture in Japan, both in the surface and underworld. Combined with its spiritual location, it still holds strong influence, but……how should I put it, that place is closed off. The ones currently controlling Kyoto are descendants of exorcist organizations that didn't go east during the capital relocation. While they're not completely cut off, their connections with other places are kept to the bare minimum, and hardly any information flows out.

"You know what? That place seems to be closing itself off more and more each year."

"Yes. They're thoroughly concealing both their strengths and weaknesses for the sake of eventual restoration."

"……Restoration?"

"While the surface world is one thing, they seem to want to return the center of Japan's underworld back to Kyoto."

……This is news to me.

"They seem quite displeased that the Mutual Aid Society is dominating the underworld."

"Eh……?"

"They apparently want to do something about Satou-san, who they see as the root cause."

"I already had plenty of enemies, but……now the Kyoto bunch is targeting me too……"

"There are voices calling for your elimination, but that's not realistic. The louder voices want to somehow bring you in."

"Alright, let's stop this topic. It's ruining my precious day off. Food, food, let's enjoy our meal."

I forgot about inconvenient things and focused on eating. After finishing our meal in about an hour and brushing our teeth, it was time for the evening viewing session. Kawasaki naturally owned all the anime and manga from original works I didn't know. Since Kawasaki was articulate, watching while listening to her explanations was enjoyable, and before I knew it, I was completely absorbed.

"Hey Kawasaki, this is……she's asleep."

We had finished watching the TV broadcast version and were viewing the theatrical version, but Kawasaki had fallen asleep. Leaning her body against my shoulder, her sleeping face looked as innocent as a child's. I deployed a sound-blocking technique so the TV audio wouldn't reach Kawasaki. ……I couldn't bear to wake someone sleeping with such a peaceful expression.

"The commentary can wait until she wakes up."

Just as I was about to resume watching, I noticed something.

"……"

In the morning, visiting my home with a gift in hand. After that, going on a drive (in a spaceship). At night, after returning home, taking a bath together and eating together. Then having a private movie (and more) viewing session with just the two of us in her room.

"……This is completely like a day off with a girlfriend."

I had never done this kind of normal boyfriend-girlfriend stuff before. This was my first, my very first experience……

"My first time being with……Kawasaki……!!"

I cried.
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			Acting Like a Master

			"...Yo, did I keep you waiting?"

Fourth day of Obon break. I didn't have any particular plans today either, but Takahashi and Suzuki called me out, so I headed to the family restaurant they specified.

"No. But Satou-kun..."

"Something wrong?"

The two of them looked at me with concern. I see. I thought I didn't care about it anymore, but apparently I do.

"...Well, I went to Kawasaki's place yesterday."

"Ugh."

"Hey wait. Don't make such obviously disgusted faces. You guys are the ones who brought it up."

"But still... talking about that crazy woman... right?"

"Yeah. It's definitely nothing good. Sorry Satou, cancel that."

"There's no cooling-off period in my dictionary. Worry about me to the end! Pamper me!!"

I ordered one each of the classic parfaits, chocolate, strawberry, and banana, and gulped down some ice water. I ordered three, but it's not like they're for these guys. I'm eating them all myself.

"The whole thing started the day before yesterday. I was cleaning graves when Enma showed up."

"Wait. Enma? That's not some kind of metaphor..."

"Yeah, the actual King Enma. Well, Enma's not important so skip that, can't you read the mood?"

"Is that the attitude of someone asking people to listen to their story?"

"I was showing Enma around as a tourist when I bumped into Kawasaki, and she managed to get me to promise to hang out."

"So that's how you ended up going to Kawasaki's house."

When I laid out yesterday's events in order:

"...That's a girlfriend."

"...What? Are you two dating?"

They suddenly went cold. Well, I get it. Being made to listen to a story like this... These guys have zero romantic experience just like me.

"That's right, that's it."

"What's 'it'?"

"I've never even had a normal girlfriend, right? But I went and did typical boyfriend-girlfriend weekend stuff with Kawasaki."

I threw it away. My emotional virginity.

"I've been playing around with this stance of 'I'm not interested in that kind of thing,' but..."

Deep down, I'd been faintly yearning for it. To have Kawasaki... to consume that with Kawasaki... if I'd had some experience before, it would be fine.

"But your first time is special, right?"

"...You're such a pain in the ass, like some girl."

"That's rude to girls."

Wow, harsh.

"I don't hate Kawasaki or anything. It's just that the dream my pure side had been holding onto had scattered before I knew it..."

"Suzuki, isn't the air conditioning a bit too strong in this place?"

"That's because you're showing so much skin."

"Listen to me."

That aside, I think Takahashi's outfit is good. Short pants that emphasize Takahashi's weapon, those thick thighs. A camisole with her back wide open. Nice, it's good for the eyes. Age-wise, it makes me think a little, but she looks young so there's no problem.

"...Don't look at me with weird eyes."

"Ho ho ho, as someone who once taught you, I'm proud."

"Suddenly acting like a master... what about me?"

"Good."

Suzuki's outfit is the complete opposite of Takahashi's, pure and elegant. It's summer so she's lightly dressed, but there's no unnecessary exposure. On the bottom, a calm black flare skirt that goes down to her ankles. On top, a refreshing light blue shirt with a cardigan over it. This cardigan gets high points from me personally. It's thin so it's slightly see-through, giving a nice glimpse of skin. Because there's so little exposure... it makes your heart skip a beat.

"I-I see... that's good to hear."

"However, don't let it go to your head! There's no end to that path!!"

"Why are you suddenly acting like a master..."

Oh, the parfaits arrived.

"I got off track, but today I'm feeling a bit sentimental."

"Would a sentimental guy order parfaits?"

"Three of them too... Oh, but watching made me want some too. Excuse me! One deluxe parfait please!!"

"So, you know? I think you could do something for me in this state. We're friends, right?"

"Guys who start saying 'we're friends, right?' are never any good... Oh wait, you were already no good."

Y-You bastard...!

"Suzuki! You're different, right? You'll be nice to me, right?"

"Well... I'll at least listen. What do you want me to do?"

"Overwrite my memories."

"Overwrite your memories?"

"Yeah. I have this list of things I secretly wanted to do with a girlfriend way back when. Will you do them with me?"

"Wha-"

Suzuki's face turned bright red... ah, no, it's not like that.

"Don't worry, they're wholesome. Not even kissing. Even I'm not stupid enough to ask for that much from a friend."

Besides, that kind of stuff isn't even on the list. Really, it's just like casual pages from everyday life, that sort of thing.

"W-well? If it's just that much..."

"...You're talking nonsense. Hey Satou, aren't you forgetting something?"

"Why are you suddenly in a bad mood? What is it?"

"We called you out because we had business with you."

...Come to think of it, that's right.

"You seriously forgot..."

"Sorry, sorry. I got carried away while talking... so, what did you need from me?"

"Actually, we've been getting offers to return to the Mutual Aid Society for a while now."

"Specifically, since we went to observe Satou-kun's suspicious classes."

Don't call them suspicious classes.

"Wait, you still haven't returned yet..."

"It's not something you can do that easily."

"...That's right. We did act disloyally once."

Disloyally, huh. Honestly, do we need to feel any loyalty toward the Mutual Aid Society from when we were all members?

"It may be normalized now, but back then it was shit."

They tried to eliminate us under the guise of training. Well, when that kind of thing happens, it actually fires me up. My rebellious heart gets ignited and retaliating against harassment becomes fun. Gradually building up stress in those guys while reading the line is irresistible. But anyway.

"You can't blame us for being disloyal."

If you ask whether we had motives to betray them, we absolutely did.

"In that sense, even the current chairman could be called one of the sources of corruption."

The chairman was already in the upper ranks of the Mutual Aid Society back then. Despite that, he couldn't correct the corruption, so he has no right to act high and mighty.

"That's, well, true but..."

"...You're pretty cold about stuff like that."

"From our perspective back then, they were adults with overwhelmingly superior violence and power. Of course our assessment would be harsh."

And furthermore, all of the current upper management of the Mutual Aid Society is like that.

"In the first place, it wasn't them who created the flow of normalization... the coup. It was me."

"...Come to think of it, why did you do that?"

"I was curious about that too. You're a guy who has nothing to do with correcting corruption."

"Well, that's true. And to be precise, rather than a coup, I was planning to completely destroy the Mutual Aid Society itself."

"Huh?!"

One of the major executives who was favored by the chairman at the time. Killing him was the beginning. Why did I kill him? Because he was secretly communicating with enemy organizations, True World and the Chaos Army, leaking information. He would subtly investigate guys who seemed likely to respond to their ideology and pass information to them, and in exchange receive money and guarantees of position in case things went bad... In other words, Takahashi and Suzuki being targeted was also that guy's fault.

"...Though you two made the final decision."

It was unreasonable to expect the kid I was to accept that. So I killed that guy, and from the flow that started there, I planned to destroy the Mutual Aid Society itself. The current chairman and others, sensing this, hurriedly contacted me. As a result of persuasion, I modified my plan and switched to a coup. In other words, the current chairman and others just jumped on later. Well, the coup becoming solid was partly due to the chairman's connections, but that wasn't the original plan.

"...You like us way too much."

"Of course I love you, idiot."

"Wha?!"

A decisive break. An eternal farewell. Maybe it's because the path crossed again with friends I thought I'd never see again. Even I'm surprised how honestly the words came out.

(Their faces are bright red... I can't really talk though... I'm probably the same.)

I'm so shaken right now that I can't even taste the parfait.

"Usually you're so carefree."

"That's just like you, Satou-kun."

"...Shut up. What about you guys... how do you feel?"

I can't look them in the eyes. If there was a function to die from embarrassment, I'd have croaked thirty times by now.

"I like you. Ah, being with you is the most fun."

"I love you too. I never want to be separated again."

"...I-I see."

"...Don't get embarrassed. It makes the atmosphere weird."

"R-right... hey, come on! Say something!!"

Ah, damn! What are adults our age doing?! ...It doesn't feel bad though.
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			"So you see, parfaits absolutely need cornflakes. You get it?"

"They're fine with or without them. I think your whole 'it has to be this way!' attitude is questionable, Takahashi."

Suzuki argues back that parfaits should be free. While thinking this debate is only going to heat up more, I say:

"...Hey, you guys."

"What?"

"What do you think, Satou?"

"Are you forgetting something? The reason you called me out here."

"Oh."

It was about rejoining the Mutual Aid Society, wasn't it? Don't tell me you got embarrassed, changed the subject, and ended up just chatting normally without realizing it. Well, I was the one who derailed the conversation first, but still.

"...Right, that's what it was."

"...I completely forgot."

My parfait had reached its fifth serving. At this point, I'm starting to think I might as well try every variety they have.

"Personally, if it's going to be awkward, I don't think you need to force yourself to go back."

"No... I mean, I'm hanging out with you again now."

"Yeah. Then it'd be better if we're together, right?"

"I see. So what do we do? I mean, what should I do?"

It's not like I'm going to put in a word with the president. The president was the one who brought up rejoining the Mutual Aid Society in the first place.

"You know how there was that group registration system we never used?"

"Ah... yeah, there was something like that."

That party registration thing, right? It's been quite a while since I read the regulations, so my memory's fuzzy, but I recall that party registration gave you access to support services you couldn't get solo. I think all the dealings with the Mutual Aid Society went through the party representative... ah, so that's the idea. Officially you'd be part of the Mutual Aid Society, but as a member of a party I lead, so it might reduce the awkwardness a bit?

"Basically, you want me to act as a buffer."

"Yeah... sorry for the trouble..."

"Nah, it's fine. Something like that's no trouble at all."

Honestly, negotiations with the Mutual Aid Society are practically nonexistent anyway. I do owe them for things like Rika's situation, but they owe me more. Plus, the debt I created could have been handled without the Mutual Aid Society anyway, like when I licked that American's shoes before. Even though I'm just a regular member, my position is higher than theirs, so they'll probably be considerate without me having to do anything.

"Well then, shall we go right away?"

"Sure."

That settled it. We went to headquarters so the paperwork could be processed quickly. When we brought up group registration at the reception desk, they immediately prepared the documents for us. Name, address, phone number, and stamp your seal and you're done, but... here a huge problem emerged.

"..."

The party name.

"I should get to decide, right?"

"I should get to decide, right?"

"I should get to decide, right?"

It was perfectly simultaneous. The atmosphere grew tense... but we maintained a superficially calm exchange of words.

"Hey now, I'm the leader here, you know?"

"That's a separate matter."

"Exactly. This kind of thing should be decided by someone with good taste."

"That's me."

"That's me."

"That's me."

Oh my, the receptionist girl looks frightened. Can't you three tone down that bloodlust a little?

"You too."

"...OK. This isn't getting us anywhere. If we all have candidates, why don't we put them forward?"

"Then we'll decide which one's best. I already have one in mind."

"Me too."

"What a coincidence. So do I."

"Then let's say them at the same time."

The other two nodded. We coordinated our breathing and opened our mouths simultaneously.

"Satou Fisheries"

"Takahashi Transport"

"Suzuki Trading"

...These guys... seriously... Ugh, my head hurts. But I have to say it... good grief.

"Hey! If you're going to use names, it should be the leader's! Why are you subordinates pushing your own names?!"

"Sure, you're the leader on paper, but when it comes to who's the voice of reason and the stopper in this trio, isn't it me?"

So Suzuki makes the insane claim that she's effectively the leader.

"Hey Suzuki! You're mistaken! Obviously I'm the most reasonable one! I'm the conscience of this trio and the leader!"

"Obviously it has to be Satou here! Do you guys know? Satou is the most common surname in Japan, you know?"

"So what?!"

"It's the will of the people!"

I'm not sure that's really the will of the people, but... in situations like this, whoever pushes through wins. I won't lose to second and third place Suzuki and Takahashi. I'm here carrying the hopes of all the Satous.

"We're not getting anywhere like this! Hey, miss! You were listening to our conversation, right?!"

"Huh?!"

"Could you tell us which team name you think is best out of the ones we mentioned?"

"Um, well..."

"You guys are bothering this young lady! If you pressure her like that, she won't be able to honestly say Satou Fisheries is the best!"

"Huh?!"

That said, having a third party make the judgment isn't a bad idea. Let's exclude the receptionist though. She's trembling and it's pitiful.

"Let's ask Chika-san for her opinion."

"Don't pick someone who's obviously on your side!"

"...But Saionji-san is pretty fair and tough."

I switch my phone to speaker mode and call Chika-san. After a few rings, she picks up. I can hear Rika's voice in the background, so it seems like the mother and daughter were doing something together.

"What's wrong, Hiro?"

"Well, these idiots Takahashi and Suzuki started saying crazy things..."

I briefly explain what happened and ask her to judge.

"..."

"Saionji, you're a capable woman. You understand, right?"

"Saionji-san. I trust you'll reach a wise conclusion."

"You guys... that's exactly what's wrong with you."

Don't put obvious pressure on her. You're making Chika-san uncomfortable. Jeez, these guys are really hopeless. This is exactly why I'm needed!

"Hiro."

"Yeah."

"Takahashi."

"Yeah."

"Suzuki."

"Yes."

Is it just me? Chika-san's voice sounds very cold. Just my imagination... oh wait, she's probably exasperated with these guys. I get it, I get it.

"Do you three know the expression 'tweedledum and tweedledee'?"

"Huh?"

"That's exactly what this is. Rika and I are busy making sweets, so I'm hanging up. Bye."

Only the lonely beeping of the dial tone echoes. We were silent. We looked at each other in silence, and then:

"Huh?"

Wh-what does that mean...?
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			In the end, we decided on STS as our team name. Just to be clear, it's not because Satou (S) gender-swapped (TS) the other two. We simply took one letter from each of our initials. We used surnames instead of first names because, well, if we used first names it would be HAM from Hideo, Alice, and Mio. Between STS and HAM, the former is obviously better. Since just arranging the alphabet seemed lonely, we made the official name StrikerS, building off the STS acronym.

"Well, now that registration's done, what should we do? The sun's still high, but want to go drinking?"

"Wait, wait. I have one more favor to ask."

"Let's take care of that before we go have fun."

"Hmm? So what do I need to do?"

After a brief silence, the two spoke up.

"We want to meet with Yanagi and Onisaki."

"We're thinking of settling things properly."

"When I say settling things, I don't mean killing them or anything like that."

"We don't have that right either."

Well, that's true enough. Those guys were definitely in the wrong, but it was these two who chose that path.

"I believe those two have already returned to the public stage, right?"

"Yeah. They're steadily building their social status in the surface world while handling jobs in the supernatural world."

They haven't been back for very long, but their initial sprint was incredible. There are business owners in this world who have good instincts but can't capitalize on them effectively. That's the type of company Yanagi targeted. He earned some seed money through supernatural work and bought up multiple companies with potential that weren't doing well currently. After the acquisitions, he wielded his business acumen and began mining the gold veins that the previous owners couldn't tap into.

"He keeps giving me dutiful reports, but seriously, it's incredible."

My instincts as a salesman are telling me this. The smell of money is thick in the air! That's what they're saying. He obviously can't turn a profit in such a short period, but just the business plans he's described are impressive enough. They might seem dreamy or show some naive optimism, but I know he has the ability to make them reality. Also, regarding the plans, he probably just didn't bother with flowery language because he knows me. If he were securing financing from a bank, he'd surely polish them into a presentation-worthy format. He's sharp and articulate. Banks, sensitive to the smell of money, would gladly lend to him.

"That bastard was incredibly competent after all."

"If he could regain his motivation and return to the public stage, it's only natural."

Takahashi encountered Yanagi as an ally, Suzuki as an enemy, so they're nodding in agreement that such talent is to be expected. But aren't you forgetting something?

"It's not just Yanagi alone."

"Ah."

Yanagi is working with Onisaki, who has insane luck on his side. Even though he was running an okama bar, he's not particularly outstanding as a business owner. When he was running True World, he just delegated everything to capable subordinates. But he has luck.

"Yanagi presents multiple profitable plans and has Onisaki choose based on intuition. You understand, right?"

"What a ridiculous combination..."

"Exactly. In a card game, that synergy would be so broken it'd be immediately banned."

Just being a plan proposed by Yanagi gives it a certain chance of success. Add Onisaki's luck to that and results would exceed even Yanagi's expectations. I don't think every single one would be a huge hit, but even moderate successes would generate profit, so there's no way to lose. It's either major victory or victory. That's the only outcome. This isn't even cheating, it's beyond that level.

"The wealth rankings ten years from now are going to be terrifying."

"Plus, making money isn't even Yanagi's main goal, right?"

"Right. It's just a means for homeless people to reintegrate into society."

And that's already in motion too. He first focused on the homeless people from the riverbank area that had become his home ground in recent years and the surrounding areas. Those with existing skills were immediately hired. Those without were sorted into job training to acquire appropriate abilities.

"Seeing through people's talents and placing them appropriately is child's play for him."

Some of them probably became hermits because they got sick of the world. But this is Yanagi we're talking about. He persuaded them all to love the world again and got every single one back into society. Given how unified Chaos Army was, if you're working under him, you probably won't get sick of the world again.

"Once the money flow gets bigger, he plans to establish support organizations and expand even further."

"I have nothing to say..."

"On top of that, he's still doing solid work in the supernatural world, and apparently he and Onisaki have already absorbed quite a number of remnants through their joint efforts."

"It's so dangerous it's almost funny."

"Yeah. If I wasn't here to crush everything with force, he'd definitely have been eliminated."

He's too dangerous in both the supernatural and surface worlds...

"Let me contact them real quick, so wait a moment."

When I sent a message, I got an immediate reply. They seem busy but will make time along with Onisaki, asking us to come to a specified location in five minutes. By the way, Onisaki's current position is as Yanagi's private secretary. Exactly five minutes later, I teleported with Takahashi and Suzuki. In the reception room at our destination, the two were already waiting and greeted us with neutral attitudes.

"It's been a while... but what happened?"

"It's your fault. You heard about it from Satou Hideo, but actually seeing it in person, the shock is something else, right?"

Yanagi apparently stopped thinking for about ten minutes too.

"But these kids have had their very gender changed. I still have more of my original form since I'm 'equipped,' don't I?"

That's not the issue here.

"Damn it, I feel like my momentum's been killed... Yanagi."

"What is it?"

"I don't hold a grudge against you. Not against myself for chasing dreams either."

"I see. I feel the same way."

"But I'm also glad I lost. I'll never betray Satou again."

If we ever become enemies again, she'll kill even former comrades without mercy. Yanagi smiled happily at Takahashi's declaration.

"Ah, when that time comes, please be the one to finish me off."

Because we were former comrades, perhaps.

"Suzuki-chan feels the same way, I wonder?"

"Y-yes... chan... chan... Takahashi-kun's version sounds naturally good somehow, so why is it just me..."

Give up, Suzuki. This is reality.

"Mm! Thank you, Onisaki. I'm grateful to you. Even though I've awakened from that dream now."

That time was never a lie. That too was one truth of who I am as a person. Onisaki also smiled happily at Suzuki's gratitude. Since the goal was to free former comrades trapped by old dreams, of course he'd be happy.

"If I ever seem like I'm about to stray from the path again."

"Ah, for old times' sake. I'll be the one to kill you."

"Thank you. Please take care of it when that time comes."

Watching the scene before me, I thought:

*It's over now, truly over.*

The curtain had truly fallen on that battle in every sense of the word.
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			"Speaking of which, what's happening with the Okutama Island project?"

Suzuki brought this up just as we were parting ways with Yanagi and Onisaki, wondering what to do next. Now that he mentioned it, I realized I hadn't said anything since having those two write down their requests before the Obon holiday.

"Haven't checked, but it's probably going smoothly."

Right after swapping the newly created Okutama with the original, I had contractors go in. It started on the night of the 11th, and now it's the 15th, right? Over there, more than a year should have passed already. It's probably about time for completion.

"Then let's go take a look. We're gonna be using it too."

"Right. I want to make sure it's built according to our requests."

"Sure? Then let's go."

I took the two of them and teleported to Okutama Island. The construction of my secret base was taking place on a cleared section of the fake Okutama town.

"Whoa!"

The structure was already completely finished. It looked like an unremarkable mansion you might see anywhere if you lived long enough, but the exterior didn't matter much anyway. I hadn't given any specifications for the appearance. The important thing was what's inside.

"Ah, thank you for your hard work, Satou-san!"

"Eek!?"

A worker inside cheerfully called out to me. But his eyes were terrifying. They were gleaming intensely. So much so that Takahashi and Suzuki couldn't help but cry out.

"H-hey Satou... even if you said anything goes, forcing people to work like this is..."

"Ahahaha! Please don't worry about it! If anything, I'm grateful to Satou-san!"

Takahashi and Suzuki were hugging each other in fear.

"Unlimited budget, materials delivered immediately upon request, freedom to do whatever I want with non-specified areas! And on top of that, high compensation... hehehehe! Man, this is irresistible!"

Just then, laughter rose from inside the house like a chorus. Pure horror. Even though it was still daylight, this had the complete atmosphere of a horror movie.

"Oh, by the way, the work is almost finished. You could move in today if you wanted."

"I see. We came at just the right time."

"Yes. Could you check the magical formulas before we finish the interior? I think we've managed to create something beyond our usual skill level thanks to your buffs, Satou-san..."

I had asked people from the supernatural world to do this. Naturally, spiritual mechanisms existed as well. From my light search, everything seemed to be installed as requested, and the quality appeared problem-free.

"OK. Looks good. Can you show us inside?"

"With pleasure!"

"...Why is Satou acting so normal?"

"...His head really is screwed up."

Shut up. The two were grumbling, but as they toured the inside, they probably stopped caring about the completely wired workers. Seeing their requests reflected, they started squealing with delight.

"Perfect! My ideal kitchen is right here! All the appliances I requested are properly installed too!"

"Is that so? I'm looking forward to some delicious food."

"Of course! I'll put my heart into cooking for you!"

...That made my heart skip a little. Oblivious to my inner thoughts, Suzuki started spinning around in place. She must have been incredibly happy. Takahashi had probably gone to see her room too. Despite its considerable size, I could hear joyful exclamations of "Woohoo!" coming from there.

"How about I cook something right away to celebrate the completion?!"

"Now, now, don't be so hasty."

There was something I needed to do first. I started by stamping the documents to confirm receipt and contract completion. The buffs wouldn't be released unless I did that. Of course, fatigue wouldn't suddenly rush over them all at once. That would be too much. Still, with the buffs released, they seemed to lose their edge, and the horror atmosphere dissipated.

"Good work. I'll throw in a little extra."

"Thank you!"

I had only asked the Mutual Aid Society to arrange things, the money came from my own wallet. Even the initial amount was substantial, but since they did good work, I had to show some generosity. Building trust this way leads to good business relationships.

"Well, call me again if you need anything."

"Absolutely!"

I teleported the contractors away.

"Now then... Takahashi, Suzuki, since I went along with your business, you'll listen to my request too, right?"

"That's fine, but... what is it?"

"Independent research."

"Independent research?"

"I do various things every year under the name of adult independent research. This year's theme is creating new finishing moves."

"Ugh... I already have a bad feeling about this..."

But you'll go along with it, right? That's why I love you two. Taking them outside, I rewrote space and wove together an endless wasteland.

"...Sigh. So Satou-kun? What's this new finishing move?"

"I call it the All Satou Resolution."

"That doesn't tell us anything. There's nothing to imagine from those words."

Good grief... what hopeless people. Shrugging my shoulders, I explained it to them, and their faces grew even more sour.

"...You're insane."

"...Everything about this is crazy."

"Now get ready! Let's start with a light topic!"

I accessed the collective unconscious and called out to all Satoues.

"What do you think about beautiful women who are indifferent to their own appearance!?"

Instantly, power bundled from human will erupted from my body. As expected, I got no understanding from the male faction, while the female votes were numerous. But even among the female votes, not all female Satoues showed agreement. From the perspective of all Satoues, the approval gained this time was probably quite low... but it was still considerable output.

"Takahashi, Suzuki, can you feel it? The power coming through my body."

"Ignoring the context, you look like a protagonist."

"More importantly, what kind of topic was that..."

"That's exactly what you two are."

These guys are quite beautiful. But they don't act conceited about it... actually, it's questionable whether they're even aware of it.

"What...!?"

They blushed slightly and leaned back. Ah, the output increased further... the unconscious minds of the Satoues watching them through me seemed annoyed.

"I won't add any strange modifications. I'm firing this straight. Are you ready!?"

"We're not ready, but... it can't be helped! Takahashi-kun!"

"Yeah! Bring it on, Satou!"

Confirming that both had raised their output at once, I unleashed the power of will. A gray destructive beam, as if showing the human heart, traveled straight and struck them both directly. The world was painted over with light. When the light and dust cleared, Takahashi and Suzuki were... standing, though battered. For these two to defend with full power and still end up like this... what tremendous firepower. If I could get the approval of all Satoues, just how powerful would it be...?

(Setting that aside, what a wonderful sight)

Their clothes were torn in just the right way... hehe!

"...Takahashi-kun, I'm frustrated."

"...Yeah, me too. Taking this much damage from such a stupid technique."

"Even with the gap in our training... let's retrain ourselves."

"Right, like before, no, let's become much stronger than before."

What beautiful friendship... hey!

"Wait, wait! Don't heal yourselves!"

"Huh!? We're continuing, aren't we!? We'll die if we don't heal!"

"No! I just want to try something!"

I called out to all Satoues again.

"Grateful healing donations for these two who showed us such a wonderful fanservice scene!"

This time the male votes gathered, and both their damage was instantly fully recovered.

"How's that? It's not just for killing. It can also be used for healing..."

"Die!"



		
		
		
			Chapter 105: Predator
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 105

			Predator

			On August 16th, the fifth day of the Obon holiday, I was facing my ancestors, including my grandparents, in my family home's garden from early morning.

[Sorry to bother you so early in the morning]

"No, that's fine, but... you could take it easy on the last day at least."

[We're the type who like to relax at home on the final day of a long weekend]

The ancestors nodded in agreement. From my perspective as a living person, that made sense, but for the dead residing in paradise, every day was like a 365-day vacation.

[We're happy that you're reluctant to part with us grandmothers, but we can meet again next year... right?]

"I understand, I understand. I'll light the send-off fire for now."

Normally this would be done in the evening, but since they were already leaving, I needed to at least maintain the proper form. I quickly prepared the send-off fire and did a final check to see if there was anything left undone. After confirming that everyone nodded, I teleported to the gates of the afterworld.

[That was super quick]

[You're the world's fastest man]

[Thank you, Hero. We can go from here ourselves]

"Right, take care then."

I saw off my ancestors as they began walking toward the path to paradise, then returned to my family home. The time was just past 5 AM. I wanted to go back to sleep, but my schedule was already packed.

"You're here... come on in!"

When the intercom rang and I answered, Suzuki appeared on the veranda wearing comfortable training clothes.

"Good morning, Satou. Thanks for today."

"Yeah."

We were about to head out on a food hunt. Why? It was for a housewarming celebration. That topic came up yesterday, and we decided that if we were going to do it, we might as well go all out. So instead of buying ingredients normally, we'd get them with our own hands. And when people from the supernatural world use the word "hunt," naturally the prey isn't ordinary either.

"Satou, do you have the list?"

"Perfect. There are over a hundred. There might be some misses, but with this many, we should be able to get a decent number."

Monster cats, monster dogs, animals and plants that transform into aberrations over time or through exposure to miasma, there are many of them. And among those creatures, the ones that could originally be used as ingredients are generally delicious. Far more so than commercially available premium ingredients. That said, they don't suit ordinary people's palates. Even if they might taste good, they're toxic to normal human bodies. You could say they're superhuman-grade ingredients. Well, even among supernatural people, some can be dangerous depending on one's abilities, but we should be able to handle most of them.

"There are some from other countries mixed in, but... I'm here, so it shouldn't be a problem."

What we were targeting this time were "monster seafood." Suzuki had specified this. It was probably because he remembered what I'd said before: "I'd like to see you prepare a huge tiger pufferfish or something."

"Well, even if we're caught, it probably won't be a problem for you."

"Maybe. So, where do we attack first?"

The moment I handed him the list, Suzuki's eyes changed to those of a chef. No, that's not right. They were the eyes of a chef and glutton combined. His glittering appetite was making me hungry too.

"...Let's go with this one."

"Got it."

Strike while the iron is hot. I immediately teleported to a certain deep mountain in a certain prefecture. The moment we appeared in the mountains, a sensation like our skin being scorched welcomed us.

"...They're leaving something of this level alone?"

A massive alternate realm had formed spanning multiple mountains, including the one we were on. We hadn't stepped inside yet, but if ordinary people entered this mountain, they would be immediately absorbed. I judged this to be the highest danger class even among queen-level threats.

"Well, the only people who'd come to a place like this would be mountain climbers. If leaving it alone won't cause large-scale damage, they wouldn't want to waste valuable personnel on dangerous monsters. It's more cost-effective to put up 'No Entry' signs and call that a complete countermeasure."

That made sense. In terms of individual strength, it might be the highest class, but in terms of threat to humanity, it wasn't that significant. Well, thanks to that, we could enjoy a feast, so we should be grateful.

"Shall we go?"

"Yeah."

We entered the alternate realm together. Immediately, aberrations numbering like a night parade of a hundred demons swarmed us, but

"You're in the way."

Suzuki's repulsive force pierced their heads and chests, leaving them as corpses. If he released repulsive force carelessly, it would just blow things away, but when he focused his aim, it became a threatening penetrating force. The more he narrowed his target, the higher the output became, so when focused to the size of a pinhole, the penetrating power was seriously dangerous. I was riddled with holes during my final battle with Suzuki too.

"There are raccoons and wild boars mixed in, what should we do?"

"...I won't use them today, but secure them just in case."

"Roger."

I threw only the corpses of aberrations that looked edible into alternate space and moved forward. Various creatures attacked us again without learning their lesson, but they were all blocked by Suzuki's repulsive force barrier and sent flying. After walking for a while, we finally reached our destination.

"Here comes the main attraction."

A huge waterfall basin cracked open and "it" revealed itself.

[Heh heh heh, well well, what lively humans have appeared]

It was a giant eel that must have been several dozen meters long. At this point, it was less like an eel and more like a great serpent or dragon-like monster. The giant eel directed its sticky gaze at us, probably seeing us as delicious prey in its eyes. Just as we found aberrant animals delicious, aberrations also found powerful humans like us tasty. They had higher nutritional value and better taste than ordinary humans... While weak ones were one thing, strong ones actively tried to devour superhumans. This situation could be described as rare ingredient VS rare ingredient.

"Hey Suzuki, how many servings of kabayaki could you make from that?"

"...It could probably supply a restaurant for years."

"Hey, you're drooling."

"That's rich coming from you, Satou."

People from the supernatural world are basically big eaters. If you think about it, that's natural. We use energy that ordinary people don't use. And the stronger you are, the more you eat. To explain the structure of superhumans simply, imagine there's an invisible storage tank. And the stronger you are, the bigger that tank is. The more you eat, the more energy gets stored in that invisible tank, and you don't feel full until that tank is completely full. That's why we've learned techniques to block the path to that tank. Actually, people of moderate strength do this too. Strong people never feel satisfied no matter how long they eat, and moderate ones do it for financial reasons. But if you don't block the supply to the tank, you can eat endlessly... which means, well, basically...

"S-Suzuki... my stomach, the rumbling won't stop!"

"Ah! Ah! Me too! Kabayaki, shirayaki, hitsumabushi!"

"Th-there's also u-maki tamago, right?"

"There is! Tempura and fried food would be delicious too... sashimi would work too!"

"It's similar to fugu sashimi, right?"

"Yeah. I've only eaten it once, but that was good in its own way... heh heh."

"Heh heh, with a body this big... we could make all sorts of things."

"That's right."

We looked at each other and laughed.

"Heh, heh heh heh... uh heh heh heh heh heh..."

[Y-you bastards! You intend to eat me? This great me! What insolence!]

"Thank you for the meal!"

A few minutes later, the monster eel successfully changed careers to become an ingredient.
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			I Want to Become a Star That Illuminates Everyone

			"Satou-kun, shall we wrap things up soon?"

"Hm? Oh, you're right, it's getting pretty late."

I check my phone and see it's almost ten o'clock. We've been going around various places for nearly five hours. We've hunted quite a bit of good ingredients, so it should be fine to call it quits now. I nod at Suzuki's suggestion and teleport back to our secret base on Okutama Island. As soon as we return, Suzuki says he's going to take a bath and hurries off to the bathroom. Well, we did get pretty dirty. Just washing his hands probably wouldn't be enough to feel hygienically clean.

"I could really go for something to eat... no, I need to be patient. The more I hold back, the more delicious the meal will be when I finally get it."

I suppress my appetite and take a cider from the refrigerator. I'd really prefer a beer, but alcohol too... I still need to be patient.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

About thirty minutes later, Suzuki returns. ...Maybe it's because he just got out of the bath, but his sex appeal really stands out. He's wearing a plain shirt and shorts, a casual post-bath outfit. His slightly flushed skin is undeniably erotic. If you just focus on his appearance, he really does look like nothing more than an elegant, cute type.

"Well then, let's start by preparing the tiger pufferfish you were hoping for, Satou-kun."

He's probably planning to use his supernatural abilities full force in the cooking. An aura was seeping from Suzuki's body. I'm ready to help when necessary, but... tiger pufferfish, tiger pufferfish...

"...Lucifer."

"Let's cook it properly. That's the least we can do to show our respect."

This isn't the demon lord Lucifer who never fails to captivate the hearts of middle school boys. That guy's doing idol work now. The Lucifer I'm referring to here is the name that the mutated tiger pufferfish we hunted at our third location called itself. Do aberrations also get chuunibyou? Well... there was a reason why that guy named himself Lucifer.

"I was born and raised in this sea that you call the Seto Inland Sea."

As soon as we entered Lucifer's alternate realm and came face to face with him, he suddenly began telling his life story. Huh? What? Is this like an RPG boss battle or something? While confused, it seemed interesting, so Suzuki and I decided to listen silently.

"Many of my brethren were captured by hungry demons and disappeared, but I was cleverer than the others and blessed with good fortune as well. Therefore, I was able to spend nearly ten years safely without being caught by you... I thought I could live out my natural lifespan like this."

For a pufferfish, he speaks in a remarkably intellectual manner. I wasn't the only one who thought so. Suzuki also had a "what's with this guy" look on his face.

"That probably led to my complacency. And I also had bad luck with my opponent. I was captured by a human who could be called a special individual."

As I already explained, animals and plants that have undergone aberration transformation are delicacies for superhumans. So you can probably imagine, right? The special individual Lucifer is talking about refers to someone from the supernatural world. They probably planned to artificially induce aberration transformation by injecting power and then eat him. Such people aren't uncommon.

"But my fate had not run out. It seems I am indeed loved by heaven."

"A pufferfish loved by heaven."

"A pufferfish loved by heaven."

To cut to the conclusion, they messed up the adjustment. Furthermore, the people who captured Lucifer lacked prudence and, incidentally, luck. The changes that occur during aberration transformation are various. The body becomes robust, intelligence increases rapidly, and so on. Among these, what's most popular is the super-enhancement of that creature's "strengths." If a kangaroo undergoes aberration transformation, its leg strength could shatter rocks, and if a crab transforms, its claws would slice through steel like tofu. So what about a pufferfish? It's obvious, poison.

"With the enhanced poison that I could now freely control, those fools collapsed in an instant. At first, I thought about eating them. I wanted them to experience the feeling of falling from being the devourer to being the devoured."

But he decided against it, Lucifer laughed nihilistically (?). Like the first eel, strong queen-class creatures rarely eat people directly. Not for ethical reasons, but for efficiency and preference. They're picky about their food. Ordinary people don't provide much nutrition when eaten, so they leave them alone and feed them to their minions. Even among superhumans, the weak ones don't taste that good, so they tend to just steal their power and hand the dregs over to their minions. Even though they're dregs, they're still superhumans. They make good feed for strengthening the weak ones. To enhance themselves and the minions that form their alternate realms, it's more efficient not to eat poor-quality food. Lucifer also seemed to have the qualities to become queen-class judging by his current appearance, so I thought he might be a gourmet, but...

"I felt like I would fall to the same barbaric and vulgar level as humans. So I just stole their power."

It was apparently a pretentious reason.

"And so began my pilgrimage."

"What should we do, Satou-kun? This guy's dialogue is annoyingly cool for no reason."

"I feel the same way, but it's interesting, so let's listen a bit more."

Lucifer stole their power and escaped from that place. He thought there must be other special individuals besides the one who captured him, so he made the wise choice. If he had gotten cocky there, he would have been defeated by another person from the supernatural world. For the next twenty-some years, Lucifer apparently traveled from place to place, hunting people from the supernatural world and stealing their power.

"And this year, upon reaching the age of thirty-five, I returned to my homeland."

"He's the same age as us!"

Well, Suzuki is still thirty-four since his birthday hasn't come yet, but close enough. What is this anyway... is it like returning home in glory? In any case, Lucifer returned to the Seto Inland Sea, formed a large-scale alternate realm on the seabed, and became its master.

"For what purpose? It's obvious. To raise the banner of rebellion."

"Re...bellion...?"

To be honest, both Suzuki and I were starting to like this guy. Because he was just too interesting. Well, we were still going to eat him in the end.

"A place of peace here! My name is Lucifer! The one who defies fate and becomes the morning star for all my brethren!"

The long and arduous path of battle that lies ahead.

"As a prelude to that, I shall make you both a blood sacrifice! Come, sleep in my embrace!"

Setting aside the fact that he doesn't have arms, this was the origin of his name. He took the name Lucifer after the predecessor of rebels. Huh? The battle? We hunted him normally, of course.

"His aspirations were high though."

"Unfortunately, his actual ability wasn't quite there."

He was strong, but not strong enough to take us on. Basically, even though we're hiding our power, the fact that he couldn't see through it shows the difference in our abilities...

"Alley-oop."

Suzuki places Lucifer on the cutting board. What, you're asking if Lucifer fits on a cutting board? He does. He's about one and a half meters long and weighs several hundred kilograms. Since it's a big one that can handle large fish, he fits just fine. It's an extraordinary size for a tiger pufferfish, but isn't it a bit pathetic to call it Lucifer? Well, listen to this. This guy was actually a boss that could transform.

"He was ridiculously huge at first."

"He got smaller and the quantity decreased, but the flavor seems more concentrated, so this is probably better."

At first, he was a truly monstrous pufferfish, many times larger than a blue whale. It felt strange to go all out against seafood, so we were fighting while suppressing our power to just slightly stronger than the enemy. Then this guy, when cornered, suddenly transformed. He became this gaudy thing that wasn't even a pufferfish anymore. ...Following the conventions of boys' manga, might there be even more transformations? Driven by curiosity, we moderately cornered Lucifer and ultimately made him transform about seven times. And this is his final form. Unlike the previous ones, it's a simple form that returns to the origin, but that's what makes it good. I think it's a perfect transformation that follows the conventions of boys' manga.

"Well, I think it's good both from an eating perspective and in terms of boys' manga conventions, but... I wonder how it is as a pufferfish."

Lucifer in his final form was strong. He probably had the power of a high-ranking land god. But...

"The poison is completely gone..."

"...Well, yeah. It's ironic that in his struggle not to be eaten, he ended up becoming easier for humans to consume."

I can feel the impermanence of the world...
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			Suzuki the Great God

			"Sorry to keep you both waiting!"

"The spoils of war are perfect!"

A little past twelve, Chika-san and Takahashi arrived. These two were on the alcohol procurement team, flying around to various places just like us. You might wonder if they'd be okay without me and my convenient ability to teleport anywhere in the world? Well, naturally, there's a trick to it. I temporarily enhanced Chika-san to make teleportation to various locations possible. Chika-san has such a high affinity with this planet that she's called the Star Priestess. If she connects more deeply and strongly with Earth, theoretically she can open a path to anywhere. Though even with Chika-san's post-game RPG stats, it would be impossible in her natural state due to the high difficulty. But if I buff her, she can do it. She actually did it. That's why I had her serve as transportation for the alcohol team.

"From what I heard, I thought he'd be a bit problematic... like a monkey, but he turned out to be a nice old man, Sun Wukong."

These two weren't just hunting like we were. There aren't many aberrations that drop alcohol directly. They hunted aberrant flora and fauna to collect materials, then had alcohol-making gods like Bacchus and Dionysus, deities I'm acquainted with, brew alcohol from those materials. We also had non-human friends of mine directly request alcohol. That's why Sun Wukong's name came up.

"You know, you and Wukong are kind of similar. Both of you raised hell in the past but have settled down now."

Well, yeah. His favorable attitude toward me probably stems from that kind of sympathy.

"More importantly, the alcohol has arrived. Let's get started right away. I'm absolutely starving."

"What a coincidence, Suzuki. So are we. We haven't eaten anything since last night... right?"

"That's right. My head is completely focused on eating."

Well then, let's get ready right away. First up... this!

"Boat platter!"

Four boats line up on the large table. We figured we'd start with sashimi, so this is what we went with. Each boat is packed with quite a bit of sashimi, looking like about six servings each, but that's no problem. Today we're going without limits. This much won't fill our stomachs.

"Such a magnificent spread... I feel bad for Rika."

"Well, just for today."

We didn't invite the kids to today's housewarming party. Eating would be one thing, but watching us guzzle alcohol with zero self-control wouldn't be good for their education. Instead, we plan to set up a separate occasion for the kids later and let them eat plenty of delicious food.

"Should we start with beer?"

"Yeah. Sake would be fine too, but I want to get the mood going with beer first."

"Got it."

With a thud, another ridiculously huge beer barrel appears beside the table. Looking at the large logo, it seems Sukunahikona made this one. Chika-san is pouring beer into everyone's glasses, but... oh man, just watching is making me drool...

"Everyone's got their share. Well then, Satou-kun, would you do the honors?"

"Sure thing. Well then, to celebrate the completion of my secret base... cheers!"

"""Cheers!!!"""

Now let's eat!

"Alright, first up has to be Lucifer."

"Lucifer!?"

Chika-san and Takahashi freeze with shocked expressions, stopping their chopsticks mid-reach. Seeing this, Suzuki gives a wry smile and jumps in to explain.

"Oh no, it's not like we went demon lord hunting. There was a pufferfish that called itself by that name."

"W-wait a minute? A pufferfish? A pufferfish was calling itself by the demon king's name?"

"I... I don't understand..."

"Well, I'll explain while we eat."

First, without any seasoning...

"Mm... !!"

"Well now, this is something."

When you think of pufferfish sashimi, you imagine a light, delicate flavor... but this is completely different. Rich. Incredibly rich. The more you chew, the more flavor endlessly flows out. But it's never overwhelming. By the time you swallow, it disappears like a lie.

(And this feeling...)

When it comes to what to put on pufferfish sashimi, the standard would be ponzu and green onions. The strong assertive acidity of soy sauce or citrus supposedly kills the natural goodness of the pufferfish, or so they say. With my crude palate I don't worry about such things, but way back when a senior first took me to eat pufferfish, I heard that story. But,

"..."

I silently slid the pufferfish sashimi into the small dish of wasabi soy sauce. Then I put it in my mouth.

"...Damn, Lucifer!"

I see Suzuki was also eating it with soy sauce. The fact that Suzuki came to the same conclusion suggests my palate isn't so worthless after all. To conclude, it's incredibly delicious. It's not just because the quality of the ingredients is in a different league. This might sound strange, but the pufferfish is "matching" itself to the seasoning. This is the true power of aberrant ingredients showing itself. Probably any seasoning that isn't completely incompatible would work.

"Lucifer, you really are something..."

"Despite resolving not to be eaten and raising the banner of rebellion..."

The potential as an ingredient is too high... What's with adjusting yourself to match seasonings? Preserving the pufferfish's natural flavor while making combinations with seasonings work as a plus. This would be impossible without incredibly delicate senses beyond ordinary imagination. Completely non-toxic, can be prepared by anyone without a license, and automatically adjusts its flavor without any special treatment. It's like it was born to be eaten... right, Lucifer...

"Uh, um... Hiro-kun?"

Chika-san and Takahashi were confused by me and Suzuki pressing our temples. I wipe away the tears that have formed and begin speaking.

"Let me tell you about a pufferfish. About a pufferfish that wished to become a star that illuminates everyone."

"What's with this atmosphere..."

When Suzuki and I told them Lucifer's story, the two of them made indescribable expressions. Still, they must have been intrigued. They quietly reached their chopsticks toward Lucifer's sashimi, and

"...Delicious!?"

They devour the sashimi. They devour the alcohol. Repeating this cycle, the boats were empty in less than thirty minutes.

"Now for the next one. Here's a quiz. The next menu item is a summer staple! So what could it be!? Yes, Saionji-san!"

"Me? Summer and seafood... u-unagi maybe?"

"Correct! The correct answer earns Saionji-san glory! And so, Satou-kun!"

"Right away."

I temporarily dismiss the table and summon charcoal grills. You might think grilling eel in the middle of the living room is insane, but there's no problem. Smells and such can be handled with supernatural powers. Suzuki efficiently sets up and begins grilling the eel right in front of us. It's that guy we took down first in the deep mountains.

"Ugh... damn...!"

The aroma, the aroma is incredible... it stimulates our empty stomachs relentlessly. True to that first impression, that eel's potential is no joke! And Suzuki who's bringing it out is amazing too!

"Su-zu-ki! Su-zu-ki! Su-zu-ki! Su-zu-ki!"

And so begins the Suzuki chant.

"Heh heh heh, worship me, worship me."

Suzuki seems quite pleased with us dancing in circles around him.
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			In This Sullied Sorrow

			"...Time manipulation, sure is convenient."

Suzuki muttered thoughtfully while checking on the squid soaking in the pot. It was a little past seven in the evening. We'd been eating nonstop for about seven hours now, but everyone still had plenty of room left. Enough room that we were moving to the rooftop to have a spectacular seafood BBQ.

"I'd like to learn it too, but it looks impossible for me, which is disappointing."

"Hey Suzuki, get a grip. You're being corrupted by Satou. Interfering with time isn't something you can just do so easily."

Well, that's true. There are techniques for accelerating deterioration, but that's not actually manipulating time. There are techniques that truly interfere with time to accelerate or rewind it, but they require massive preparations. Using them just for food would be terribly cost-ineffective. It'd be like buying land and building a stadium just because you want to play soccer for fun.

"This guy doing it with a snap of his fingers is what's abnormal. What are you, some kind of monster?"

"W-wait, Takahashi-kun!!"

Chika-san, who had been tipsy, snapped back to her senses with a start, but I waved her off.

"It's fine. I'm used to being called that kind of thing."

After I was left alone... I fought quite a lot. There were plenty of people who were genuinely terrified seeing me get stronger with every battle.

(Chika-san included.)

I didn't realize it until it was pointed out, but after Takahashi and Suzuki disappeared, she was the one closest to me. It's natural she'd be scared of me, someone who kept winning every battle and growing stronger. Even gods fear me. It's only natural for humans to feel terror. Chika-san probably reacted to Takahashi's words because she felt guilty about that, but...

"Do I really look like the type to care about that stuff?"

"No way."

"W-well, that's certainly true, but... still..."

I don't really care what strangers think of me. Chika-san is in a different category, but I hadn't even noticed it back then, and by the time she confessed, she'd already come to terms with it herself. If she can accept me normally now, isn't that perfectly fine? That's all I can think.

"Chika-san, you're just too serious."

I'm a hundred times more worried about my hair and old man smell.

"But you know what, looking at the results... maybe we were just dead weight."

"Huh?"

"Think about it. You won by making up for whatever you were lacking to win, right?"

Well, that's true.

"The more you stayed in a group, the smaller your growth became, didn't it? Actually, your growth after you paired up with Saionji was bigger than when we were around. And after you went solo... well, goes without saying. You became stronger than anything else in this world."

Hm? Wait, is she sulking? I glanced at Chika-san and Suzuki. Chika-san was clearly dejected... and Suzuki was just pretending not to care.

"Are you stupid?"

"What's... with that way of putting it..."

I laughed off Takahashi, who was pouting.

"I won't say power has no value. Actually, I push through a lot of things precisely because of my strength."

My current position and happiness are based on power. I'll admit that. But that doesn't mean power is supreme to me. What matters is what lies beyond using that power.

"I can share drinks and have fun with you guys like this. Hey, is there any greater happiness than this?"

There isn't. Even if the universe were destroyed, the concept of being strongest could never stand above this happiness. So please stop the misguided self-deprecation about being dead weight or shackles.

"I'm happy because you guys are here."

"..."

Ugh... that was incredibly embarrassing. After saying it, tremendous embarrassment washed over me. Both the one who said it and those who heard it were blushing bright red. Actually, didn't this happen before too? And wasn't Takahashi the trigger that time as well? What is this? Is Takahashi some kind of embarrassment-generating device?

"W-well, the atmosphere got kind of weird."

"Y-yeah... Suzuki, isn't the squid ready yet? Let's grill it quick! I can't wait anymore!!"

"...Right. It should be good now."

When we placed the squid from the pot onto the heated grill, an incredibly appetite-stimulating aroma began to waft up. But... no good...! This won't help us cover up the awkwardness. I think all of us, me, Chika-san, Takahashi, and Suzuki, though we didn't say it aloud, were probably thinking the same thing. Everyone simultaneously reached for their drinks.

(At times like this... alcohol!!)

We chugged. But not just any chugging. I drastically lowered our alcohol tolerance. I'd done this before to get drunk, but this time the alcohol was hitting us at an incomparably faster rate than before.

"Ahyahyahyahya!!"

Within minutes, we had entered complete drunk mode. Embarrassment? What's that? Everything was just so fun and amusing. Even chopsticks rolling around would make us laugh.

"Speaking of which..."

"Yeah...?"

"Satou-kun, you said something before~"

"What was it~"

"You said you wanted to do boyfriend-girlfriend stuff~"

"Oh~ I said that~"

"I'll let you do it~"

"S-seriously!?"

"Yeah... I'll even forgive some slightly naughty stuff."

Come here, Suzuki said, spreading both arms wide. I dove into her chest without hesitation. Pat my head gently? When I made that request, Suzuki gently stroked my head.

"There, there... Satou-kun is a good... good boy, I wonder? Not exactly a good boy, but I like you~"

Ah, this is nice... so nice... Hugging tightly and pressing my face against her neck. It feels like a loving hug... wait, that hurts!?

"Hey hey, those tiny boobs are too pitiful for Satou~"

"Huh? Bigger isn't always better~"

"It's all about balance. Come on, Hiro-kun, over here, over here."

Just as Takahashi pulled me away, this time it was Chika-san... my head came off. But Satou-kun doesn't break from something like losing his head, so I immediately regenerated. My severed head rolling around and disappearing in sparks was a bit surreal.

"Hiro-kun? How are my boobs?"

"...amazing."

Also, I wonder if it's because she's a mother. I can feel her nurturing nature. If Suzuki is like a reliable girlfriend your own age, Chika-san feels like an older, indulgent girlfriend with maternal instincts.

"Amazing? It's too early to make that decision~"

"Hey, Takahashi-kun, don't pull on me!"

"And you too, Saionji-san, what are you suddenly doing~"

The three of them tugged at me, fighting over me. But none of that mattered. I was completely intoxicated by the supreme situation of having breasts pressed against me from three directions...

"Ugh."

Uh?

"...~~~!!?"

Ngaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!?!!
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			My Summer Vacation with Satou

			(…I'm really glad we didn't bring the kids along)

Yesterday was truly awful. I couldn't have let the children see adults in such a disgraceful state. After everyone threw up, they all just gave up and went completely wild. It was fun as hell, but in terms of being role models for children, it was the worst.

(Oh, here we are)

I stop in front of an impressive single-family house and ring the doorbell.

"Hey there, welcome Satou-kun"

"Pardon the intrusion"

After a moment, the president comes out to greet me. Only today and tomorrow remain of the Obon holiday. I had planned to take it easy today since I was still tired from yesterday, but the president invited me over. I could have declined, but he said he had something to discuss with me. My curiosity was piqued, so I decided to accept the invitation out of sheer nosiness.

"Come on in, come in"

I'm led into the living room. I don't sense anyone else around, so his wife and daughter must not be home. After a while, the president returns to the living room with cold barley tea and some sweets.

"Oh, kashiwa mochi... that's a good choice"

"I'm honored by your praise. Well, please don't hesitate to dig in"

"Much appreciated"

I moisten my throat lightly with the barley tea before biting into the kashiwa mochi. ...I wonder why that is. It's not something I keep stocked as a regular snack. But sometimes I get this sudden craving for kashiwa mochi, you know? Before I know it, I'm running to the supermarket.

"So what's this consultation you wanted to have with me?"

"Well... I took my family back to my hometown for the holidays starting from the first day of the break"

The president returned to Tokyo yesterday since work starts the day after tomorrow, but his wife and daughter are apparently still there. The fact that she wants to stay at her husband's family home suggests they have a good relationship with his in-laws.

"That was Hokkaido, right? This season must be nice there"

"Speaking of which, didn't you say your mother's family is from the Tohoku region or something?"

"Yes, Akita. In summer I'm busy with Obon activities here so I don't visit, but I basically go to show my face at year-end"

"You're surprisingly good about maintaining family relationships... but that's not the point"

Oops, we've gotten off track. I bow my head slightly and encourage him to continue.

"My hometown is in rural Hokkaido, you know. Frankly, there's nothing to do there"

"? I see"

"My wife and daughter say they can relax, but I'm the type who can't settle down unless I'm doing something"

On his usual trips home, he would apparently hang out with friends or spend time at movie theaters. But this time, his schedule didn't align with his friends' and the movie theaters were packed.

"So I had nothing to do and started rummaging through my old belongings to pass the time"

"Oh?"

"My mother is good at keeping things. She's held onto quite a lot of my stuff"

There were manga, games, and toys he used to love, and the president laughs about how he returned to his childhood for the first time in ages.

"Then I suddenly wondered, what kind of games do kids play these days?"

The president's motto is to act immediately when inspiration strikes. He apparently started researching right away. While he was impressed by the evolution of video games, they didn't particularly capture his interest, but...

"...the toys look incredibly fun"

"Well, toys have evolved tremendously these days"

There's quite a gap even between me and the president. It would be even greater compared to today's kids.

"I'll be frank with you because it's you, but I really want the latest hobby stuff. I want to play with it. To my heart's content"

"Well... then why don't you just buy some?"

He's the president, so naturally he has money. According to his wife's stance, he can spend freely as long as he puts aside money for household expenses and a certain amount for savings. If he wants toys, he should just buy them. Even expensive ones would cost much less than drinking at a high-end club.

"It's embarrassing. A middle-aged man at my age"

"It's not particularly embarrassing. What's wrong with adults playing with toys?"

Adults play with toys too. Not in a weird way, you know? Unlike in the past, in today's era of diverse values, the idea that you can't do something just because you're an adult... come on. Well, if it's a situation where you need to act appropriately as an adult, then you should. Using toys as an example, if it's limited quantity and you're pushing kids aside, that would be embarrassing, but otherwise you should do what you like.

"Yes, that's it! I called on you because I was counting on that kind of thick-skinned attitude of yours!!"

"Huh? Am I being insulted?"

"Satou-kun, let's go buy toys together. And let's play with them together!"

"Eh... but two middle-aged men is okay?"

"I'd worry about people's stares if I went alone, but having someone thick-skinned who doesn't care about such looks beside me would be reassuring"

Is that how it works...?

"But if you're embarrassed, couldn't you just buy them online?"

"You don't understand! The real pleasure of toys is choosing them in the store with your heart racing!!"

"What a pain... but well, talking about it has gotten me interested too, so fine. I'll go with you"

"That's Satou-kun for you. I'll give you my kashiwa mochi too"

"Thanks"

The kashiwa mochi is delicious...

"...Come to think of it, I think there's someone in our department who uploads hobby videos as a hobby? Should I ask them to come if they're available?"

"No, no, that would be too much to ask"

"What about me?"

"Well, you know, Satou-kun is... you know?"

What's that supposed to mean.

"You maintain a clear distinction between public and private matters. In public settings, you properly respect me as president, step back, and maintain appropriate distance as a good subordinate. But in private, aside from minimum courtesy, you're completely unrestrained. You're about as casual as a relative uncle"

Well, yes.

"Even today, if you weren't in the mood, you would have flatly refused, right? You came mainly because... well, your curiosity was piqued by my consultation, and it was pure rubbernecking"

Dead on.

"That's why I can invite you without worrying about power harassment and such... but with the other kids..."

"Ah, they'd feel obligated even in private settings"

"Well, there are kids like Inoue-kun who are the type to be genuinely rude when told anything goes"

"He's an exception. Even I was sweating bullets at that time. I was relieved afterward thinking 'oh, that was actually okay'"

"Ha ha ha, that's why. I'd rather have someone play without reservation than worry about being considerate to me"

"Understood. But it should be fine to ask for a little information, right?"

"Of course. The real voice of someone who still plays with hobbies would be valuable reference"

If we're going to play anyway, we want to have fun. The voices of predecessors are important.

"By the way, which toy store are we going to?"

"I was thinking we'd just casually hit the toy sections of nearby electronics stores and department stores"

"Got it. Well then, let's get going..."

"Ah, no time like the present"

We wolfed down the tea and sweets and left the president's house. He offered to drive since he had invited me. He volunteered to be the driver since he was the one who extended the invitation. Sitting in the back seat watching the scenery flow by, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

(A middle-aged man playing with children's toys the day after drinking himself into a disgraceful stupor...)

That's genuinely pretty pathetic. We really can't be role models for children.
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			After driving for about ten minutes, we arrived at the first large shopping center. It doesn't really matter, but the president is damn good at parking... Since it's Obon, the place was crowded and only some really inconvenient spots were available, but he nailed it in one shot. He had a backup camera but didn't use it, just turned around and did it smoothly with one hand, which was subtly impressive.

"President, you've got some serious driving skills."

"Hehe, well yeah. I used to be something of a street racer back in my younger days. I could pull off drifts like nobody's business, you know?"

"So you're good at sliding... ah, that's why—"

"Don't you dare look at the top of my head."

My apologies for that.

"Besides, you're one to talk..."

"La la la, I can't hear you!"

"This guy... even kids don't pull that kind of nonsense these days..."

"We're about to return to our childhood, so let's keep things youthful."

"You've got an answer for everything, don't you? You've got the makings of a salesman... oh wait, you were a salesman."

This kind of light banter with the president has a different kind of fun compared to what I have with Takahashi and Suzuki. I can't explain it well myself, but I already feel like using up a precious day off was worth it at this point.

"Speaking of which..."

"What is it?"

"...When I decided to buy toys and play to my heart's content, I made another resolution."

"Oh?"

"I figured while I'm at it, I might as well do other things I've wanted to do but couldn't."

"What's that?"

"...You know how places like this have game centers?"

"They do indeed."

More like game corners, really?

"I want to play there."

According to him, this goes back to when his daughter was little. Whenever they came to places like this, his daughter would beg him, and he'd go play with her along with his wife.

"We set a limit of 500 yen. But you know how kids are, right?"

"500 yen wouldn't be enough to satisfy them."

"Exactly. She'd always throw a tantrum. Every time, I'd say we could do a little more. 'Let's play together with Daddy,' I'd say."

"Could it be..."

"Just as you're thinking. Watching my daughter play made me want to play too."

So the president tried to use his daughter as an excuse to legitimately have fun... But apparently his wife saw this as him trying to spoil their daughter. He actually was soft on his daughter, so that interpretation was only natural.

"So today, I'm doing it. I'm going to turn that lever around and around to make popcorn."

"Sure, sure, I'll keep you company. Shall we head over right away?"

"Of course."

We headed to the game corner, but...

"No no no, I want it! I want it! Get it for me! Get that one for me!!"

"Don't be so selfish... I don't have much allowance left..."

"It's because big brother is bad at it!"

An older brother who looked like he was in upper elementary school was arguing with what seemed to be a first-grader or kindergartner.

"Oh my, a common sight indeed."

"...President, wait here for a moment."

"Hm?"

We're about to become kids again, after all.

"Hey there, young lady, which one do you want?"

"Huh? That one, the bunny."

"I see. Wait just a moment."

Leaving the two bewildered children behind, I fed some coins into the machine. As expected of a place like this, the positioning was pretty easy. This would be a piece of cake.

"Here you go."

"Huh... is it okay?"

The fact that she didn't immediately go "yay!" suggests she's not just being spoiled. She probably acted up because it was her big brother.

"It's fine. But I want you to promise me one thing. You understand that your big brother was trying hard for you, right?"

"...Yeah."

"Then you need to apologize properly. If you can say sorry and thank your big brother, then I'll give this to you."

When I said that, the girl looked startled and seemed uncomfortable. Getting what she wanted probably helped her think clearly. And then the guilt for what she'd done started welling up... she really isn't a bad kid.

"Um, well... big brother, I'm sorry."

Then she bowed her head properly and said thank you. The big brother looked back and forth between his sister and me, not sure what to do.

"Good girls deserve rewards. Be nice to Mr. Bunny, okay?"

"Yeah! Thank you, mister!!"

"Um, uh... s-sorry! About the money..."

"It's fine, it's fine. I have a little sister too. She used to give me trouble all the time back in the day. This brought back some nostalgic feelings, so consider it my thanks for that."

I told a complete lie and threw in a wink. Without saying anything more, I waved and returned to where the president was waiting.

"Well done."

"Thanks. Now I'm going to play some games aimed at little girls, so you can go ahead and make your popcorn, president."

"Wait a minute! Come with me!"

"But I want to play too while I'm here."

"If we're going to split up here, what was the point of inviting you?"

"Geez... what a troublesome adult..."

"Huh? I'm the one in the wrong...?"

So I ended up having to accompany him to the popcorn machine.

"Oh! This is it! This is it! Huh, you can choose flavors too? That's amazing!"

"Look, it's free, so let's get this done quickly. We'll have to move if kids come over."

"Oh right, that's true... I'll go with caramel!"

Still... this brings back memories... It's not like they have the exact same machines from when I was a kid, but the atmosphere hasn't changed at all.

"Satou-kun, did your parents bring you to places like this when you were small too?"

"Yes. My dad would take me while my mom was shopping."

Thinking back, my dad seemed to enjoy it quite a bit too. He was probably the same type as the president.

"Ah, then you probably got away with being pretty selfish?"

"I wonder... about that. We did play, but I don't think I was that obsessed with it."

I was more demanding in the toy section. I remember having exchanges with my mom like "You already have that!" "No! This one is different! This one is different!" Adults wouldn't understand variations and stuff like that.

"What about you, president?"

"Me? Well, I..."

While we were chatting like this, the popcorn finished. The president, who had been enthusiastically turning the handle while talking, looked completely satisfied. After that, we munched on popcorn together and played a few other games before heading to the toy section.

"Whoa! This is it! This is it! It looks cool and fun too... it's invincible! No wonder kids buy these! Of course they do! I mean, it has nothing but elements that would make it popular!!"

The president immediately found his target battle hobby and got all excited. I was browsing around to see if there was anything interesting when...

"P-President! This, this!!"

"What is it, what is it?"

"This toy apparently lets you make cotton candy at home!!"

"Cotton candy? Huh, no way?"

"For real, for real. You can apparently make it by throwing in store-bought candy."

"...Today's toys are incredible— wait, look at that, look at that!"

"Ice cream too? These are toys, right?"

The toy section of the electronics store was a treasure trove.
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			When I think about it, this is probably the natural outcome. Children living in a society where values and social structures are becoming increasingly diverse. If you want to entertain them, you have to keep evolving. So it's not really surprising that toys reach a quality level that transcends children's boundaries and appeals even to adults. In other words, well...

It was incredibly fun.

I bought an embarrassing amount of toys and played overnight with them. Both the president and I were completely satisfied. After having lunch at the president's house, I returned home with my heart thoroughly fulfilled. The last day of Obon break. I'll just relax and do nothing today. Actually, I hadn't made any plans from the start, but if I felt unsatisfied, I was prepared to do something.

(But that wasn't necessary)

After showering, I changed into a jinbei and threw myself onto the living room sofa. I'd drink and lazily waste away the rest of my vacation doing nothing. My heart held no doubts. Since getting up was too much trouble, I teleported beer and snacks onto the table. Now I was all set. Just as I was fired up to laze around to my heart's content.

"What the hell..."

An electronic sound rang out from the smartphone sitting in the corner of the table. This wasn't someone close like Takahashi or Suzuki. I have individual ringtones set for close contacts. I wanted to ignore it, but if it was work-related, I couldn't. I clicked my tongue, reached for the phone, and checked the screen. The number displayed... I didn't recognize it.

"Hello?"
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			# Chapter Translation

"Well, Saku-chan, are you mentally prepared?"

"Y-yes..."

After talking for about an hour, Saku-chan decided to tell her parents. Her determination reminded me so much of my past... hehe.

"Actually, I'm more worried about you, Hero Uncle..."

"Me? What about me?"

"...N-nothing. Never mind."

She steeled herself and threw open her aunt's door.

"Auntie!? It's me! Just me!!"

"You don't have to yell like it's a scam call..."

However, instead of my aunt, it was sister Saki who appeared.

"Huh? Hide-chan? Why are you home in summer? Coming suddenly without notice..."

"Ah yeah, I'll explain everything properly, including that."

"Is that so? Oh, about Mom - she went out with Dad and won't be back until evening."

She said only sister Saki and her husband were home. That worked out well. I'd called out for auntie just on impulse anyway. I was planning to talk to sister Saki and her husband - Seiya-san - normally. By the way, sister Saki and Seiya-san live locally. They don't live together with the parents but built a house nearby.

"Anyway Sakuya, where have you been? I tried calling your phone but got no response."

"...I'll explain that properly too."

Something in Saku-chan's words must have struck sister Saki. She momentarily took on a serious expression and invited us inside.

"Oh? If it isn't Hide-kun... eh, wait? Are you okay? Your eyes look red..."

"My eyes? Must be your imagination, right Saku-chan?"

"...Y-yeah."

Those eyes swollen red from crying. Please don't mention that. Have some mercy.

"So Hide-chan, about that talk..."

"Right. Where should I start explaining? You probably won't believe it without seeing something first."

Ah yes. I have something good. With a small smile, I snap my fingers.

"?!"

Everyone is shocked. Of course they would be. I suddenly became younger right before their eyes.

"Eh, Hide-cha... n-no way..."

"H-hey Saki! It's not just Hide-kun, you too..."

"Huh? Even you!"

Sister Saki and Seiya-san touch each other's faces. Well, I made them younger by about twenty years, so of course they'd be shocked.

[Continued translation follows the same style through the rest of the text]
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			# After the Holiday Break

"I'm exhausted even though it's just after the holiday break..."

That last bit really did it. While I'm not physically tired, the mental fatigue is significant. But as a working adult, I can't afford to mope around.

At least I've asked the Mutual Aid Society to handle everything related to Saku-chan, so that's one less worry.

"Good morning, Division Chief."

"Ah, good morning. Did everyone enjoy their summer break?"

"I met up with some old friends from my hometown."

"I went to a hot spring and feel completely refreshed, both mentally and physically!"

Good, good. We chatted amicably until the start of work, then the chime rang and it was time to get down to business. I'd love to leisurely do desk work in the air-conditioned office, but unfortunately, that's not possible today. There are several matters that require division chiefs to handle personally. While none of them are negative issues, looking outside... my motivation is rapidly draining...

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes, sir!"

I head to the battlefield with three subordinates in tow. From there, it's non-stop. Busy doesn't even begin to describe it. While I'm grateful for the work, before I know it, it's past 3 PM and we haven't even had lunch. I might be fine, but my subordinates are exhausted.

"Boss... can't we just head back to the office?"

"Let's grab lunch first. We've been staying hydrated, but none of us have eaten anything."

"I've lost my appetite..."

"It's so damn hot..."

All that's left is desk work back at the office. I understand they want to head back quickly, but I'm worried about them working on empty stomachs. Better to sit down somewhere and eat properly than just buying something on the way back.

"Come on now. This old man will treat you. How about it?"

"Well, if you're treating..."

"In that case, I want to eat eel!"

"Oh, that sounds good. Boss, I want eel too!"

"Alright, alright."

I search for nearby eel restaurants and get a hit. It looks like quite an upscale place, so they should be satisfied. I lead my subordinates to the restaurant.

"Ahhh... I'm coming back to life..."

From wiping their faces with the hot towels to gulping down cold water in the air-conditioned restaurant, I could practically see my subordinates' HP gauges recovering.

[Continued in next part due to length...]
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			# Welcome Home

"Welcome home, Satou-san."

"I'm home."

When I got home from work, Hikaru-kun greeted me wearing an apron. I had heard he would be at the Mutual Aid Society until evening, so I had arranged to meet him afterward. At that time, Rika-chan had suggested:

"Uncle will be late, right? Then I'll cook dinner at Uncle's house!"

Since both Sarna-chan and Hikaru-kun were eager about it, I gratefully accepted their offer. While I felt bad about having children prepare a meal... I couldn't refuse. Because it made me happy.

"Welcome home, Uncle."

"Welcome back from work. Here, please."

I let Sarna-chan take my coat as directed, but... somehow I felt like I was doing something wrong... When I went to the living room, there was a hot plate prepared on the table.

"Today we're making okonomiyaki!"

"...Well, we chose it because it seemed relatively easy to make."

"Hikaru-kun, you shouldn't say things like that!"

"No, no, I'm plenty happy with that."

As I settled down on the sofa, Sarna-chan brought me some barley tea. They seemed unusually attentive... but I suppose that's fine. It makes me happy.

"So Satou-san, what's this important matter you wanted to discuss with us?"

"Ah, yes... it's a bit difficult to say, but there's someone I'd like your party to look after."

They're all good kids. I can guarantee that. But people either get along or they don't. So I'm not thinking of this as a permanent arrangement.

"First, I'd like to try it from September. Spend some time together, and if it doesn't work out, please tell me honestly."

If that happens, I'll think of another way. Fortunately, there are others their age they hang out with.

"I don't mind at all."

"Neither do I."

"But for Satou-san to make such a request, is there some circumstance?"

Sharp observation.

"Yeah, well... actually, they're my relative's child."

When I explained the situation, Hikaru-kun's face immediately clouded over. He probably imagined Ai and Midori getting involved. After all, even my family members who have supernatural protection get caught up in things sometimes.

"If you accuse me of favoritism, I have no defense..."

"You trust us, right? Then it's not a problem at all."

"If anything, we're happy about it."

"Yes. You've done so much for us, so this is a chance to repay you a little."

These kids are so good it almost makes me cry.

[Continue translation from here if needed]
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			# Conversation about Living Arrangements

"Oh, so Sa-chan is going to board at your house?"

"Yeah. Hero Uncle offered to rent me a room in the same apartment building, but that would be too much."

Saku has become completely at ease, now chatting away while nibbling on okonomiyaki.

"Actually, Mom and Dad said they'd rent a room since it would be imposing to just move in with Hero Uncle."

"I told them I'd pay for it, but they said that would defeat the purpose."

"Of course. We're trying to reduce the burden on you, not increase it."

"If you were asking for money to build a mansion, that'd be one thing, but rent money is totally within reason."

After various discussions, we settled on her boarding at my house. I have spare rooms anyway. Having one kid move in isn't a big deal.

"Hmm... but Uncle, don't you drink at home with Mama and the others until you're totally drunk?"

Isn't that bad for a child's education? She has a point.

"Well, now that the secret base is finished, we'll drink there when we do."

Saku is preparing for college entrance exams. Though it's only summer of her second year and I think it's early, students aiming for good universities probably start studying around now. Maybe it's even late? I'm not familiar with current exam circumstances.

"By the way, Hideo-san. You'll be taking care of a growing child, will the meals be okay?"

Sarna is really thoughtful. Come to think of it, she's still growing herself... Wait, she's going to grow more!? Wow, the possibilities... Though I definitely can't say that out loud.

"Well, yeah. Even though I've started learning to cook, I'm not good enough to raise a child."

"In that case, shall I come cook a few times a week?"

She's seriously attentive. I wonder if... Well, thinking about it, maybe I've earned some goodwill without realizing it? The short trip and care after entering the supernatural world... While not special to me, maybe they meant something to Sarna.

"Haha, the thought is enough. Right, Saku?"

"Yes. Since I'll be in your care, I plan to handle all the household chores."

"Eh, Sakuya-san, you can cook?"

Light asks in surprise. Well, Light helps with cleaning and laundry to reduce his mother's burden, but he's not much of a cook.

"Actually, she can. You know, I usually visit my mother's family at year-end, and they serve homemade New Year's dishes."

"No way..."

"Yes. Saku has been making the New Year's dishes for the past two years."

I did notice the taste had changed, but I thought maybe my aunt or sister Saki had changed their recipe. The quality hadn't changed at all. If anything, the presentation had improved.

"Sa-chan can make New Year's dishes!? That's beyond just feminine skills, that's wife material!!"

"Haha, both my parents work, you see. There are elderly neighbors, but I didn't want to burden them too much."

She says she started learning housework around fourth or fifth grade. I had no idea. Sis Saki, you should brag about having such a capable son. If it were me, I'd be showing off about how amazing my child is all the time.

...Actually, imagining it, I'd be pretty annoying. I wasn't aware of it, but I might have the makings of a doting parent.

"She even helped remove stains from shirts I'd messed up while drunk."

"Uncle, maybe you should try harder to act like an adult?"

"...Yes."

I can only agree with that.

[Continued in next part due to length]
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			"What do you think, Satou-san?"

"What do you mean by 'what do you think'? In terms of ability? Or mentally?"

The night after being thoroughly beaten down by the kids. I conducted my second training session at the back-world school. Nothing had happened during the Obon holiday break, probably out of consideration for the children's schedules. If they were going on family trips, it wouldn't work unless it was during a time when adults could take time off.

"Both, I suppose."

"Then let's start with ability. Ordinary."

I won't say they haven't changed since I crushed their spirits before. They've certainly grown. However, their rate of improvement is ordinary.

"When I'm instructing Rika-chan and the others, I'm careful not to let my influence affect them, but with these kids, not so much."

When facing an overwhelmingly superior opponent, the power dormant within oneself is greatly stimulated, leading to remarkable growth. An existence like me, who won't kill them but can provide significant stimulation through overwhelming power, is perfect for leveling up. However, since gaining power through such methods doesn't develop the inner substance, I completely suppress my influence when instructing Rika-chan and the others. Since they have such blessed potential, taking the long way and nurturing them carefully will ultimately be more beneficial.

But the children attending the back-world school are different. To put it bluntly, they're mediocre. Therefore, even if I put effort into nurturing them, it wouldn't be much different from forced cultivation. That's why I conduct training while letting some of my power show through. Though if they suddenly became ridiculously strong, they might get cocky, so... well, in gaming terms, it's like a 1.5x experience multiplier.

"Not a single one has shown growth beyond expectations."

"...Those who rise to the top are people who can step outside expectations, one way or another."

"That said, it doesn't mean it'll stay that way forever."

This is school, education, a systematic approach. If you asked whether it's strange for something unexpected to happen, you'd be right. The real test will be after their education ends. Depending on the path they follow from there, some might transform in incredible ways.

"As for their mental state, there aren't any real problems."

I crushed their inflated egos right from the start. Due to that harsh treatment, they've settled into a somewhat distorted state, but that's something to gradually correct over time.

"Besides, you don't need to ask me. Just listen to what the full-time instructors have to say."

"Well, it's more reliable to hear from multiple perspectives."

"I see. Is that all you wanted to discuss? I have plans to meet someone, so I'd like to head back soon."

"My apologies. Until next time then."

"Yeah."

I activated teleportation and flew to a residential area. After checking the nameplate and taking out the gift I'd bought beforehand, I rang the doorbell.

"Oh! Thank you for coming. Come in, come in."

It was Morishita-sensei. Following his invitation, I entered the house. For a single-story house belonging to a widower, it gave the impression of being remarkably well-maintained.

(Come to think of it, sensei always liked cleaning.)

I remembered how he used to clean after school without anyone asking him to, and felt nostalgic.

"This is just a small gift."

"Haha... thank you. My, this is quite embarrassing."

Sensei laughed as he received the box of sweets. I felt embarrassed too. Being able to show him how I'd grown was both proud and shameful... but... yeah, I was happy.

"So you wanted to consult with me about something?"

"Actually, starting next semester, I'll be taking care of a relative's child who lives far away."

"...That is"

"Oh no, it's not like they couldn't fit in at their local school or anything like that."

"I see. That's good to hear."

"As for the circumstances... sorry, I can't really talk about them."

"I understand. I won't pry."

"Thank you. What I wanted to ask you about is... well, um... how to interact with children, I suppose..."

As I mumbled awkwardly, sensei tilted his head with a questioning look.

"How to interact? That's your specialty, isn't it? Satou-kun, you've always understood the subtleties of people's hearts well. The Hayama-san incident was a perfect example. You brilliantly solved a family problem that we teachers were at a loss to handle, didn't you?"

Hayama... that's a nostalgic name. A girl who was in my class in second year, who always seemed overwhelmed from everyone's perspective. The cause was her parents' education. It was almost abusive, but it was a family matter. Even meddlesome teachers like Morishita-sensei, who liked to stick their noses into troublesome situations, couldn't do anything about it. If Hayama had asked for help, there would have been ways to handle it. We could have gotten child services involved. But back then, Hayama thought the problem was that she couldn't live up to her parents' expectations... a typical case of an abused child. I decided to intervene because the thought of having to look at that face for at least another year was depressing.

"It was somewhat... no, quite a gray area approach."

What needed to be addressed was the version of her parents that existed within Hayama. She was caught in a loop of putting herself down and elevating her parents, which had caused these false images to swell up inside her. So I devised a plan with my friends to humiliate Hayama's parents. The goal was to make her think, "Oh, what? I was scared, but these people aren't such a big deal after all..."

"It was calculated, at least."

"I'm sure it was. Satou-kun always had a knack for cunning schemes."

"That's not the point. I mean, with normal human relationships, well, yes... I can manage somehow, but... well..."

"What is it?"

"Ed-education? Things like that... I'm just... I don't really know what to do..."

No wait, that's not right. This alone would cause a misunderstanding.

"The relative's child... her name is Saku-chan. She's a much better kid than I ever was back in the day, much more put-together. But, you know? I'm taking care of a child. So I thought, well... it would be wrong to just leave her alone thinking she'll be fine, right?"

Sensei was unmarried. He had no children. But he was a professional at raising children. So I figured I could get some good advice by consulting with him. In response to my words, sensei...

"--...!"

"?"

"Ahahahahahahahahahaha!!"

"Hey, sensei!"

Isn't that mean?! I'm seriously consulting with you here!!

"Sorry about that. But Satou-kun, given your personality, I wouldn't expect such concerns to come from you naturally."

Someone must have pointed it out and made you start worrying about it, right? Morishita-sensei saw right through everything.

"...Yes. Actually, there are some other children I look after from time to time."

Since he'd seen through me, there was no point hiding it. I confessed what I'd been too embarrassed to mention.

"So, could you give me some advice?"

"Hmm... if there's anything I can tell you, it's this."

"Yes?"

"Why don't you just do what feels right to you?"

"Wait, sensei?!"

"Satou-kun."

When he called my name, I straightened up instinctively. It had always been like this. Even though he wasn't raising his voice particularly, I naturally fell into a listening posture.

"Children, you know, observe adults much more than we think they do."

"I, I see."

"The children criticized your hands-off approach, but the problem wasn't the hands-off approach itself."

"What do you mean?"

"Your attitude was so casual that they thought you weren't giving it much thought. They took issue with that stance."

That was...

"Of course, that's not the case. I can tell that your casual approach came from trust in your relative. And so can the children," sensei added.

"The key point is that it wasn't that child who criticized you, but the other children. In a way, they're being indulgent. They trust you enough to openly object to your educational approach. They criticized your hands-off approach because they usually see you being a proper adult, showing love to children, so they wondered about it."

Sensei laughed, saying they were kind children.

"That's exactly why the rules themselves aren't what's important. It's what leads up to them. Knowing you, you were quite shaken when they pointed it out, weren't you? Just that alone should have gotten through to the children. After all, here you are, the day after yesterday, coming to me. All so that the children might follow a slightly better path. That sight of you worrying and struggling for their sake is exactly what the children want. It's okay, your feelings will get through to them properly."

Sensei came over beside me and patted my back.

"...Thank you, Morishita-sensei."

"Think nothing of it. This much is only natural for a former teacher."

Sensei really is great...
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			Request

			"I've decided not to set any rules after all. You're free to do as you please. As Rika-chan and the others said, it's probably an adult's role to deliberately restrict children to prevent them from making mistakes. I don't think I'm wrong about that either. But I also think this, that failures and mistakes are also experiences."

The night after receiving those wise words from Morishita-sensei, I visited Saki's house for a three-way discussion. During that conversation, I honestly shared the conclusion I had reached after thinking it through myself.

"I'm not telling you to fail or make mistakes, you know? It's better if you don't. But even if you do fail, I think that's still a valuable experience."

I didn't have a smooth sailing youth myself. The biggest wound among them was my separation from Takahashi and Suzuki. Though it was sad, even that became nourishment for me.

"When you become an adult, you carry more baggage. One failure can have quite an impact, but when you're a kid, it's not like that. You can cover minor failures well enough. So... what I think my role as an adult is, is to clean up after children if they fail, so they don't break down."

That's why I won't set any restrictions. Complete freedom. How she interprets that is up to Saku-chan. Whether she'll be happy thinking she's lucky, or whether she'll take it seriously as freedom given under trust.

"Saku-chan can do whatever she thinks is right. Even if something happens, Hero Uncle will take care of everything."

When I told her that, Saku-chan smiled happily.

"I understand. I'll do my best in my own way so I don't betray Hero Uncle's trust."

"Yeah."

Those words really made me happy. And I was reminded once again of Morishita-sensei's greatness.

"It's true there are some crappy teachers out there, but when they exist, there really are genuine teachers too."

"Hehe, that's good."

After work, I was chatting with Suzuki at a fast food restaurant near Takahashi's workplace. We were waiting for Takahashi now, but it wasn't like we had plans to go drinking today. During lunch break, I received a call from the Mutual Aid Society saying they had something to discuss with STS, so we ended up gathering on short notice.

"Still, Satou-kun. Even though you're single, being a parent really suits you, doesn't it?"

"Yeah, Saki told me the same thing."

I cried shamelessly and told her to leave me alone. Seiya-san brought out some good alcohol to comfort me, so... I guess in the end it was my victory.

"...Marriage, have you not thought about it?"

"I don't have anyone."

"What about Saionji-san?"

"Ah... Chika-san, huh. If you ask whether I like or dislike her, I love her. But, how should I put it..."

As Morishita-sensei said, I think my interpersonal skills are quite high. I'm even aware that I operate quite calculatingly.

"With you, Takahashi, and Chika-san... somehow, I can't control my emotions properly."

I can't handle things smoothly. They're probably too special. Because of that, I can't fully utilize my communication skills.

"Even though I like them, I don't really understand if this is that kind of liking..."

If anything, it feels like I've transcended everything already. I think I'm overthinking it, but there's nothing I can do about this.

"So, pathetic as it sounds, I've decided to just let everything flow naturally."

If it seems like we'll have that kind of relationship, then fine. If not, that's fine too. If I think about it too much, I'll fall into a downward spiral... This is probably the right answer for me.

"I see. Well, if that's what you've decided, I won't say anything about it."

"Sorry about that."

"It's fine."

Suzuki cheerfully munched on fries.

"By the way, aren't those fries mine?"

"Mine ran out."

"Order more... honestly."

"Sorry, sorry. By the way, what do you think they want to talk to us about?"

"Who knows?"

I'd understand if it was an emergency request and they only called me. But including Takahashi and Suzuki too...

"Honestly, in terms of fighting power, Satou-kun alone would be enough. I wonder what it means that they want us too."

"Right? Oh, it's from Takahashi. Says it'll take a bit longer."

"I see. Then it should be fine to order more."

Something about trouble at the daycare. Being a childcare worker must be tough.

"Going back to our earlier conversation. You're going to start living with a relative's child from September, right?"

"Yeah."

"And that child will help with housework since they'll be staying with you."

"Yeah. But I'm not going to leave everything to them, of course."

She's already having a hard time being dragged into the supernatural world. I plan to let her handle housework to the extent that it lightens her mood, but I won't dump everything on her. There will be days when I'm late due to overtime on weekdays or when I'm away for personal commitments, but at least on weekends I plan to do it myself.

"In that case, why don't you take this opportunity to seriously learn cooking?"

"Hmm... certainly, it might be a good opportunity."

I had someone teach me for a few days to make lunch boxes, but I haven't done anything special since then. Being easily bored is my bad habit.

"Maybe I'll officially attend the class you run."

"No, no, I can teach you personally."

"Huh? Even if we're friends, I can't make a professional work for free."

Having you cook when you come to visit is safe because I provide the place and pay for ingredients.

"You're being stubborn. We have a special relationship, don't we? Just as you think of me as special, I think of you as special too."

"Suzuki..."

I almost want to cry.

"Call me when you're free at night. If our schedules match, I'll teach you and we'll make what you cook into dinner."

"Sounds good."

Since Saku-chan and I would be making portions for two, it would be good practice.

"Since we have the chance, you'd want to make things that child likes, right? Do you know any of her favorite foods?"

"A few. First, yellowtail and daikon."

"Yellowtail and daikon is delicious."

"Then kinpira gobo."

"That goes well with rice."

"Chikuzenni."

"That also goes with rice."

"Five-ingredient beans."

"..."

"Spinach with sesame dressing..."

"No, that's too refined. Are those really a teenager's favorite foods?"

I think so too. It's not that she dislikes meat. When we go to yakiniku, she eats heartily. It's just that Saku-chan likes the plain, simmered dishes where the flavors soak in.

"I can teach you all of those, but... I'd also like her to experience more diverse foods..."

"What will you do, sensei?"

"Let's go half favorite foods, half things she probably hasn't eaten much. As for likes and dislikes..."

"None."

"I had a feeling."

After coordinating schedules with Suzuki, Takahashi arrived about thirty minutes later.

"Sorry for being late."

"Don't worry about it. The Mutual Aid Society was the one who called us suddenly."

I teleported the two of them to Mutual Aid Society headquarters. Even though they said they'd accommodate our schedule since it was sudden, the fact remains that we went over the initially proposed time. I should burst in with a playful apology as soon as I enter the room. Thinking that, I opened the door to the president's office and was stunned.

"You've come, Hideo."

"...King Enma?"

There was Enma in casual clothes. The president with him was sweating profusely. I don't know why he's here, but... well, anyway.

(Good thing I didn't have to pull off that playful apology)

Seriously.
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			We Can't Win... Against Authority...

			"...Satou, about King Enma."

"That King Enma?"

"Yeah."

Both of them immediately made sour faces. Well, that's understandable. For two people who have experience causing trouble, he'd be an awkward opponent. Even though it's still something for the future...

(...Well, I'm on the side of people I like, so when push comes to shove)

I could probably sneak away two souls or so. Fortunately, Enma guaranteed it for me. He said the good deeds I've accumulated won't waver unless I destroy the world or something.

"You seem to be thinking something wicked, but I'll deliberately refrain from commenting on it."

"I have no idea what you're talking about. So, Your Majesty? What brings you to a place like this?"

No, I can guess. The reason we were suddenly called here is probably because of Enma. The question is why Enma would bring a proposal to us through the Mutual Aid Society.

"Hmm. I intend to explain properly. Anyway, standing around talking isn't ideal, so why don't you sit down?"

"Well then, don't mind if I do."

Takahashi and Suzuki seemed intent on leaving everything to me, so they sat on either side and began sipping tea.

"Let me get to the point. As Hideo knows, hell was previously attacked by Hades."

Takahashi and Suzuki looked at me. ...Come to think of it, I hadn't explained that? From their reaction, it seems they didn't make it a topic of casual conversation.

"And I had my authority over death completely stolen."

Enma said this was the background information. Apparently it was an explanation for Takahashi and Suzuki. But if Hades' story is the premise... what? Are those Greek death gods trying to cause trouble again? Those guys never learn... what should I do to them next?

"Hideo, don't jump to conclusions."

"Can you read minds?"

"There's probably no one who could get mind-reading techniques to work on you. You just show everything on your face."

Enma chuckled wryly, saying I had a thoroughly evil expression.

"Let me return to the story. That incident gave a huge shock not only to hell but also to paradise. You can understand the reason without me saying it, right?"

"Well, the afterlife is a kind of inviolable territory."

Conflicts between mythologies still exist in modern times. Though they don't do things as openly as in the old days. If they cause too much of a spectacle and harm comes to humans, it's inconvenient. This has been especially pronounced since Hades was killed by me. The rulers of the human world learned that they'd eliminate even a god like Hades without hesitation if it served their interests.

...Let me get back to the story. The conflicts that have continued endlessly since ancient times. But even during what was probably the most intense period, no one laid a hand on the afterlife where human souls ultimately end up. Places like Valhalla where souls are gathered for battle are different, but areas where souls unrelated to combat reside were completely demilitarized zones. Not because it was decided by treaty, but purely by tacit understanding. That's precisely why Hades could launch his attack. Even if he'd face inconvenience later, he could make some excuse for it.

"Indeed. Even after Hideo defeated Hades and the authority returned, I've repeatedly held discussions with the Ten Kings and other gods and Buddhas."

"Which means..."

"Yes. We decided we should seriously tackle the issue of defense."

Hell does have military forces. However, they hadn't anticipated a situation where a main god-class figure from another mythology would invade. But Hades breaking the previous precedent and attacking hell probably made them worried. If that guy did it, it wouldn't be strange for others to follow his example.

"That said, however many defensive measures we establish, we won't know if they'll function properly without actually testing them."

That's right. And no matter how thoroughly we think we've prepared, there might still be gaps.

"Therefore, we decided to conduct a large-scale exercise once to confirm whether our defensive measures work and identify problems..."

"But?"

"We have no opponents."

"No no, there are war gods and battle gods among the deities."

Even if they participated in the meeting as advisors and their hand was revealed, this is training, so they'd probably handle it skillfully.

"They are insufficient. You could call it a weakness inherent to gods and Buddhas."

"A weakness?"

"Indeed. They lack 'malice.'"

Malice... that's certainly true. Anyone who would break tacit understanding and invade would naturally have malice. Hades was the same. From his perspective it was for a great cause, but from the side suffering the inconvenience, it was nothing but malice.

"Since we're assuming we'll face malicious invaders, gods and Buddhas are a bit..."

Just because they're gods and Buddhas doesn't mean they're saints. There are probably some with human-like qualities too. But they're somewhat unreliable when it comes to malice. There probably aren't any gods in Japan who'd have the idea of invading another mythology's afterlife. Because there weren't any, Hades' outrageous act was allowed to happen. But asking truly evil beings for help wouldn't be good considering the worst-case scenario.

"Therefore, you three were chosen."

"Even if you're King Enma, I can't let that slide. Are you saying that Satou-kun, who's rumored to be a good kid with a perfect score, is a human full of malice?"

"No well, you... or rather, you three are good people individually, I know that."

But, Enma continued while placing his hand on his forehead.

"When the three of you get together, your morals suddenly plummet. You start doing whatever you want as long as you have a good cause."

"Hey hey hey, Lord Enma. Sure, maybe Takahashi and Suzuki caused a damn nuisance to human society."

"If you called us fools, that's probably true. But I can't accept being called light-headed scum who'd do whatever we want just given an excuse."

"Satou-kun is also saying 'that's right, that's right.'"

The president is looking at me like she's seeing something unbelievable... but I have absolutely no idea what she means.

"No, about your past actions... well, sins are sins. But I also understand that they were truly done thinking of people's future. I mean, I'm not criticizing your past sins here."

Then why are you saying such terrible things?

"Isn't that exactly how it is? If you could legally rampage through hell... what would you do?"

"..."

Well, it would... be fun, yes.

"That silence is the greatest proof."

What an accusation... but we're only human after all. We can't argue any further with the judge of the afterlife.

"Yeah. Takahashi and Suzuki have guilt from past events, so we can't go any further."

"Authority is terrifying."

"Adults are weak to authority, so it can't be helped."

"See, there you go naturally justifying yourselves. When you're alone you're really totally fine, but when you team up, why do you become like this..."

Anyway.

"So you want us to rampage through hell as mock enemies."

"Indeed. Though I'll set certain restrictions. So, what do you think? Will you take it on?"

Takahashi and Suzuki look at me. I'm the leader after all.

"Very well. If it's a request from King Enma himself, we can hardly refuse."

"For now, let's have a strategy meeting with the three of us afterward."

"Right. We're targeting an entire mythology's afterlife. We need to plan a detailed strategy."

My body's starting to tingle with excitement!

"...Your Majesty, didn't you act a bit hastily?"

"Well, hmm... let's say that sometimes even deadly poison is necessary."
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			Lie... Is This Me? Transforming into an Unknown Self!

			"Um, thank you for having me today."

That day, Sakuya had visited the Mutual Aid Society's training facility in Tokyo. Rika and the others had suggested it to Satou.

"We've already met everyone and all. Even though we won't start moving in earnest until September, wouldn't it be better to study how to use your powers a bit?"

"Besides, even when you come here in September, you'll probably be busy with daily life stuff for a while."

"You can already use simple magic intuitively at this stage, right? Even if we can't teach you anything, we think we could at least serve as training partners."

That's what they said. Since Sakuya herself wanted to do this too, she decided to come to Tokyo by teleportation on days when she had time. Today was the first day. Satou had only slipped out during lunch break, so after transporting Sakuya, he immediately returned to his company.

"Sacchan, Sacchan. Let's take it easy, take it easy."

"If you're too formal with us, we'll get nervous too."

"S-sorry, okay? I mean, sure, you guys are younger than me, but you're my seniors in this world."

"Well, in my case, the timing isn't that different from Ayase-san's, so I'm not really much of a senior."

"If you put it that way, same goes for us. Right?"

"Yeah. A few months difference is just margin of error in this world."

Rika and the others' words seemed to ease her tension. Sakuya also seemed to relax her shoulders a bit, looking less stiff than before.

"Thank you. By the way, what kind of powers do you all use?"

"Ah, since we're forming a party, we should start with that."

"Then I'll go first since mine's the simplest."

Hikaru stepped forward.

"My classification is psychic, and my ability is simply physical enhancement. My job is to get up front and duke it out."

That's what he said, but whether it was really just physical enhancement was highly questionable. He didn't fit into any existing psychic categories, and above all, he too seemed to be favored by fate.

"How manly."

"Thanks. Well, though that's just all I can do. By the way..."

Hikaru pulled out his light saber and high-frequency blade with a slightly smug expression.

"These are the kinds of weapons I use."

"The sword aside, but that other one... wow, weapons like something out of sci-fi really exist, huh."

Huh? Did I miss the mark? The reaction he was expecting didn't come back, leaving Hikaru deflated. He tilted his head wondering why a boy wouldn't be thrilled by something so obviously cool, but concluded with "well, he seems serious" and left it at that. Rika was next to introduce herself.

"I'm also a psychic. A Star's Fallen Child, was it? I'm classified as that kind of psychic, but... hehehe."

"?"

"Apparently I'm the highest rank among those Star's Fallen Children!"

Sakuya let out a wry smile at Rika's smug double peace sign, thinking how positive she was.

"Though honestly, what I can do now isn't that different from yours, Sacchan."

"Mine?"

"Yeah. Like creating flames and throwing them, or releasing wind like this."

Saying that, Rika demonstrated by shooting flames from one hand.

"If I train, it'll apparently become an almost omnipotent ability. Mama, who's like my completed form, could transform her body into natural phenomena to dodge attacks or do things like short-distance teleportation."

"Amazing... transforming your body into natural phenomena means you can become water or wind, right? It feels like you could do whatever you want..."

When Sakuya let that impression slip, Rika and the others laughed heartily.

"Sacchan, Sacchan. Mama's cute compared to some."

"If you're talking about doing whatever you want, Satou-san is way more so."

"He's human so he has mental vulnerabilities, but regarding his abilities, he could claim to be omnipotent."

"...Is Hero Uncle really that amazing?"

Actually, Sakuya herself knew he was probably incredible. When she visited the Akita Mutual Aid Society for various procedures, they treated him with the utmost respect.

"If you took a survey in the supernatural world, probably ninety percent would answer that he's dangerous."

"He's someone who could conquer both the surface and supernatural worlds right now if he wanted to."

"...I can't really imagine that."

To Sakuya, Satou was a nice uncle figure. She could only see him once or twice a year, but when they met, he was always really good to her. The idea that such a person possessed the power to rule the world right now didn't quite click.

"I know his good sides, but I also know plenty of his pathetic sides..."

"We'll ask you for details about that later, but may I explain myself next?"

"Ah, sorry. I made us get off track. Please go ahead."

"I'm a superhuman classified as ancestral regression."

This was 100% a lie from the start, but... well, given the circumstances, it couldn't be helped.

"Ancestral regression?"

"Among non-human beings, there are those who bear children with humans. This country has many tales of such interspecies marriages, doesn't it?"

"There are. Like with foxes."

"If humans continue marrying, usually by the grandchildren's generation, the influence from non-human blood disappears."

Rarely, through atavism, distant descendants might manifest their ancestors' blood.

"In my case, it seems my ancestor mated with a death god, so I can wield that power."

"D-death god..."

"In game terms, it's instant death magic. Low cost, and against opponents weaker than me, it's no questions asked."

"I-I see."

"It's convenient for clearing out small fry, and Hero-san said it was like a money-making qualification."

"Money-making qualification... that's... well, I guess that's the kind of world this is."

"Yes. The damage from aberrations doesn't make the news, but it's quite substantial."

She concluded that instant death and close combat using a large scythe was her fighting style, finishing Sarna's explanation.

"So that's our party's style."

"We're happy to have Sakuya-san join us since it'll greatly expand our support options."

"Haha, thank you. I'll work hard to meet your expectations."

"Shall we immediately do a mock battle using our powers?"

"Ah, wait. Before that, there are various things I'd like to try."

Things you'd like to try? As the three tilted their heads, Sakuya pulled a notebook from her pocket. The notebook was labeled "Satou's Magic Book."

"What's that?"

"He gave it to me when he came to pick me up. It apparently contains basic knowledge and useful magic."

Practicing alone was forbidden, but if Rika and the others were nearby, there was no problem.

"He said to knock me unconscious if things looked dangerous."

"...He says that so casually."

"Cutting off consciousness to sever magic power injection is standard procedure, so it's not wrong."

"Hey hey! More than that, I'm curious about what's inside that notebook! What kind of magic is written in there?"

"Ah, me too. I apparently have some magical aptitude myself."

"Then let's all take a look together."

The four of them peered into the notebook together. The first part contained easy-to-understand basic knowledge written in readable handwriting, though not particularly skillful. He had probably written it himself for Sakuya's sake. Feeling warm at his kindness, the group continued reading through the contents.

"Satou's Top 100 Recommended Magic... I wonder what's in there."

"It appears to be a three-level rating system."

"Sakuya-san."

"Yeah. Um, the first one is... transformation magic?"

"...Three stars?"

Magic for changing into something else. It was popular, or rather felt like the kind of witch technique that ordinary people would imagine, but was it really worth such a strong recommendation? Well, it certainly felt fantastical and dreamlike, but the group tilted their heads in confusion.

"Looking at the technique explanation, it doesn't seem that complicated."

"The reason for recommending it is on the next page. Sacchan, Sacchan."

"Alright, alright."

They turned the page to see Satou's reason for recommending it... and were struck speechless.

"Transformation magic is easily abused, so many countermeasures exist, but that's exactly what makes it 'delicious' magic. If mastered, you can slip through most countermeasures and exploit the psychological gap of opponents who think they're safe because they have countermeasures. So what does this mean? If you thoroughly develop this, you can cause all kinds of mischief. Ah, the mischief I'm talking about here is, you know, mischief in a good way. Below I'll list specific examples and key points for taking action."

The multiple specific examples that followed were... well, how should I put it, so villainous that they were hard to put into words. Assassination while disguised as close relatives, methods for causing internal organizational splits, most of them were obviously based on real experience and eerily vivid.

"...Maybe it's just because it's the transformation magic section that the explanation became so ruthless... yeah."

Hikaru's defensive comment to no one in particular echoed hollowly. However, betraying his attempt at defense, everything that followed was equally villainous. The magic itself might not be so bad, but Satou's reasons for recommending them were simply evil. After reading about halfway through, Rika muttered quietly.

"Is this a dark magic book?"

"""..."""

No one could say anything.
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			A Gentle, Ordinary Night

			"Oh, welcome home, Hero Uncle."

"...Yeah, I'm back."

When I got home, Saku-chan greeted me. She must have just gotten out of the bath. Saku-chan's skin had a faint reddish glow, and she was wearing a tracksuit. When I picked her up at noon, she said she'd be staying over... Well, it looks like she's settling in nicely. I'm the type who can relax comfortably even in other people's homes, but Saku-chan is more sensitive. Even though this is a relative's house, I thought she might be nervous, but it seems my worry was unnecessary.

"...You look tired?"

Saku-chan naturally took my suit jacket and asked with concern. It would be easy to say it's nothing, but... this could be a learning experience for her too, so I might as well tell her.

"Yeah. I've been making apology rounds to various places."

"Apology rounds... does that mean there was some kind of scandal at your company?"

"Yeah."

It happened during lunch break. As soon as I got back to the company after dropping off Saku-chan, bad news came flying in.

"Compliance violations. You've probably heard about them on the news, right Saku-chan?"

"Yeah. Harassment and inappropriate use of social media... for celebrities, it includes affairs too, right?"

"That's right. You study well. That's what happened at our company."

The perpetrator was an employee from a branch office, but that doesn't mean it has nothing to do with us.

"What makes it even worse is that it wasn't just one thing, but multiple incidents that all exploded at the same time."

It wasn't the same person doing multiple things, but different people doing separate things. The silver lining was that our company president excelled at that kind of balance. He was able to immediately set a policy and take action to put out the fires.

"There are cases that haven't gone public yet, but if we try to handle them internally and they get exposed later, it'll be troublesome."

Instructions were given to apologize to business partners and explain future countermeasures, not just for incidents that had already gone public, but also for cases that had just come to light. I agreed with this approach, so I immediately created a template for apologies and responses to this incident. I shared it with the apology tour team (my name for it) and went out to make apologies based on it.

"Tomorrow I have more apology rounds, and I need to adjust my work schedule for training sessions that were suddenly arranged... It's just chaos."

"Y-you're working so hard."

"Well, this is part of the job too. But more importantly..."

This was just the setup.

"Among the employees who messed up, there was a young one. When I looked into it, he actually had a pretty good reputation."

What he did wrong was inappropriate use of social media. He probably did it lightheartedly, never thinking it would turn into something like this.

"It might be painful to hear, but I think young people's failure stories can be educational."

"...Yeah, I think so too. Could you tell me the details?"

"That's my Saku-chan."

I spent about thirty minutes using that employee as a teaching example, explaining various things. Even though entering society is still far off for her, it won't be a waste.

"By the way, since you were so busy, what about dinner..."

"Haven't had it yet."

"Then should I make something? There's a supermarket nearby that stays open late, right?"

It was just past ten o'clock now. Regular supermarkets would have closed long ago, but the supermarket in our neighborhood stays open until around midnight. I appreciate Saku-chan's thoughtfulness, but...

"It's okay. I haven't eaten yet, but dinner arrangements are already made."

"Did you order delivery?"

"Delivery, well... Oh, perfect timing."

My phone started ringing.

"Saku-chan, two guests are coming over now. Is that okay?"

"Y-yeah... it's okay, but... at this hour?"

"We originally had plans to meet about something else."

I said this and used teleportation to summon Takahashi and Suzuki.

"Oh, so you're the famous Saku-chan."

"You give off such a good kid vibe that it's hard to believe you're related to Satou-kun."

"Hero Uncle? Who are these people..."

"They're my buddies, and they're also on my team in the supernatural world. Come on, introduce yourselves."

"Who do you think you are... I'm Takahashi Alice. I've had a long, complicated relationship with this guy."

"I'm Suzuki Mio. Nice to meet you."

"I'm Ayase Sakuya."

Good, now they've all met. If she's going to stay here, she'll probably interact with these guys from time to time, so it's better to get the introductions out of the way quickly.

"Actually, since Sakuya-kun is here, shouldn't we go to the other house?"

"If we were drinking it might get noisy, but today we're going alcohol-free."

If it gets too rowdy, we can always change venues.

"Oh, please don't worry about me. I'm not particularly studying or doing anything special today."

"Is that so? Sorry about this."

"More importantly, you two, food! Food!"

Since I was going to be late, I had asked them to bring food.

"Yes, yes. I made various things just like Satou-kun requested."

"Sakuya-kun, would you like some as a late-night snack?"

"Oh, is that okay?"

"I made plenty. It's totally fine."

"Then I'll take you up on that offer."

"Hehe, don't hold back."

Saying this, Suzuki laid out containers of my favorite side dishes on the table, while Takahashi arranged containers of rice balls.

"Ooh, my depressed mood is starting to lift!"

"You're easy to please... Well, if it cheered you up, then it was worth making."

"You've got it rough too, cleaning up after those idiots who screwed up."

"Bowing your head is part of a manager's job, so it can't be helped."

I toss in some fried chicken, bite into a rice ball, chew thoroughly and swallow, wash it down with tea. Just this alone feels like I've completed some kind of perpetual motion machine. I could keep this up forever.

"By the way, why did you all gather today?"

"Hmm? Oh, actually our team got a job request... is it okay to talk about this?"

"We weren't told to keep it secret, so it should be fine. Saku-chan isn't the type to go blabbing either."

"Um, if it's inconvenient, then..."

"It's fine, it's fine. The request is to attack the afterlife."

"I see... the afterlife... the afterlife?!"

Ah, I hadn't explained that part yet. I added a supplementary explanation that afterlife worlds like hell and paradise, which are talked about in the human world, actually exist. Her surprised reaction was so fresh that we all felt a bit warm and fuzzy.

"By the way, just so you know, when I say attack, it's just an exercise, okay? We're not doing anything bad."

"The request came from King Enma himself."

"Eh, King Enma..."

"Anyway. We decided to have a strategy meeting to prepare for that exercise."

Well, the strategy meeting comes after we eat. We need to recover our physical and mental gauges before we can even think about strategy meetings.

"Our story is fine and all, but since we have the chance, let's hear about Sakuya-kun too."

"Eh, me?"

"If you don't want to, just say so. These two old hags have no sense of delicacy."

"You're the one to talk!"

"Ahaha, you really are good friends."

Ah... what a nice atmosphere...

(My mental fatigue is gradually lifting...)

Tomorrow will be tough too, but... yeah, I'll do my best.
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			Sunday. Only today and tomorrow remained of summer vacation.

Having the very end of a long break like this fall on a Sunday made me feel a little cheated. Was I the only one who felt that way?

"Rika-san, Rika-san, it’s morning."

Setting aside my strange frustration, I gently shook Rika-san, who was sleeping next to me. I felt bad for waking her while she was so blissfully dead to the world, but we had plans, so she had to get up.

"Ngh, ugh… mornin’…"

"Good morning to you. Let’s go wash your face first."

I took Rika-san by the hand and led her to the washroom.

Even though we knew we had plans, we couldn’t help getting carried away last night. Then again, it was all the fault of that incredibly fun game Rika-san had bought, the one brimming with occult elements. We were not to blame.

"Hah! I feel so refreshed."

"I’m glad to hear it. Now, let’s have breakfast and get ready."

"I’m going to show you something interesting."

That was what Hero-san had told us, so we had all arranged to meet early in the morning. He never told us what, exactly, he was going to show us. That was just like him, always a fan of surprises. He did say it would be something that would help us grow, so I was sure it wouldn't be anything strange.

"Still though… doesn’t having a Sunday at the end of summer break feel like you’re getting ripped off?" Rika-san grumbled while munching on a sweet roll we had bought the night before. It seemed I wasn’t the only one.

Even this sort of casual chat with a girl my own age, physically speaking, felt so enjoyable to me. It made me realize just how barren my life had been, which was a little depressing.

"Fufu, I suppose so. But there’s not much we can do about that."

"I feel like the old man could do something about it, though."

Time, space, fate.

A man who could casually manipulate things that seemed utterly impossible to struggle against was in a league of his own.

"Like, he could brainwash the whole world and shift the date or something."

"I can’t imagine what we’d do if he pulled off something so grand for such a petty reason."

And so, after finishing breakfast, we got ready and headed to the park where we were supposed to meet.

Akatsuki-kun and Ayase-san were already there, and they greeted us with canned juice in hand.

"Hey there. Sacchan, you started living at the old man’s place yesterday, right? Did you sleep okay?"

"Yeah. Perfectly."

"I see. Things are probably a lot different here than back home, so if you run into any trouble, don’t hesitate to count on us, okay?"

"Thank you."

She could be a tomboy, but she was a truly good person. I think I was incredibly lucky to have become friends with Rika-san.

Which, of course, only made me feel guiltier about all the things I was hiding from her.

"By the way. Is it cooler over there, even in the summer… Sarna-chan?"

"Everyone, on your guard."

I had sensed a yomotsu presence, one that disturbed the refreshing morning air despite the heat.

Seeing me take out my great scythe, Rika-san and the others must have realized this was no ordinary situation, as they immediately took up battle stances.

"Ah, please, calm yourselves. I am no suspicious character."

Appearing before us was a single black cat. This was, if I recall, a servant of Hell…!?

My wariness shot up for a completely different reason than before.

"Kieeeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaaaah, it taaaaaaaalked!?!"

"Rika-chan, calm down. Well, I know how you feel though."

"Um, you are…?"

"I am a Hellcat, a servant of Hell. As I stated a moment ago, I have no intention of bringing any of you harm."

The Hellcat explained that Hero-san had sent it to retrieve us.

"The old man did?"

"A large-scale drill will be held in Hell today."

"A drill, you say?"

"Indeed. It is a military exercise with Satou-sama, Takahashi-sama, and Suzuki-sama as the mock enemies."

"Ah… now that you mention it, he did say something before about invading the afterlife…"

The Hellcat gave us a summarized explanation of the events leading up to the drill. The other three were just listening with interest, but I had more pressing concerns.

My father is the root cause of this!!

And his subordinate!

"Satou-sama requested that we grant you all permission to observe the exercise, saying that even just watching would be a valuable experience."

It would certainly be an experience worth a king’s ransom. To see such powerful individuals, even with restrictions, fight the afterlife with all their might. Watching alone would be enough to help us grow. It would, but!!

This is bad, this is bad, this is bad. Because, well, they’ll find out! They’ll find out for sure!?

I’ve managed to fool Hero-san, thanks to his arrogance born from overwhelming power and the fact that I am someone under his protection.

But King Enma would notice. With his keen eyes, there was no mistaking it. Wh-what should I do?

Ah, I know! I can do it! This way I can make a natural exit!!

"Um, in that case, would it be all right if I declined?"

"What’s with the sudden change of heart?"

"From what I’m hearing, the one who caused the underworld to re-evaluate its defenses was…"

"Oh, right. Hades is a god from Greek mythology, isn’t he."

"Yes. For me, someone who bears the blood of a Death God, however minor, to go there would be…"

Yes, yes, create an atmosphere of "well, if that’s the case, it can’t be helped."

"No. That is by no means the young lady’s sin."

You, you Hellcaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat!!!!

"Enma-sama is not so petty as to make a fuss over such a thing, so please rest assured."

"There you go. That’s great, isn’t it, Sarna-chan!"

"How about looking at it this way? It’s a chance to work on improving Greece’s image after what happened."

"Sarna-san is a polite and dependable girl. I’m sure everyone in Hell will welcome you."

It hurts, it hurts, it hurts! Their goodwill hurts! It stabs me! This kindness is stabbing me right through!!

This is impossible! There’s no way I can refuse after they’ve said all this, is there!?

Guh, guh-guh…

King Enma’s discerning eye is terrifying. But right now, the power I inherited is sealed away, so… m-maybe I’ll be okay? I also have the filter of being one of the children Hero-san is protecting.

I-I can do this! I should be able to! Please, let me believe I can!!

Besides, we’re just observing in the afterlife. It’s not like we’re guaranteed to meet King Enma!

That’s right, it’s probably not good for King Enma to interact with the living unnecessarily either…

I started to calm down a little.

"W-Well, in that case, I’ll accept your kind offer."

"If anyone gives you trouble, I’ll protect you! So don’t you worry!"

"Thank you very much."

"Then let us be on our way."

We boarded the chariot pulled by the Hellcat, who had returned to its original form.

"I know this is for our studies, but… I’m still so excited."

"Going to the afterlife while you’re still alive is a once in a lifetime experience. Mom and Dad are going to be so surprised when I tell them."

"Even Mama has never been to the afterlife, I bet. I’m gonna brag to her when I get back!"

I-It’s fine. It’ll be fine.
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			(...This is Japan's underworld)

The moment I crossed the boundary between the living world and this realm, I felt the familiar air against my skin. Different countries, different mythologies, but it seems the afterlife carries the same atmosphere everywhere. ...Now that I think about it again, what on earth did father do?

(Since it wasn't explicitly forbidden, he could have made excuses)

Even so, that only works if he succeeded. If he hadn't defeated Hero-san first, even returning alive would only create problems... no, that was part of it too. In case he was stripped of his position for the crime of attacking the afterlife, I was meant to be the insurance... I really wish he'd spare me this.

"By the way, cat-san. Where will we be observing from?"

"The Hall of Enma... the place where the Great King holds trials, and Lord Enma will be watching alongside us."

My faint hopes were instantly crushed. Why? That's the heart of hell, isn't it? That's the target area for the exercise. Why would they make that the viewing area? Sensing my confusion, the hellcat explained the reason. Apparently, this exercise assumes that Enma has been incapacitated by some scoundrel's hand. So that's why we'll be watching together with Enma...

"Um, is it really safe for living humans like us to go there?"

Ayase-san said something good!

"Ha ha ha, how alike you are to your blood relative, Ayase-sama, saying the same thing."

"You mean Hero Uncle too?"

"Yes. He said that even though we're observing, being in the same place as Enma seemed questionable."

Then why the Hall of Enma...

"That gentleman seems to have oddly serious aspects despite his frivolous attitude."

Since we'll both receive judgment after death, he thinks unnecessary contact should be avoided for both parties' sake. Hero-san apparently thinks this way. I agree completely.

"However, well, frankly speaking, that's overthinking it. The Great King won't let personal relationships cloud his judgment, and... there's precedent."

"""""Precedent?"""""

"Do you know of a historical figure named Ono no Takamura?"

Ayase-san let out an "ah" sound.

"Sa-chan, you know him?"

"He was a famous literary figure from the Heian period. He has many interesting anecdotes, including some related to hell."

According to the story, Takamura was once peering into a well when he accidentally fell in, but that well was apparently a path to hell. After various twists and turns, Takamura's abilities were recognized by King Enma, and he ended up assisting King Enma during nighttime visits to the underworld.

"It's lenient enough that he had people assist with duties, never mind personal interaction."

"Isn't that too lenient?"

"It's because the Great King judged with his own eyes that there was no problem."

If that's the case, then watching together briefly would be no problem at all, the hellcat laughed.

"Now then, we'll be arriving shortly, so please prepare yourselves."

Soon after, we arrived at the Hall of Enma. Akatsuki-kun and Ayase-san were overwhelmed by its solemn majesty, while Rika-san was excitedly saying "amazing, amazing."

"Great King. I have brought the guests."

"Mm, well done."

"Well then, everyone, please introduce yourselves."

Prompted by the hellcat, Rika-san was the first to speak up.

"I'm Saionji Rika! Please take care of me today!"

"Mm. Good to have such energy."

"I'm Akatsuki Hikaru. Please take care of me."

"I'm called Ayase Sakuya."

"...Sarna Diadokos."

"Mm... hm?"

Yes, caught immediately!!

"Um, Lord Enma! Sarna-chan does have Greek death god blood, but..."

"It's fine, I understand."

Please stop giving me that meaningful look.

"Indeed, Lord Hades committed unforgivable acts. However, it would be wrong to blame his wife, children, and subordinates who weren't involved in the scheme. Sarna Diadokos, was it? I hold no grudge against her whatsoever."

...Really?

"Didn't I tell you? The Great King is a wise and generous person."

"Yeah... I'm glad. That Lord Enma is so magnanimous."

"Ha ha ha."

Suddenly, I felt something strange. This is... a barrier?

"I had heard that Hades' authority hadn't passed to Lady Persephone."

...Recognition interference. Looking at Rika-san and the others chatting happily, this conversation seems to be between me and King Enma alone.

"I never imagined he had created an existence like you."

"...Well..."

"It's fine. As I said before, I have no intention of reproaching you."

"...Is that really all right?"

"What sin could I possibly find in a young child still learning about so much? Besides, a parent's sin is not the child's sin."

"But..."

Recently I honestly don't care much about it, but officially I'm supposed to be inheriting Hades' will...

"You're fond of your current life, aren't you?"

"That's... well, yes... it's fun."

"Then your current self is just a child who loves her friends and enjoys peaceful days."

"...Is it really okay to just be a child?"

"Mm. That's not just my view, Hero would feel the same."

Even if he realized my true identity, he would see my essence and continue treating me the same way as before. That's what Enma told me. If that's true... I would be happy too.

"Ah, but..."

"It's fine, fine. I understand that too. I'll keep your true identity secret, so don't worry."

"...Thank you."

"Well then, I'll release the barrier."

"Yes."

What a generous god, I think. My heart feels much lighter. Now I can enjoy this exercise without reservation.

"Great King. When will the exercise begin?"

"Mm. Once you all arrived and were ready to observe... meaning, it has already begun."

So saying, Enma pointed to a large screen with his staff.

"Do you know of beings called gushojin?"

"Gushojin?"

"They're like fairies that attach to humans we judge. They have the role of recording that person's life."

...Ah, right, Enma and the other Ten Kings hold trials based on those records.

"This time, we're arranged to observe his movements through the gushojin of Satou Hideo, who is currently relieved of duty."

When Hero-san begins his actions, the footage being filmed by his gushojin will appear on screen. The other two are apparently different.

"Eh, is that because Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san are women?"

"No, it's not out of consideration for women's privacy or anything like that."

"Rika-san, it's probably because this is an exercise."

An exercise is a place of learning. While it helps to see their movements to some extent, if everything were revealed, the opportunity for analysis would be lost. So I think they're only showing the leader Hero-san's movements.

"Exactly... mm, it seems to be starting."

The screen flickered briefly, then showed an unfamiliar man. ...No, not unfamiliar. I've seen him. That's... the morning weather man? Rika-san and the others tilted their heads with question marks. However, having somewhat understood, both Enma and I grimaced severely.

≪Today's weather in hell is sunny with occasional "paradise"≫

The moment he said that, part of paradise began peeling away and raining down on hell.
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			This all happened while I was formally accepting King Enma's request and we were discussing the exercises. A question about his plan suddenly occurred to me. For a discussion about what to do if the afterlife were attacked, wasn't the focus leaning too heavily toward Hell? It wasn't that Paradise was being ignored. He did say they would be reinforcing its defenses as well. Still, I felt that the conversation was weighted heavily in Hell's favor.

Logically, I understood. Between Hell and Paradise, an attack on the former would be overwhelmingly more fatal. For an invading force, there honestly wasn't much to be gained by conquering Paradise. In fact, the disadvantages would likely be greater. To use a real-world war as an analogy, it would be like attacking a place inhabited only by unrelated civilians instead of a military facility. In a real war, that could... and it's a disgusting thought, but it could potentially stir up war-weariness or reduce the number of future soldiers.

However, the inhabitants of the afterlife are the dead, and those in Paradise are good souls. This isn't Valhalla, so no matter how cornered they become, the gods and buddhas would never mobilize good souls for a fight. Even if the good souls pleaded for the war to stop, the gods would likely not heed their voices if battle was necessary. Furthermore, there are circumstances unique to the gods. Between the good and the wicked, which do you think are more devout in their faith? Faith is extremely important to the gods, so there is no advantage in harming good souls who might become their followers.

*What about evil and wicked gods?*

Well, their personalities would probably lead them to consider using Paradise for their schemes. But this too offers little benefit due to circumstances unique to the supernatural. Paradise is a haven where good souls arrive after death. Sanctuaries of that nature reject wicked beings. Forcing one's way in would result in a debuff. This is a fairly significant performance drop, so there is little to be gained by targeting it.

However, there are ways to circumvent the rules that block evil. The easiest to understand would be to use humans. Not every human who goes to Paradise is a saint without a single blemish. Everyone has a dark side to their heart. That is why humans alone are excluded from the rule. So it is possible to use humans to cause trouble.

Despite that, there's little concern for Paradise because they seem to be underestimating what humans are capable of. And they're not wrong. A human strong enough to cause trouble in Paradise would need to be quite powerful. Strong people tend to have egos to match their power. Few who reached a level where they could rampage through Paradise would be willing to become a mere errand boy for an evil or wicked god. I think that's why, especially since this was an exercise, they simply wrote it off as an exception.

*And yet, Lord King Enma-sama desired malice from us.*

For this exercise, Takahashi and Suzuki have no restrictions, but my own power is severely limited. To be specific, if Takahashi and Suzuki are around level 90, I'm at 95. The upper echelon of humanity, I suppose. It would be impossible for the three of us to take all of Paradise. We lack both the power and the numbers. But depending on how we do it, we can certainly use Paradise to stir things up. That's why, during our discussion, I steered Enma's focus even further away from Paradise and made him concentrate on an attack on Hell. Given the operational demands of Hell, a complete surprise attack for the exercise is difficult. The jailers and security forces have already been notified about the drill. That's why they're on high alert... too bad for them.

"Well, how was that? Did I show you the malice you desired? If it's not enough, don't worry."

I spoke to Enma through the Kushoujin, telling him this was just the opening act. This time, Enma is purely a spectator. The exercise is based on the premise that some scoundrel has neutralized him. The other Ten Kings are in command, which is why this broadcast is even connected.

*Alright, the opening move went well... but I can't let my guard down yet.*

Catching the enemy off guard. It's a fundamental tactic in both single combat and group battles. To that end, Suzuki and I used transformation magic to sneak into Paradise. We went to a place with no security, discreetly made an incision in the ground, and planted Suzuki's repulsion mines. After repeating this multiple times and finishing most of the setup, we detonated them, launching the land of Paradise down into Hell below. The fall of Paradise must have made quite an impact.

"Now then... it should be about time, right?"

I'm deliberately advertising my presence. There's no way they don't know where I am. An enemy practically yelling "Here I am!" is obviously a trap. They must know that too. But they have to come. Right now, I'm the only one whose location is known. They're probably searching for Suzuki and Takahashi, but they have no choice but to commit more forces to me, the most troublesome one whose position has been compromised.

"Found you! Surrender and be bound!!"

"That's a line I've only ever heard in historical dramas... Not a chance!!"

I turned tail and ran. Naturally, they gave chase. The ones sent after me were all quite strong. I could probably beat them in a fight, but with my current limitations, it would drain me considerably. In other words, this pursuit is meant to wear me down... and they probably know I've figured that out. That's how the tactical game of battle works. To some extent, both sides know what the other is trying to do. A battle is won by out-reading your opponent and steadily accumulating advantages on top of that.

"This direction... a human shield!?"

"You guessed it."

It seems the opening gambit is still having an effect. The evacuation of the residents is delayed. I successfully fled into a city... or a place like it, teeming with inhabitants. That said, if I dawdle, they'll take my shields away. The moment I entered the city, I shouted at the top of my lungs.

"TAKE ME DOWN WITH ALL OF THEM!!!!!!!!!"

In that moment, what appeared over the city was no thunderhead, but a storm cloud of pure repulsion. Yes, after the setup was complete, I had instructed Suzuki to hide here and wait.

"Do not falter! Attack him..."

"It's just an exercise, after all."

I cut him off and sneered.

"You're allowed to abandon them, you know?"

"Ugh... Raise the barrier with all your might! Become a shield for the people!!!"

For this exercise, a special mechanism has been applied to us. If a participant takes any action, direct or indirect, that would lead to a lethal outcome, the would-be victims are isolated. So Suzuki's repulsion force won't reach the residents of Paradise. They'll be pushed away just before impact. But does that mean they can be ignored? That's another story. They had been hit with one opening move after another, so their minds hadn't caught up to that detail. So I reminded them. I reminded them of who they are.

"My goal was to wear you down. Same as you."

It was a reflexive action. They won't be able to block it completely. They might be able to protect the residents, but many of the pursuers will suffer considerable damage.

"A summoning circle...!?"

Just as the repulsion force was about to crush their barrier, a summoning circle unfolded at my feet.

"Bye-byeee♪"

Answering the summons, I left the scene. I arrived in a corner of Hell.

"Yo. Looks like you pulled it off."

"More or less. But the real show is just beginning."

Takahashi chuckled, so I smiled back at him.

"No idea how far we can take this, but."

"Yeah, let's just raise as much hell as we can."
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			"Oh no, don’t fall for it, Oni-san!"

"That’s one of Hero Uncle’s despicable schemes!"

The children shouted at the screen, their fists clenched. Within minutes of it starting, everyone except for Hades’s daughter had emotionally taken the side of the oni.

I suppose I could not blame them.

Right now, on the other side of the screen, the Hero was disguised as a wounded oni, feeding false information to another. The chaos of the moment, coupled with the Hero’s own acting skills, had the oni completely fooled.

"That’s enough, don’t talk! Hey, get this guy to an aid station, quickly!"

Most of the aid stations were impromptu facilities. This meant the Hero and his allies did not have information on their locations. Having successfully located one, the Hero knocked out the oni who had brought him, then used the opportunity to burn down the station and its supplies without a shred of hesitation.

He must have known there was likely valuable intelligence inside.

But he chose speed. The Hero made an immediate withdrawal and repeated the same act in a different location. This time, however, there was one difference.

"B. Be careful… They’re disguising themselves as oni to locate our bases…"

"What did you say!?"

"Spread this information at once! And dispatch guards!"

They would never suspect that the oni standing right before them was one of the impostors. His judgment was too quick. He had abandoned his cover before the information could be compromised, and instead began spreading the intelligence himself. This offered several advantages, but being able to control the timing of his own discovery was a significant one.

He was also clever about who he chose to tell.

A sharper mind might have had a countermove available here. For instance, they could have ordered the oni who brought the information to be finished off as proof he was not an enemy. If an ally took lethal damage, they would be teleported away automatically, so there would be no risk. The oni before them was already in tatters, after all. The loss in terms of fighting strength would be minimal.

"Hey, where are you going!?"

"I’m not much of a fighter anymore, but I’m going to spread this information to as many places as I can until I reach my limit… urgh…!"

"But with those wounds, you should go to an aid station…"

"Idiot! Depending on the situation, we might have to evacuate the patients and supplies that have already been brought in!"

What was the point of adding another burden? When the disguised Hero argued it was more efficient to keep moving until he was forced out, the other oni nodded, looking deeply impressed.

"We can’t let those humans keep doing whatever they want! You stop being so soft and do your part too!"

"Ooh! Well said! You’re absolutely right!"

This guy, his ability to talk his way through things is truly pathological.

"Grr… That uncle…"

"But Rika-chan, Satou-san isn’t uninjured either," the young Akatsuki said, watching as the Hero took cover and dispelled his transformation magic. He was right. The Hero had sustained wounds that were by no means shallow. Without the restrictions, he could have healed himself in an instant, but with his current handicap, his resources for recovery were not limitless.

He is being cornered, yes he is, but… that is likely part of the plan as well.

He could fully heal with his current resources. The reason he was only applying minimal treatment was because he wanted to allocate those resources elsewhere. I can say this with certainty. The Hero and his allies will be taken down before long. But to call that our victory and their defeat would be incorrect.

Our very conditions for victory and defeat are different.

This was a result of our own shortsightedness. We wanted to confirm whether our revised defenses could repel an invading enemy. They, however, are only looking to see how much damage they can inflict on us. We initially saw them as the enemy’s main force, but they have been operating as a vanguard from the very beginning. They are not seeking a spectacular victory. From start to finish, all they have done is cause trouble.

Our past conventions are holding us back.

The Hero and his allies are running rampant, but in truth, they are not targeting any of the vital locations in Hell or Paradise. This was true even from the initial fall of Paradise. It would have been a catastrophe had they taken the center of Paradise, but what fell was a remote region. Our defensive resources are not infinite. It is impossible to deploy troops evenly everywhere. Consequently, there are always going to be areas where our defenses are weak and thin. And it is not as if being attacked there causes us no pain. After repelling the enemy, we have to spend people, goods, and money on reconstruction.

I believe their intention is to tell us to start thinking about what to do under the assumption that we will take damage.

Take a bridge, for example. Suppose there is a bridge that we know will be targeted, and that defending it completely is impossible. Yet, after the war ends, this bridge must be rebuilt for life to resume. If its destruction is a foregone conclusion, then we should be focusing our ingenuity on how quickly and cheaply we can reconstruct it.

Ugh… Deep-seated values are a troublesome thing.

When it came to a war in the afterlife, we had been far too lacking in the awareness that there could be a second time, or a third. We assumed it would not be a protracted conflict, given the location. Invading the afterlife is an inherently risky action, after all. Indeed, Hades himself had launched a blitzkrieg, a surprise attack, and had poured all his efforts into his true objective, which was to seize the authority I hold. Had he failed, he would have likely withdrawn to Greece without attacking the Hero. Then, through subsequent political negotiations, he would have minimized his losses and kept a low profile for a while.

The fault is mine for seeking out malice, yet still believing the enemy to be a rational entity.

As the Enma of Hell who has judged many evils, I should have known better. Among the villains I have judged in the past, there were many who disregarded conventional calculations of profit and loss. That type of person operates entirely according to their own internal set of rules. They do not make rational judgments based on things like risk.

The moment I allowed Hades’s invasion, that illusion was shattered. Is their message that I should stop treating this place as special?

I thought I understood. That was why we began discussing a new defensive posture in the first place. But I had not fully cast it away. The illusion that the afterlife is a special domain. It is a flaw of the undying, this difficulty in changing one’s values. The Hero and his comrades have brilliantly exploited that. The other Ten Kings in command must have been made to realize it early on as well. But at this stage, they have no effective countermeasure, which is why they continue to be outmaneuvered.

Choosing those former scoundrels as our opponents for this drill was the right decision.

We have managed to identify numerous problems before falling into a critical situation.

"Look! It seems like Hero Uncle and the others are finally cornered!"

The tide of battle shifted in the blink of an eye. The Hero and his allies, who had been moving separately and carrying out terrorist acts, were now being driven into one location. It certainly looked like they were at their limit… no, that is wrong. I only noticed because I could see it in real time, and with my own eyes. They are certainly suffering from severe exhaustion. But their eyes are not dead. What is it? What can they do in that situation? They should not be able to use any significant techniques… Unease burns in my chest, a feeling that I am overlooking something important.

Self-destruction? But if they self-destruct in that state…

It would amount to nothing more than a cornered animal’s last gasp. And yet, that defiant smile…

"Looks like we’re out of options."

"Seems so."

"Alright, let’s do it."

The three of them nodded with smiles, then shouted.

"""Glory to Lord Hades!"""

They self-destructed, just as I had expected. However, the scale of the explosion far surpassed my estimations. It was powerful enough to wipe out the entire surrounding army. Where on earth did they get the resources for that much power…

"…So that’s what this is."

Sarna-jou murmured, her face twisting into a massive grimace. A moment later, I also understood. And my own face twisted in exactly the same way.

Do they have… any human decency…



		
		
		
			Chapter 125: The Human Heart
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 125

			The Human Heart

			Man, blowing yourself up is the best. Brimming with satisfaction, we respawned in Enma's Palace. I had set it up so we would be sent here if we were taken out. The exercise was over, so I removed the restraints I had placed on myself. I deployed a large scale healing field and healed everyone who was injured during the exercise. I could also repair the things we destroyed, but I purposely chose not to. For the sake of the future, they need to handle that on their end. They will probably need to do some analysis and stuff anyway.

"Don't you have a heart, Uncle?"

"Satou-san, everything you did was straight out of a villain's playbook."

"Hero Uncle..."

Hahaha, I am getting quite the negative reception. Well, I am aware I did enough to deserve it. This kind of reaction is just what I expected. I knew that if I showed this to kids their age, their emotions would get the better of their logic. So now it is my job to explain the logic and turn what they saw in this exercise into a lesson. Although, it looks like Sarna-chan already gets it.

"Also, why are you younger?"

"Well... when you're doing bad things, you feel young again, right? And if you make your body younger too, you get even more into it. Right?"

"Yeah. It feels like you can get away with anything just by playing the kid card."

"Even if we are a couple of old folks in our mid thirties on the inside."

We cackled and laughed together.

"First, allow us to express our gratitude. Thanks to you, we have discovered many things we had not seen or noticed before."

"I am glad to hear it. About what comes next..."

"Yes. We would like a more detailed explanation. Of course, we understand it ourselves, but."

"Consider it done."

Enma led us to a room that looked like a conference hall, where the Ten Kings and other key figures were already assembled. Some of the people I had fought with directly during the exercise were there. As we exchanged words of thanks for each other's hard work,

"Huh...? Why is everyone so friendly...?"

"Even after all that was done to them..."

That is a good observation. Normally, you would be pretty ticked off if someone wrecked your place that badly, even for an exercise, right? But that is how humans think. Even if they have similar thought patterns to humans, nonhumans are still nonhumans. There is a definite "gap" between them and people, whether big or small. In this exercise, I exploited that aspect as well.

"Well then, Enma-sama. May I borrow a whiteboard and a screen?"

"Yes. Be my guest."

Still, it is a little funny that hell uses whiteboards and markers. They are useful, so there is no reason not to use them... but you know, it just does not fit the atmosphere, right?

"I am sure you already understand, but the myth of the afterlife's inviolability has completely crumbled."

I wrote the word "Special" in large letters on the whiteboard and drew a big X over it.

"If this were, say, the myth of a small, single region, we might have been able to make an example of them by crushing the whole thing."

If a small, local mythology had pulled something like this, we could have maintained the myth of inviolability by having everyone crush them. We could have made an example of them, showing what happens when you cross the line. Well, even that would have left a crack, so it probably would not have lasted forever.

"But our opponents were the Greek gods. It's not that simple."

"Indeed."

It was an unspoken agreement that was never codified in the first place. If Olympus were to voluntarily offer an apology, the Buddhist faction would have no choice but to accept it. The main culprit has already been completely annihilated, after all. Taking a hard line here would only hurt both sides.

"There might be talk of using this as an opportunity to create a formal non-aggression treaty..."

"It has been raised as one possibility. But even so, things will not be the same as before."

"I would imagine not. Which is precisely why the topic of reinforcing your defenses came up in the first place."

The fact that a precedent has been set is a heavy burden, again and again. The fact that it was the well known Greeks who did it is also a problem. Let us say some faction wanted to make the Greek pantheon cry uncle and made a move after a formal treaty was signed. They could just say, "You guys already did it once." That would draw massive criticism in international society, but with nonhumans, who knows. That is true even if you add a clause saying that if the treaty is broken, the other mythologies will jointly attack the violator.

In the end, mythologies are all about fighting over believers. Some would probably come up with a lame excuse and refuse to participate in the punishment. In that case, there is no real benefit for the Greeks in signing a formal treaty. If they were to attack the afterlife of a mythology that retaliated against them, they would be the ones who were hit first, but it would still be their second offense. Other mythologies could use that as a pretext to intervene. You know, by saying that place is dangerous after all.

So, what about excluding the Greek pantheon? No. That would mean it is okay to attack the Greeks since they are not part of the treaty. It is dangerous to have such a major power with a strong military outside the treaty. But even so, forming an alliance of treaty members to crush the Greeks would not go well either. You would need a really good excuse to take down a power as big as the Greek pantheon.

"Let me say it again. The afterlife is no longer a place of absolute inviolability. In a war between mythologies, it will be a definite target. And in that case, the fighting will never end with a single skirmish."

The same is true for normal wars. The standard is to attack over and over to occupy territory. A clean, one shot victory is impossible unless there is an overwhelming difference in military strength.

"That is exactly why this time, we chose to stir up the afterlife in such a manner."

"Thorough and relentless harassment, was it?"

"Yes. We ignored important facilities from the start and relentlessly attacked places that seemed to have low difficulty."

In a war between mythologies, you can always gather numbers, regardless of quality. It is easy to form an army with troops who do not value their lives in the slightest.

"Preparing not just to defend, but to cut your losses effectively, is absolutely essential."

I continued to list more problems and explain our actions in detail. Then, one of the Ten Kings raised his hand.

"...May I have a word?"

"Yes. Uh."

"I am King Shinkou."

King Shinkou looks like one of those beefy old man characters from a fighting game.

"I am sure you have a faint inkling of this, but we would rather not involve humans if we can help it."

"I thought so."

They would likely try to avoid mobilizing their believers.

"However, this exercise has once again reminded us of the difference in perspective between humans and nonhumans. We are thinking of appointing past military commanders in an advisory capacity. What are your thoughts on that?"

Sounds good to me.

"Do you have anyone you would recommend?"

"When it comes to ability, you all are more knowledgeable, having judged them yourselves, but..."

Ah, but it might be better to avoid picking them all from a single era. There have been many eras overflowing with war, or rather, it was constant until modern times. I think it is better to pick a number of people who have survived the most terrible periods of their respective eras. A terrible period means it was also a time overflowing with malice.

"We will take that into consideration. Thank you."

"Not at all."

"I have a question as well. Ah, I am King Godoutennrin."

The King who handles the final judgment.

"About that final self-destruction... what sort of technique was used for that?"

"Indeed. Hearing the reports from moments before, it seemed you had no energy left."

Ah, they did not see it directly, so they do not understand.

"I will explain. Yes, to be blunt, this is the very thing I am most concerned about."

To get straight to the point.

"The energy used for the self-destruction was the damned souls continuously suffering punishment in hell."

In this exercise, the damned were not included in the isolation measures. But that is not a good thing.

"When it comes to an invasion, there is no resource more useful than sinners."

After all, they are a resource you can never use up. There are all sorts of punishments in hell, like mountains of needles and burning at the stake, things that would normally kill you, right? Death can come even to a soul. But if they died, it would not be a punishment, would it? That is why the damned are given a pseudo immortality by the laws of hell.

"This time, we simply used them as energy for self-destruction... but surely you see?"

There are countless techniques that produce devastating effects by offering a sacrifice. There is no better resource to use as a sacrifice for them than sinners. You might think the defending side could just use them for attacks too, but they cannot. There are things that beings on the "side of good" cannot do, things they cannot overlook. It is not about face, it is a matter of their very reason for being, so they cannot do it. Using sinners who are being punished to atone for their sins in a war would cross a line for the officials and guards of hell.

"It is like a nasty combo in a trading card game. And what is really terrible is that the key card is a common."

It is a bargain, costing less than ten yen for a stack. That is insane, right?

"Cutting off their immortality would mean messing with the laws of hell itself, so it will not be easy."

Therefore, the next best plan. You should create a system to isolate all the sinners in one place if an invasion occurs. That was my suggestion, but...

«...»

"Um, what is it?"

Most of the attendees were completely put off.

"Useful resource..."

"Never use up..."

"Compared it to a TCG..."

"A common..."

"And it costs less than ten yen..."

"A... a human heart..."

Hey, what are you all whispering about...

"You guys asked for this! You're the ones who requested malice!"

Why is this being turned back on me!?
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			Someone to Welcome Me Home

			(I still can't accept this...)

A day had passed and work was over. As the train swayed, I found I was still hung up on what happened yesterday.

(All I did was the job they wanted!)

...It would be a lie to say I didn't have some personal fun. Yeah, me, Takahashi, and Suzuki all had a blast. Picking a fight with a huge group when you're outnumbered is just plain fun. Using the fact that you're at a disadvantage as an excuse to let your reason melt away is also... well, let's put that aside for now.

(I behaved just as they wanted, and I even got them proper results...)

Isn't that cruel? The air was freezing cold. The stares, like they were thinking, *are these guys for real...*, just kept stabbing into me. But Satou-kun doesn't give in. They say Satou-kun is as earnest as the Little Match Girl, after all. I will endure the lack of understanding and act as if nothing is wrong.

(Oh, right. I think I'm running out of toilet paper.)

I got off at my station and was about to start walking home when I remembered. It was a bit of a detour, but I decided to stop by the drug store before heading back.

(...Might as well buy some snacks, too.)

Drug stores are devilish places, aren't they. You go in planning to buy only what you need, but before you know it, you've bought snacks and cup noodles that are cheaper than at a regular supermarket. I finished my shopping and this time headed straight home without any more side trips.

"I'm home."

A moment later,

"Welcome home, Hero Uncle."

Saku-chan, wearing an apron, came to greet me. Today marks the third day since Saku-chan came to live here, but... man, this is nice.

"...Um, I can't just ignore this anymore, so I have to ask. Why are you on the verge of tears every time...?" Saku-chan said as she took my jacket, her eyes looking at me as if I were some unknowable creature.

"Coming home to find someone there, who says 'welcome home' to you... that's a truly wonderful thing."

"Huh...?"

"You're still a kid, Saku-chan, so you wouldn't get it. Once you hit your mid-thirties, still single, you'll understand how I feel."

I headed into the living room and plopped down onto the sofa. Then Saku-chan, who had hung my jacket on a hanger, took a beer from the fridge and placed it in front of me. What is this, is she some super considerate wife...? I'm floored by how high her girl-power is, from a guy's perspective, with every little thing she does.

"Dinner's ready, but what do you want to do? Have a bath first?"

"No... let's eat, please."

"Okay. I'll heat it up again, so just wait a minute."

Who would ever think this was a conversation with a high school boy...

"Oh, right. I finished writing up the report, so please grade it."

As she spoke, I looked at the table and saw a file folder. The report was about yesterday's hellish siege. I explained it in fair detail during the meeting, but not everything. I'd omitted the minor points. I had told them to write a report on what they noticed from watching our battle, including things like that.

"...But you did it just one day after yesterday?"

I had them write the report as a team, not individually, so it's not impossible to finish in a day. If they all brainstormed and had Saku-chan and Sarna-chan compile it into sentences, it would probably take some kind of shape. But I was planning on giving them about a week.

"You know what they say, strike while the iron is hot, right? We decided we should do it while it was all still fresh in our minds," Saku-chan answered my muttering while reheating the food in the kitchen.

They're so diligent. Well, three-fourths of the kids' party are the serious type, so I guess it figures.

"Let's see here."

I scanned the loose-leaf pages, beer in one hand. ...Oh? So they noticed I was basically using only elementary spells and techniques. For the hellish siege, I used almost no advanced skills. I centered my tactics on fundamentals like transformation magic, suggestion, perception dampening, and enhancement. Well, even if they're fundamentals, their quality was top-tier. It's like, they're basic techniques, but their mastery and skill levels are high.

(Hmm... and they seem to have a certain degree of understanding about the reasons why, though not all of them.)

There were several reasons I only used fundamentals. One of them was cost. I wanted to conserve resources so I could keep up the harassment for as long as possible. I was harassing them from start to finish. I stated that clearly during the meeting. So the fact they realized this reason is proof they were listening carefully. And it seems they understood the other point I absolutely needed them to grasp.

Reason number two for using basic techniques. It was to show them that a high difficulty of acquisition doesn't necessarily determine superiority. It's true that advanced techniques can be a great weapon if you can master them. But does that mean techniques with a lower difficulty are inferior? No, that's not the case at all. There are even guys who have clawed their way into the upper echelons of the Supernatural World by training a rudimentary magic spell that just shoots a fireball.

(...Well, guys like that are usually weirdos.)

They don't increase the number of cards in their hand, they just keep polishing one. It's easy to say, but hard to do. After all, the technique is basic to begin with. In game terms, it's like your stats don't improve much even when you level up. A late bloomer. The road to seeing any real results is just so long. Many give up along the way, thinking it's far better to turn their attention to something else. Do they lack grit? No, I'd say it's a perfectly natural conclusion. That's just how people are. But these guys swim against that common-sense current. They have to be out of their minds.

"What do you think?"

"I've skimmed through it... it passes, I guess."

"Is that grading leniently? Or strictly?"

"That's a strict assessment. Professor Satou prides himself on being a tough critic... More importantly, food. Food. This old man is starving."

A bowl was placed on the table. Last night, I'd casually mentioned that I wanted to eat gyudon at home, and she magnificently delivered.

"Isn't that too much shichimi?"

"Heh heh, the old man's way is to put on so much shichimi you think it's overkill."

Gyudon is sweet, right? That's exactly why a sharp, zinging spice goes so well with it. I personally think sweet and spicy is a pretty high-ranking flavor combination.

"Time to eat."

"Enjoy your meal."

I start shoveling it down. You don't need good manners for gyudon. Ahhh... so good... the flavor has soaked right into the meat... The soft onions and shirataki noodles are great too. They provide a nice variety of textures.

"You have school starting tomorrow, you going to be okay?"

"It'd be a lie to say I'm not nervous... but yeah, a lot has happened recently."

Compared to all that, this is nothing, Saku-chan said with a smile. Well, yeah. She got caught up in a mobile Alternate Realm and fought monsters, and learned about the deep end of the Supernatural World. It's no surprise her senses have gone numb and a school transfer seems like no big deal.

"I see. But if anything gives you trouble, don't hesitate to rely on your old uncle, okay? I may not look it, but I'm pretty good with relationship problems."

"Okay. I'll be counting on you then, okay?"

"Yeah, leave it to me."

August, with all its happenings, was over. Tomorrow, a new chapter begins.

(Time for a fresh start. I'll give it my all again.)
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			Mondays, the start of the week, are always a drag, but I don't mind the start of the month. For some reason, the thought of a new month beginning just gets me excited. I had cheered on Saku-chan as she headed off to her new school, arrived at the office in high spirits, and was enjoying my day at work. But then...

"...Manager... My girlfriend told me she wants to break up."

It was our lunch break. I was eating in the cafeteria when this happened. The one who came trudging over with his tray was Fujita-kun from Sales Division Two. He is twenty six years old. While he is still a junior employee, his strength lies in his sense of balance. He is great at hearing both sides during internal squabbles and finding a suitable compromise.

"Ah... well, why don't you have a seat for now."

"...Okay."

Fujita-kun sat down across from me, his head hanging low. He was being impossibly gloomy. Look, even Inoue-kun, who was eating with me, was staring intently at the TV screen out of awkwardness.

"Judging by your attitude... I’m guessing you two haven’t had any big fights recently, and this breakup talk came out of the blue for you. Am I right?"

"...You can tell, huh."

"I’ve been around the block a few times. That said, I can’t really say anything more unless you tell me the details."

I prompted him to continue as I added some pickled shallots to my curry. He may have dampened my good mood, but I can't just ignore a subordinate asking for advice.

"Yesterday, she called me over to her place and suddenly told me she wanted to break up. I haven’t cheated on her, and while I’m busy and can’t always see her, I did my best to make time for her..."

He says he was even thinking about marrying her. I can’t be absolutely sure just from hearing one side of the story... but I don't think he's lying. It's not just because I'm biased toward my subordinate. If there were any falsehoods in what he just said, a sense of guilt would have surely crept through.

"I asked her why. And she said, ‘You don’t know?’... I, I really have no idea what she’s talking about..."

...I think I'm starting to get the picture.

"Fujita-kun. Your girlfriend. Is she maybe a little bit naggy at times?"

"? How did you know... She’s pretty neurotic, I guess... She did complain to me quite a bit."

"I see. That must have been tough. You must have honed your skill of letting it go in one ear and out the other so you wouldn’t get worn down by taking every little thing to heart, right?"

"Yes. I thought it was stupid to fight over little things."

"That’s it right there."

"Huh?"

He has a look on his face like he has no idea what I’m talking about. I’m certain that exact attitude is the cause. Inoue-kun, watching TV beside me, seems to have caught on too, and has an indescribable look on his face as he mutters, "Aah." Oh, I’m already out of curry... I’ll order more. I ordered a chicken katsu curry and turned to face Fujita-kun again.

"Now, whether my opinion is correct is another matter, since I’ve only ever been in purely pragmatic relationships."

I started talking after that little preface.

"You’re at an age where you’re thinking about marriage. Your girlfriend must be a wonderful person."

"Y, yes! She’s the best... I’m so proud of her!"

At twenty six, you’re still at an age where you want to have fun. That might not be the case for more serious types, but Fujita-kun is a pretty easygoing guy. For someone like him to be seriously considering marriage, she must be more than just a pretty face. The fact that he’s this shocked about her wanting to break up makes it natural to assume she has a great personality, too.

"Would such a wonderful girlfriend lecture you for no good reason?"

From Fujita-kun’s perspective, her being a bit of a nag is her only flaw, but overall, she must be a great woman. But if you look at it from a slightly different angle, you should see it. For a good person like that to lecture you, there must be a valid reason.

"To you, they’re not a big deal, so you probably find her nagging annoying."

In fact, if I heard them as an outsider, the things she pointed out to Fujita-kun might indeed be trivial. But everyone’s values are different. To her, those things were unacceptable enough to warrant a lecture.

"So, how do you think she feels when you just brush it off with a ‘yes, dear’?"

Interpersonal relationships, not just marriage, are a series of compromises. If both people don’t make an effort to compromise with each other to build a good relationship, it’ll fall apart. Would you want to be with someone who only ever pushes their own agenda on you? I know I wouldn’t.

"How do you think your girlfriend feels when she sees you casually brushing things off, thinking it’s stupid to fight?"

It can’t be helped if she thinks, ‘Ah, this person isn’t taking me seriously.’ The only reason your relationship continued despite that was because her good points outweighed the bad. But that was because you were just dating. Once she started thinking with marriage in mind...

"Could you spend your whole life with someone who doesn't take things seriously and neglects problems that could be fixed with a little care? You can’t, can you."

"U, ugh."

Tolerance can sometimes become insensitivity. It happened to me too. That's exactly what the kids scolded me for regarding Saku-chan. Fujita-kun is a good guy. He's big-hearted. But when you get as close as a lover, that can start to look like carelessness. If he were more mindful, it would remain tolerance, but as a result of all the small blunders piling up, his girlfriend probably came to see it as nothing but insensitivity.

"This is just my guess, so I don’t know if I’m right."

"...No, I think you’re probably right, Manager."

It seems thinking about it after hearing what I said made him realize a few things.

"What will you do?"

"...I don't know if it’s still possible, but I’m going to ask her if we can talk properly one more time."

If that doesn’t work... Fujita-kun trailed off, his face clouding over. ...I'm so jealous. To have a lover you can love that much.

"This is just my personal opinion again, but I think you can still make it."

"...Thank you."

Pan! He slapped his cheeks, quickly wolfed down his food, and left. He’s probably going to contact her now. I really hope it works out for him.

"...That kind of thing is nice, isn’t it."

"Don’t you have a girlfriend or anything?"

"What about you, Manager?"

In any case, I did what I could. The slight gloominess I'd been feeling cleared up, and I threw myself back into my work for the rest of the afternoon. Then, after work, Inoue-kun and I were having a smoke on the roof.

"By the way, about Fujita, it seems she agreed to talk, at least."

"Is that so. That’s good to hear."

"Just wondering, Manager, why did you think he could still make it?"

"It was what she said when she was breaking up with him. Didn't he say she asked, ‘You don’t know?’"

That’s likely the flip side of her feeling, ‘Why don't you understand?’ If her feelings had truly cooled completely, she would have just broken up with him matter-of-factly without saying anything like that.

"Hah... I see. A woman’s heart is a complicated thing, isn't it."

"Inoue-kun, you must have dated someone at least once, haven’t you?"

"Twice in high school. I was asked out twice and we dated, but both times they were the ones who broke up with me."

"That’s quite..."

"More importantly, Manager, are you free after this? Want to go for a drink?"

"I can’t stay out too late, but if that’s okay with you."

"Totally okay. I won a bit of money on the lottery the other day, so tonight’s on me."

"Oh, that’s great news."

As we were talking, the door to the roof opened. I glanced over without thinking and saw one of our female employees standing there with a glum look on her face.

"Um, Manager Satou... do you have a moment?"

"Ah, sure."

...I have a bad feeling about this.

"The thing is, my boyfriend just told me he wants to break up..."

Not again
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			"Mama."

"Oh my, what is it, Hideo-kun?"

"Gimme a secret gadget that'll let me do whatever I want with the whole world."

"Don't get smart with me, you thirty-five-year-old."

Mama spat the words out.

"But wait. If you take the three and the ten away from thirty-five...?"

"Don't you go taking things away on your own."

So the five-year-old act was a failure. Not that it would have been good if it had worked. People would have wondered what a five-year-old was doing in a drag bar.

"You really know how to lay it on thick with people who'll let you, Chief."

"Of course."

You can only get away with that with people who can handle it. If you try to lean on someone who has no leeway, you'll both just end up collapsing.

"I'll have a beer to start."

"I'm feeling pretty flush, so you can order something expensive, you know."

"You idiot. It's been decided since before the dawn of history that my first drink is always a beer."

I just love beer. I'm in love with it. Hopelessly. Expensive liquor is delicious in its own right, and I enjoy it from time to time, but when I want to relax, nothing but a beer will do.

"Oh my, is Inoue-kun paying tonight?"

"Yep. I won the lottery, so I figured I'd give some of my windfall back to the chief, since he's always looking out for me."

"I see. Fufu, you two really are good friends."

"We've known each other since I was just a rookie."

He's really come a long way.

""Cheers!""

We clinked our glasses together in a toast. I drank down about half of mine. I felt a sensation as if the flavor of the barley and the bitterness stinging my tongue were revitalizing every cell in my body. It's a feeling you can only get from that first drink after a long day of work.

"Ahhh...!"

Beer is invincible, isn't it. It's invincible on its own, but then the season of summer comes along and gives it an even more powerful buff.

"By the way, Hideo-chan, are you a little tired?"

"Oh my, can you tell?"

"Of course I can tell. We've known each other a long time. Did something happen?"

"Ah... The chief had to handle two different love-life consultations today."

"And both of them were about breakups, too."

Give me a break...

"It's not just today either. My subordinates regularly come to me for relationship advice."

And not just from the sales department, but from people in other departments too.

"Why does everyone bring that stuff to me?"

I keep telling them I've only ever had casual relationships and have no experience with proper dating. And yet, the consultations never stop. My colleagues and seniors with actual dating experience could give them much better advice, seriously.

"Isn't it because you always end up giving them sound advice, one way or another?"

"Ah, you do see people like that sometimes. People who are a total mess in their own love life but are experts when it comes to others'."

Shut up.

"You say sound advice, but..."

I'm not some magic mallet, you know. It's not like the answers come out easily if you just give me a shake. I just think as hard as I can and tell them what seems like the best fit.

"Honestly, it's a lot of pressure. Getting involved in other people's love lives."

I worry every time that I might make things worse. I mean, they started dating because fate brought them together, right? I think that's a wonderful thing. That's exactly why I wonder if it's right for some irresponsible third party to say anything...

"Human relationships can change so easily over the smallest things..."

"I don't think the people asking for advice are thinking about it that deeply."

"You can be so pure about the strangest things, Hideo-chan."

"In that case, what about your personal relationships outside of romance?"

"Well, with those, I've built up a decent amount of experience. I can speak with a certain degree of confidence, you could say."

It's not like I've had perfect communication and built great relationships with every single person I've met. Of course, I've had my failures. But I've had more successes, and the reality is that I'm enjoying my life right now, isn't it? I have a solid backbone, so I can be at ease when it comes to friendships and things like that.

"But romance..."

It's just no good. It was no good in the past, and it's no good now. The very fact that I chose to just go with the flow of Chika-san's feelings makes me a hopeless man. And I know it, but in the end, I can't think of any better plan, which is what makes it so hopeless.

"You're such a complicated man... But isn't that why everyone relies on you, Hideo-chan? Because you think about things so seriously."

"You think so?"

"I think so. It's surprisingly nice when someone worries about your problems as seriously as if they were their own, instead of just listening halfheartedly."

"I see... Well, I appreciate that, but..."

I understand the reason, but that doesn't change the fact that it's a problem...

"Oh, that reminds me, Chief. I heard you've had a relative's kid staying with you for a little while now."

"Hm? Oh, yeah."

It's not like I'm hiding the fact that Saku-chan is here, but I haven't been publicizing it either. I asked a few people with kids for advice, including the company president, so the news must have leaked from one of them.

"Could that be why you can't stay out late?"

"It wouldn't be nice if your uncle came home completely plastered in the middle of the night, would it?"

Depending on the time, he might get woken up. I can't have that... When I was in high school, staying up late was the norm for me, but Saku-chan is an honor student.

"Oh my, this is the first I'm hearing of it. How could you not tell me?"

"Sorry, sorry."

"How old is your relative's child?"

"He's a second-year in high school."

"Well now. Then maybe this isn't the time to be saying you're bad at giving relationship advice."

"Exactly. High school boys are in the throes of puberty. They're basically walking hormones."

...I can't deny that. That's how I was, and how the guys around me were too. Except for pretentious guys like Takahashi and Suzuki, anyway.

"Well, but Saku-chan... oh, that's my relative's kid. He's a straight-arrow, to an extreme."

To be blunt, I doubt he has any problems with relationships between boys and girls. He's so earnest he seems like the type who would still use phrases like "immoral association between the sexes" in this day and age.

"...Does that kid really have the same blood as you, Chief?"

"How rude... It's his parents' upbringing."

"Isn't that just dissing your own parents in return?"

"I'm not dissing them. My old man and my mom were abroad for work, so I lived alone during high school, you know."

The fact that I didn't stray from the path must be a testament to my upbringing before that. I only turned out to be a bit of an idiot, and that's it. Leaving their kid alone... well, I think they also trusted that I'd be all right.

"There's no single right answer when it comes to raising kids, so as long as both Saku-chan and I are living decent lives, that's all that matters."

Everyone is different, and everyone is good. I don't know who said it, but those are truly words of gold.

"More importantly. Speaking of my high school days reminded me of something."

After that, we drank happily for another two hours before I headed home. It was still a little past ten, so Saku-chan was still awake and greeted me at the door.

"What are you doing for dinner?"

"Hm, I'm good for now. I'll heat it up myself when I'm ready to eat."

"Roger that."

"By the way, Saku-chan."

"What is it?"

"Saku-chan... what's your take on... romance and, well... all that?"

I said what I said back then, but I got a little curious and decided to ask.

"I want to be there for you as much as I can, Uncle, but... to be honest, I'm not very good in that department."

"Ahaha! It's okay, it's okay. I'm not saying I'm not interested, but... well, it feels like there are other things I need to do first."

"Is that so? Well, I'm glad to hear that... or maybe that's not the right way to put it."

"Fufu, Hero Uncle, you get so serious about the strangest things."

I felt a little relieved.
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			My reunion with Chika-san was prompted by an apology I had to make to the company she runs. Matsumoto-kun had messed up, but we managed to recover well, and we still do business with them. I am not the one directly in charge of their account, but I sometimes get called in for major discussions. Well, she did see us, after all. That time we were calling each other Chika-chan and Hiro-kun. She tries not to mention it, but when I visit her office, the female employees sometimes give me curious looks.

I am glad I was not the one who went on that sales call.

If I had closed that deal, people would have definitely whispered that personal feelings were involved. It was a huge help that the deal was mostly settled before the screwup. I really have to be careful to ensure our relationship remains a win-win, so no one can say the only reason we still have a contract is because of our connection. I think Chika-san understands that, but to my surprise, she invited me to stay after our business talk, saying she had something she wanted to discuss. It seemed unlike the Chika-san who always kept her public and private lives separate, but seeing her dejected expression, I thought she might not have the luxury to care about that right now.

Am I really the right person for this?

We are facing each other across a table in her office, and Chika-san’s expression is grim. Seriously, what is going on? Is this something I can even help with?

"You know our company is in the beauty industry, right?"

"Y, yeah."

After a long silence, that was how Chika-san began. Huh? Is this about work? If so, we should have talked about it during the meeting. I tilted my head, confused. The meeting we just had went perfectly smoothly. I could not recall any problems.

"So we do a ton of advertising."

Right. A beauty company with a beautiful president, that is a powerful combination, I always think. Chika-san does not seem to like the spotlight much, so she does not put herself front and center, but what a waste. If I were her subordinate, I would use that to our advantage as much as possible. While being careful not to seem too pushy, of course.

"So… for that, it’s natural to use actresses, idols, or models as the face of our campaigns, right?"

"That’s true."

"To be honest, I don’t know much about the entertainment world, so I leave it all to my staff."

That makes sense. It is all about putting the right person in the right place. It would be a problem if a company president was expected to be a master of everything.

"My usual pattern is to have them submit the materials when a candidate is close to being chosen, so I can get an idea of what they are like."

"I see."

"And it’s the same this time. The idea was to use a cutting edge idol group that’s been making a name for itself these past few years, so the documents came to me, but…"

Chika-san placed a file, probably sent by a subordinate, on the table. When I asked with my eyes if I could open it, she nodded. I examined the contents and understood everything.

"Do you think… they’re legitimate?"

The group’s name was Pure Love ★ Pandemonium. It was a three-member idol unit consisting of Lucifer Hoshino, Beelzebub Yasuda, and Lucifuge Saito.

"When I watch their videos, something just… feels off. I wanted to hear your opinion, Hiro."

Chika-san took out her phone to play a video, but I stopped her with my hand and spoke.

"Your gut is right. It’s because these guys are the real deal."

"...Excuse me?"

"I’m telling you, they’re the actual Lucifer, Beelzebub, and Lucifuge."

Chika-san froze, her face like a cat in the middle of a flehmen response.

"It hasn’t even been half a year since you returned to the Supernatural World, Chika-san. I guess it makes sense you wouldn’t know."

When these guys started their activities, the Supernatural World was in an uproar. I mean, we got an official request from the government and the Mutual Aid Society. They asked us to find out what those demons were thinking. I thought it was absurd, but I could not say I was not curious myself, so I paid a visit to their agency.

"W, why would such big names from the demon world do something like this?"

"Simply put, it’s to gather faith."

Faith is not something reserved for gods. Most inhuman beings are equipped with a function that converts human emotions directed at them into power. Among all people, the Japanese happen to be prime targets. One day they are enjoying Christmas, and a few days later they are at a temple for the New Year’s Eve bell, then at a shrine for their first visit of the year. It is a classic example used to explain the fluid religious views of the Japanese, and it is spot on. They are not ideal for cultivating devout followers who offer unwavering faith, but if you just want a little taste of it, targeting the Japanese is the best way to go.

"I know, but… why idols?"

"To develop a new market."

In this country, Lucifer is practically a symbol for eighth-grade syndrome, you know? That guy is raking in faith from all the boys who think Lucifer is so cool.

"So he figured he’d try to squeeze some faith from the Japanese in another area too."

"And that was idols?"

"Yep."

There is quite a lot of creative work out there, led by Lucifer, that reimagines big-name demons as female characters. Those have been well-received by otaku, but apparently, he thought there was more to be mined. So he decided to branch out from 2D into 3D, and the result was idols.

"I see the reasoning. Well, I can’t say I understand it. But is that okay?"

It means that villains are gaining more power. For humans, that is certainly not a good thing.

"It seems they’ve been given free rein, at least in this country."

They must have anticipated that I would show up. After they explained things, they asked me to act as a liaison with the Japanese government. Though being a liaison just means setting up meetings.

"So they made some kind of secret pact?"

"Probably."

It was likely an agreement that they would not run wild in Japan like the gods and monsters from other mythologies that occasionally cause trouble here. But that promise probably only applies to the three of them, including Lucifer, not to all demons. The demon side would not accept such a broad restriction, and the government would be accused of being in bed with demons, so it was likely a mutual agreement.

"Are people in the Supernatural World okay with this?"

Not everyone in the Supernatural World is a lapdog for the government or the Mutual Aid Society. Of course, there was discontent about them accepting demon lords on their own. There was, but…

"But?"

"Those guys are deviously clever."

You know how when a Hollywood star says they love Japanese food, their popularity here instantly skyrockets? Think of it as a much more advanced version of that. Lucifer and his group quelled the dissent by making masterfully clever appeals about how much they love Japan to the dissatisfied factions. No, it went far beyond just quelling it.

"Guys who were fired up to drive them out, even at the cost of their own lives, are now dedicated idol otaku."

"How could this happen…"

Chika-san held her head in her hands. For someone as earnest as her, this must be a real headache.

"In any case, I don’t think you’re making a mistake by hiring them. They are very capable."

"Well… I suppose they would be…"

Yeah, well, good luck, Madam President.
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			"Sorry Saku-chan, made you wait."

"Not at all. Don't worry. Good work today."

After I finished work, I headed to our meeting spot and met up with Saku-chan. The two of us were going out to eat. It was to celebrate the start of his life at his new school. No, that's not quite it. It was more like a bit of encouragement. I had actually made a reservation for yesterday, but the restaurant had to suddenly push it back a day due to their own circumstances. We could have gone somewhere else, but when I told him, Saku-chan seemed to be really looking forward to it.

"By the way, Saku-chan. Today's your second day, how's it going?"

I figured he was more nervous than anything on the first day, but by the second, his perspective should have widened a bit. I imagine he had gotten a feel for the atmosphere, at least a little.

"Let's see... I'm sure there are still things I haven't seen, but there are a lot of nice people, so I think I'll be able to do just fine."

"I see. How about your studies?"

"Thanks to you picking a school at a similar level to my old one, there's hardly any difference. Maybe the new one is a little faster? But only just."

I see. I don't know much about schoolwork, so I had someone who does handle it. I'm glad to hear there don't seem to be any problems. Even though he's stepped into the underworld, his main life is still on the surface. It would be putting the cart before the horse if his life on the surface suffered when he's trying to build the strength to live there. Well, I'm sure juggling his studies and training will be tough, but I want him to do his best.

"Oh, here it is."

"It has a nice atmosphere. I'm getting nervous."

"It's fine, it's fine. The taisho is a friendly guy."

I laughed and we entered the restaurant, where a vigorous voice greeted us.

"Hey, sorry about that, Hide-san. After you went to the trouble of making a reservation."

"It's fine, it's fine. Your master suddenly collapsed. Of course you'd rush to his side."

"Well, that same master punched me and asked what the hell I was doing, leaving the restaurant."

"Haha, sounds like a stubborn old man. You filled in for him with the knife for just one day, was it?"

I think he said some important customers were coming.

"Yeah. I have a junior apprentice who's good enough to run the place, but he happened to be on his honeymoon."

"Can't be helped, then. What about the restaurant?"

"My junior apprentice got back today, so we'll be back to normal business tomorrow."

That's excellent.

"Well, anyway! I'll give you plenty of extra service to make up for the trouble!"

"Yeah, I'll be looking forward to it."

"You bet! By the way, is he really your relative, Hide-san? He gives off a very intelligent impression."

"You want me to fillet you with my amateur cooking skills?"

"Ahaha, you two get along so well."

Saku-chan said with a laugh as he sipped the tea he was served.

"Well, Hide-san and I have known each other for... how long has it been?"

"Since I was twenty, so almost fifteen years."

"I see. It's been that long already."

"Reminiscing is nice and all, but I'm hungry. Just give us whatever you recommend."

"You got it. Oh, right, young man. Is there anything you can't eat?"

"No! I'm fine! I don't have any dislikes or allergies!"

"Is that so, is that so. That's good to hear."

Saku-chan seemed curious too, so I figured I would take over the storytelling while the taisho started preparing our food.

"I met this old guy when I was twenty, just like he said."

"When you were still a fresh-faced new member of society."

"Yep. I was the life of the party with my bursting freshness."

That day, I had been drinking until late at night and was completely plastered. We finally decided to call it a night and broke up. But I was in such a good mood that it felt silly to go straight home, so I decided to indulge in a little night walk.

"Then I had to go, so I staggered into a nearby park. And there was this old guy on a bench."

"That must have been pretty late, right?"

"Yeah. He was hanging his head with a sake cup in his hand."

He was so gloomy you couldn't imagine it from the lively man he is now.

"It was my third year of apprenticeship. All I ever got was yelled at, I'd never been praised once."

"He was sulking, thinking he probably didn't have what it takes and that he should just give up and find another job."

And that's when a drunk me came over and started talking to him. That's how we met.

"Here you go!"

"Wow, that looks delicious... Well then, time to eat."

Saku-chan politely put his hands together and picked up his chopsticks. First up was squid. Squid is delicious. I love it too.

"So good!?"

"Hahaha! Glad to hear it!"

"Taisho-san, you were right not to give up when you were young!"

Heaping praise on him, Saku-chan added, "It might be presumptuous for an amateur like me to say, but you can make sushi this delicious!" I know he called himself an amateur, but he can make osechi of that quality. He must have a discerning palate, so I think he's earned the right to say that much.

"That's all thanks to Hide-san."

"Hero Uncle?"

"I'm sure you know, but you see, this guy is pathologically smooth-tongued, right?"

"Yes, I know that very well. When he comes home at the end of the year, he runs the conversation like a professional emcee."

"And he managed to charm me and get me all fired up. And now, here I am."

He says that, but it's all based on his own skill, so I don't think it was thanks to me. He was just feeling a little down. I bet things would have been fine even if I hadn't been there.

"Don't be so modest. You're my benefactor, Hide-san."

"Even if you say that... Taisho, with a name like yours, it's like you were born to be a sushi chef anyway."

"What's his name? Is it Maguro or something?"

"Ohira Shogo."

"Huh, oh, so taisho is...!?"

Yep. Me calling him taisho is a nickname.

"When a guy who's likely to get a nickname like taisho wants to be a sushi chef, that's just fate."

"Eeeh..."

Well, taisho isn't a title exclusive to sushi chefs, I guess. But you have to feel a sense of fate when someone who seems destined for that nickname is training at a sushi restaurant. And in fact, he's now independent and running his own fine establishment, so the destiny I felt wasn't wrong, was it?

"Motivations aside, he really helped me out. He lifted my spirits when I was down and kept me company while I taste-tested my creations."

"W, well... if I hadn't heard your motivation, I could have been genuinely moved... but I guess that's very Hero Uncle of you."

"Right? This meddler just has to help out anyone he meets for the first time."

"Here you go," he said, placing my order down as well.

"Wha!?"

Saku-chan gasped when he saw my sushi plate.

"Eh... a, a salad roll? And..."

"That's roast beef."

"I know what you're thinking, Saku-chan. You wouldn't expect a high-end place like this to serve these things, though you might see them at a conveyor belt sushi restaurant, right?"

"Young man, you don't like salad rolls?"

"No, I like them... They're delicious."

"Right! I love them too. I always pick one up when I buy food at a convenience store, and I order at least five plates when I go to a conveyor belt sushi place."

"A sushi chef goes to conveyor belt sushi!?"

What a great reaction.

"Of course I do. It's delicious, it's fun, it's an invincible genre of food."

"He even has one of those home conveyor belt sushi machines."

On birthdays and anniversaries, he makes the sushi himself, puts it on plates, and sends them around. I was invited for my birthday once, and it was a ton of fun.

"From what I hear, your master is a pretty old-fashioned person, Taisho-san, right? Don't you get in trouble?"

"He's strict about the quality of my work, but his stance is that ultimately, it's the customer who eats the sushi."

The taisho laughed, explaining that while there are things his master believes should never be changed, he's flexible about everything else.

"Besides, quite a few non-conveyor belt sushi places serve things like salad rolls."

"I, I see..."

"But I get what you mean, Saku-chan. The image you have in your head comes first."

That's exactly why I brought him here. The idea of a non-conveyor belt sushi restaurant makes people tense up. But this place, while serving authentic sushi made by a skilled chef, also puts out a lot of casual items, so you can relax naturally.

"W, well then... could I ask for something like that next?"

"Leave it to me!"

The taisho thumped his chest in response to Saku-chan's expectant gaze.

Hehehe, I was right to bring him here.
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			Right then, I wonder what Hikaru wants to talk about.

Today was a training day. I was drilling the kids after work, and during a short break, he had whispered in my ear.

"…Could I have a moment of your time when we’re finished? There’s something I’d like to discuss."

He seemed serious, but not like it was anything grave. Still, I wonder what it is. I was waiting on the facility’s rooftop, sipping my coffee, when he arrived.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Don’t worry about it. Here, coffee."

I tossed him a can with low sugar. My favorite, the sickeningly sweet kind, is never a hit with the kids. Sarna-chan is the exception, she always gulps it down happily.

"…"

A moment of silence fell between us. I waited patiently for him to speak.

"It’s been a little while now, hasn’t it. Since I was dragged into the Supernatural World during Golden Week."

"That it has."

"It might sound presumptuous of me to say I’m used to it. But that initial tension is gone, and I feel like I’m handling things well now."

I think it’s fine to just say you’re used to it, though. Complacency is dangerous, of course, but this world is limitless. No amount of caution will ever be enough.

"I’m getting stronger, and I’m steadily saving up money for my sisters’ school fees. So, I’ve started to feel a bit more relaxed."

"That’s a good thing."

A person with breathing room versus one without. It’s obvious which one performs better. Having that margin, both materially and mentally, is truly important.

"Because of that, well… a personal desire with no real benefit has started to rear its head…"

"Oh?"

Well well, this is starting to sound interesting. The modest Hikaru, who always puts himself last, talking about his own desires. My inner busybody was intrigued, but as an adult, I was simply happy for him.

"…Satou-san, you might have already noticed, but I like cool things."

"I’d say so."

I’m pretty sure Rika-chan and Sarna-chan have noticed too. Saku-chan might not have yet, since she hasn’t known him long, but she probably will eventually.

"Gyoukou and Ushimitsu are cool, but they’re just not enough for me."

Gyoukou is his Light Saber. Ushimitsu is his jet black high-frequency blade. The fact that he gives them original names really shows you what a boy he is at heart. Honestly, how could he do things like that and think no one but me has noticed.

"I want to get my hands on all sorts of other cool things."

"I see. I get it, loud and clear. Hey, I’m a man too. I know that feeling all too well."

"Satou-san…!"

"You got it. I’ll see this through with you. On your quest for cool!!"

Now I’m getting fired up too!

"Thank you so much!!"

"Don’t thank me."

No need to be so formal.

"For starters… we should begin by putting your idea of ‘cool’ into words."

"Into words?"

"Yeah. We’ll try to outline your tendencies, to figure out what it is you’re drawn to."

There must be any number of things he finds cool. That’s precisely why we need to do this. Even if he can’t verbalize everything, just giving it some shape should help us understand his tastes.

"Alright, for now, let’s try thinking about what kind of situations or techniques you find cool."

"Right! …Ah, but now that you mention it, it’s hard to just list them off."

That’s true. A man has a universe of cool things sleeping inside him.

"Then I’ll start. Don’t you think a conductor’s movements are cool?"

"A conductor’s movements?"

"Yeah."

I hopped onto the rooftop railing, *ton*, and looked out over the city at night.

"Imagine the city spreading out below is a battlefield… like this."

Using an illusion, I created a fictitious battlefield and waved my arms like a conductor with slow, deliberate movements.

"That’s cool, like a charismatic villain!!"

"Right? Like a dark conductor manipulating the battlefield. It’s cool, isn’t it."

But a conductor’s moves have other applications. This time, I produced a flame. A brilliant, blazing fire that tore through the night’s darkness. With every wave of my arm, it darted about as if alive, its form changing freely.

"Hawawawa…!!"

"Hahaha, it seems I’ve truly lit a fire in your heart. Has anything come to mind?"

"Yes! It’s on the villainous side, a bit dark, but… don’t you think manipulating shadows is cool!?"

A man of culture. I nodded and jumped off the railing, returning to the rooftop.

"Satou-san, are there techniques for manipulating shadows…"

"Of course they exist."

Many people have an innate ability to manipulate shadows, but it’s also possible for anyone to learn the techniques to do so. They often fall short of innate abilities in terms of freedom and power, though. A masterfully polished technique can close that gap, and sometimes even surpass a natural power. But for better or worse, being born with it is a huge advantage.

"For you, Hikaru, something you could learn relatively easily would be… shadow manipulation through magic, I suppose?"

In a physical sense, a shadow is nothing more than a shadow. But in a spiritual or occult sense, it has various interpretations. It can be seen as another self, brought to light. To control your shadow is to control yourself, or so they say. Doppelgängers, for instance, are often discussed in connection with the concept of shadows.

"Whoa… whoaaaaaaaah!?"

My shadow on the rooftop, illuminated by the moonlight, began to ripple, *topun*, *topun*. It squirmed and writhed, *une une*, until it took on a human form. The birth of Dark Satou.

"The most well known use for shadow manipulation magic is storage."

I dispelled Dark Satou, returning him to a normal shadow. Then, from that shadow, I drew out a long sword I had secretly transferred there from my inventory.

"Pulling a weapon from a shadow! That’s it! Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!!"

"Right?"

"And the fact that the weapon itself looks like it has some kind of sordid history gets extra points!!"

He really gets it.

"There’s also a way to use the shadow itself for an attack."

"Like changing its shape into a sword or something?"

"That’s one way, but I’m talking about a conceptual attack."

When light hits an object or a person, it creates a dark area. But if you look at it another way, you could say the shadow is blotting out the light. A spell is built upon that line of thinking, using the shadow to blot out the existence of light, which means destroying the physical matter.

"I’ve created a few techniques like that myself… Sun Eater and Moon Eater."

"Are they named after solar and lunar eclipses? The name alone is already cool… So, what kind of techniques are they?"

"Exactly what they sound like. Sun Eater devours sunlight to create a destructive shadow, and Moon Eater uses moonlight."

I activated Moon Eater. Instantly, the light illuminating the rooftop was sucked into me as if it were alive. I raised my hand, and a ball of light the size of a volleyball appeared. This was the moonlight that had just been shining on the rooftop. I had stolen it all and was still absorbing it, so even though the moon was out, the rooftop was dark.

"I’ll convert this into a shadow."

I transformed the ball of light into a slender longsword formed from shadow and lightly grazed the ground with it. I had only brushed the surface, but the part the tip touched was cleanly gouged out.

"Watch closely."

This time, I pointed the tip of the sword toward the moon.

"Whoa, oh… The power… it’s swelling up more and more…"

"There’s a cost to activate the spell, but once it’s running, the sky’s the limit."

Sunlight and moonlight are both inexhaustible, after all. It’s an easy way to get a lot of firepower.

"…This is crazy. The inspiration just keeps flowing."

"Don’t hold back. Let it all out. I told you I’d see this through to the end, right?"

"Hh… Yes!!"

In the end, we ended up talking passionately until nearly dawn, but we had no regrets.
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			Sunday. I was eating lunch with Sakuya-chan while watching TV. Since I would be making dinner, Sakuya-chan had made lunch, and it was amazing. It was mapo tofu with okra, and the white rice just kept disappearing.

"I feel like I could eat this forever."

"You’ll get fat. Well, if you did get fat, I’m sure you could do something about it, Hero Uncle."

"I could, but I wouldn’t."

My body would just get flabby, there would be no other inconveniences. If it made my movements less sharp, I might think about it, but that wouldn’t happen. Actually, I doubt I would do anything even if it did. You could say I’m too complacent, but it’s not like there are many people out there who can beat me.

"Sakuya-chan, seconds please."

"Yes, yes. How much?"

"A large helping."

I know your game. Even while telling me I’ll get fat, you cooked extra rice, Sakuya-chan. What is she, my wife? My quality of life is improving so much it hurts. Well, it doesn’t actually hurt.

"Here you go."

"Thanks."

I took the bowl, scooped up some mapo tofu with my spoon, and dōn, right on top of the steaming white rice. I shoveled the mapo tofu and rice into my mouth all at once. I chewed thoroughly before swallowing, then washed it down with some cold barley tea.

I feel so happy.

She treated me to such a delicious lunch, so I have to put some effort into dinner tonight. But what should I make? Lunch was rich, so maybe something light for dinner?

Shirasu don sounds good.

A generous amount of whitebait on rice, topped with shiso leaf and egg. No wait, nozawana pickles would be good too. Let’s just make the toppings optional. There’s no need to limit the choices. For a side dish, how about tofu dengaku? Tofu slathered in miso and broiled. My chopsticks never stopped moving as I idly considered the dinner menu, and I polished off my third bowl in no time. I still had room in my stomach, but I should probably stop here.

"Phew, thanks for the meal."

"You are most welcome. You’re going out now, right?"

"Yeah, got a little errand to run. Ah, is there anything you want me to buy on my way back?"

"Hmm, then please get some ice cream for after my bath."

"The creamy kind? Or the sherbet kind?"

"The latter."

"Got it."

I’ll buy the creamy kind for myself. I like sherbet and popsicles too, but I’m in the mood for something creamy right now.

"Alright, I’m heading out. Sorry, but can you handle the cleanup?"

"Okay, see you later."

I tossed my wallet and phone into my pocket and left the house. When I trotted to the station, he was already there, just as I expected.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"No, please don’t worry about it."

The person I was meeting was Hikaru-kun. A few days ago, we had a discussion about what it means to be cool, but I had no intention of letting it end with just a discussion. I plan to stick with Hikaru-kun all the way until he obtains a new kind of cool for himself.

"Thank you for having me today."

"Mm, leave it to me."

Today isn’t for training. He doesn’t have a clear picture yet of what kind of ultimate move or ability he wants to learn. So, as part of our quest, we plan to visit some of my acquaintances who use cool techniques. Some of them Hikaru-kun won’t be able to imitate, but just seeing them should be inspiring.

"Shall we go?"

"Yes."

I placed a hand on Hikaru-kun’s shoulder and teleported to Okutama Island. Waiting for us at our destination were, as you might have guessed, Takahashi and Suzuki. I figured it was best to start with people close to home. I actually wanted to call Chika-san too, but she seemed busy with Lucifer related matters, so I decided to let her be.

"I am truly sorry to have troubled you."

"Not at all. We were originally guys too. Right?"

"Yes. I believe I understand how you feel."

Though our tastes have changed now that our minds are more feminine, some things remain the same. When it comes down to it, both of them still love flashy special moves. Rika-chan is a girl through and through, but she loves firing off heavy artillery and things like that.

"Yo, Satou. We can break whatever we want, right?"

"Yeah, I’ll fix it later, so go all out."

We’re getting a demonstration of their ultimate moves, after all. It’ll be more exciting if they smash things up in a big way. I might hesitate to destroy a real city, even if I could fix it later, but this place on Okutama Island is a replica. We can destroy it without a second thought. It’ll probably be easier for Hikaru-kun to watch that way too.

"First, let us explain our unique abilities again."

"I can control ‘gravity,’ and Suzuki can control ‘repulsion.’"

"Gravity and repulsion are so cool on their own. They sound like abilities for a powerful character."

"Right?"

"They sound very fitting for rivals, don’t they?"

Takahashi and Suzuki looked at me.

"Given his position, you’d think he’d have some kind of power to connect things."

"Yeah?"

"Leave me alone."

"Come to think of it, Satou-san, do you have a unique ability?"

"Nope. Well, I seem to have several original techniques using other skills."

"As a Child of the Stars, he’s still only at the first stage, with just physical enhancement."

"Can you stop talking about me and just get on with the demonstration already?"

You’re making me feel pathetic.

"Sorry, sorry. Then I shall go first. Repulsion. The power to repel and push things away. It has many applications, but this is one I used often."

Suzuki extended a hand forward, and a barrel made of repulsive force deployed around her wrist. The geometric patterns spreading out radially from the barrel were, of course, a result of prioritizing appearances. I mean, you can’t normally see something like repulsion, right? You can see the result of the phenomenon, but not the force itself. At most, you might see space warp a little depending on the output. But that wasn’t cool enough, so this was the result of dressing it up with other techniques to make it look the part.

BANG.

She made a finger gun and mimed shooting, launching the iron ball that had been loaded. Accelerated by the repulsion barrel, it destroyed everything in its path as it vanished far into the distance.

"What do you think?"

"Cool. That’s super cool, Suzuki-san."

"Hahaha, I’m glad you enjoyed it."

"It’s certainly cool, but in terms of flashiness, Suzuki’s is a bit lacking. My move is way more awesome."

Fired up, Takahashi stepped forward and raised a hand high toward the heavens.

Fall.

Countless falling objects broke through the clouds and rained down from the sky. They poured down over the entire Okutama Island without any mercy, creating a scene of destruction that could be mistaken for the end of the world.

"A, a starfall?"

"More like space junk than stars."

It’s a wide-range destruction technique where she uses gravity to pull in orbiting space debris and slam it down. It looks flashy and has decent destructive power, but to be honest, it’s a move just for clearing out small fry. Against a skilled opponent, it’s too slow and they’d just shoot everything down.

I wonder how Kawasaki would rule on this technique of Takahashi's.

Is it okay because the source of the power is on Earth? I’ll have to ask Kawasaki about it next time, if I remember.

"There’s no need to drag this out. Takahashi-kun, shall we do that?"

"Yeah."

They stood apart from each other, facing one another, and each thrust out a hand. Repulsive force erupted from Suzuki’s hand, and gravitational force from Takahashi’s. The space at the midpoint between them began to warp.

"Could it be… could it be…"

Hikaru-kun brought both hands to his mouth, trembling, and shouted.

"It’s a combination attack."

Heh, watching such a happy kid makes me feel happy too.
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			"Whoa. I know I did this myself, but... what a devastating sight."

Okutama Island, save for my house and our immediate surroundings, had been turned into a complete wasteland. It was only natural, I suppose. Even if I held back their output, the island had been subjected to Takahashi and Suzuki's full course of special moves for the better part of an hour.

"Satou-kun."

"Aye aye."

I rewound time on the island, undoing all the destruction. We had a packed schedule after this. There was no time to waste on cleanup.

"So, where are we heading next?"

"Huh? You guys are coming along?"

"Telling us to go home right after you're done with us is just too heartless."

I glanced over at Hikaru-kun.

"It's no problem at all! Really, I'd like to thank you for showing me something so wonderful."

"Tch, can't be helped. You can thank Hikaru-kun for his generosity."

"Thanks a bunch!" they both said.

These two... Oh well.

"Next up is... no, that'll be a surprise for when we get there. Spoilers are no fun."

I chuckled softly and teleported away with the three of them in tow.

"A pet shop?" all three of them asked in unison.

We had arrived in front of a pet shop somewhere in the city. I urged the bewildered trio inside.

"Wait, this place..."

"You know it, Takahashi-san?"

"Ah, yeah. Not through underworld connections, just in my regular life."

Apparently, one of her fellow daycare teachers wanted to get a pet and had been doing a lot of research. Takahashi had learned about this shop, which had a good reputation, while helping her out.

"...Is it run by someone from the underworld?"

"Yeah, as a hobby. More importantly... hmm, looks like he's busy."

I had contacted him beforehand, but he was nowhere to be seen. He would probably show his face eventually, so I suggested we look around the shop until then, and everyone agreed.

"My little sisters are always pestering me about wanting a dog or a cat..."

"They're in elementary school, right? Can't be helped, then. The kids we look after at the daycare are always begging their parents for pets too."

"Even thirty-five-year-old Satou-kun is overcome by the urge to get a puppy. It's even more understandable for kids."

"Shouldn't a thirty-five-year-old have more self-control?"

Shut up.

"Anyway, what about you two? You live alone, don't you want a pet?"

"It's not like I can be home around the clock."

"I work in food service, so I have to be careful about hygiene. Animals are a no-go for me."

As we were talking, an elderly man with glasses emerged from the back of the shop.

"Hello, Satou-kun. Sorry to keep you waiting."

I had never met him before, but Takahashi and Suzuki must have instantly recognized his power. They both narrowed their eyes ever so slightly.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Daimon Kazuto. I look forward to working with you."

"My name is Akatsuki Hikaru."

"I'm Takahashi Alice."

"Suzuki Mio."

"Well, this isn't the best place to talk. Shall we move?"

At his urging, he led us to the basement of the shop. Just like Kawasaki, he had altered the space, but this one was just a wide, empty room with nothing particularly unusual about it.

"Now then. Satou-kun asked me to show you a technique... but unfortunately, I'm not a very dexterous man. There's only one thing I can do."

Daimon was a man, but sadly, he did not possess the heart of a boy. He wasn't the type to get giddy over special moves, so he was probably warning us not to get our hopes up. But...

"...To master a single art... how cool..."

That was a high-point for Hikaru-kun. I felt the same. I held Daimon in high regard, not just for his strength, but for how cool he was.

"So? What exactly is it that you can do?"

"Summoning arts, and a few related techniques."

"Summoning arts... you say?"

Hikaru-kun didn't seem to quite get it. I guess the common image is just making something you've summoned fight for you. Commanding a powerful being is cool, but beyond that, it doesn't have a very cool reputation.

"You're Akatsuki-kun, correct? What do you know about the summoning arts?"

"...Almost nothing."

"Then I'll give you a simple explanation. The summoning arts, which involve commanding living beings, can be broadly divided into three types."

The first type involves beating your target into submission and forming a contract. This creates a complete master and servant relationship, allowing you to work your subject like a slave. It's mainly used on beings weaker than yourself. The second is a type where you form a contract through negotiation. With this one, they won't do anything not specified in the contract, but if you play your cards right, you can even form a contract with someone stronger than you. The third is a type that simply summons something without any contract. If you're calling something weaker than you, you can specify its species, but if you want something strong, it's random. A gacha, basically. These summons can turn their fangs on anyone, friend, foe, or even the caster. You can also use this to summon something, beat it up, and make it your pawn for the first type of summoning.

"Of those, I am a summoner who primarily uses the first and third types."

"That's enough of a preamble. Show him 'that thing' you use so often."

"Understood. Akatsuki-kun. What I am about to use is the third type of summoning, the one that simply calls forth a being."

Daimon held his hand up, and a summoning circle appeared in the air, spewing out countless spirits.

"These are malevolent spirits with no sense of self. They're no threat to anyone from the underworld, though they might be to ordinary people."

If you gathered thousands or tens of thousands of them, weaker people would be helpless, but a hundred or so could be dealt with easily. What was the point of summoning them? Hikaru-kun tilted his head in confusion, but the real show was about to begin.

"Akatsuki-kun, have you heard of Swimmy?"

"Swimmy? You mean the one from the language textbook? The story where he says 'I'll be the eye'?"

"If you know it, this will be quick. Even weak powers, when bundled together skillfully, can repel a mighty foe. Like this."

Daimon waved his hand as if conducting an orchestra, and the spirits that continued to be summoned indiscriminately began to gather in one place. The spirits started to merge together "haphazardly," all while letting out wordless cries of resentment.

"I call it 'Rampage Summoning.' By deliberately mixing the summoned spirits crudely, I induce a berserk state."

He was only exerting the bare minimum of control. A non-directional power began to swell. The power was immense, but it was just a collection of low-level spirits with no sense of self to begin with. They couldn't properly wield that power, which made them easy to control. The technique for mixing them was also easy to learn, and since the targets were low-level spirits and he wasn't aiming for perfection, it was easy to perform. The important part was to do it "crudely." If done perfectly, they would unify completely, their "class" as spirits would rise, and they would gain a sense of self. As I explained, Rampage Summoning is a combination of low-difficulty techniques... but contrary to its difficulty, its destructive power is extraordinary.

"I could use a target."

"You got it."

I could use summoning arts too. I used the simple summoning type to call forth a moderately strong monster and bind it. In terms of specific strength, it would probably take a few dozen mid-level fighters to finally take it down.

"Go."

The grotesque legion was fired like a bullet. It crashed into the monster, screaming an earsplitting lament, and completely obliterated it without a trace.

"Well, what do you think?" Daimon asked.

"...Damn, that's cool as hell."

"...This scores pretty high, both in terms of flashiness and practicality."

"S-s-s-s-so... so cool...!"

Setting Takahashi and Suzuki aside, I was glad to see Hikaru-kun was enjoying himself. But we weren't done yet, not by a long shot.

"You can get your hopes up, Hikaru-kun. This old guy's still got some amazing tricks up his sleeve."

"!"

"...I don't quite understand, but I'll do my best to meet your expectations."

Daimon seemed a little taken aback. My bad. I'll make it up to you later.
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			"Warabi mochi, you know. Just looking at it is insanely refreshing, don’t you think?"

"Totally. I don’t normally care for it, but in the summer, I just can’t help buying it at the supermarket."

"I get it. You mean the stuff in the blue tray, right?"

"Yeah, that’s the one."

After leaving Daimon’s shop, Satou-kun and his group were taking an early snack break at a tea house recommended by Suzuki. Its specialties were Japanese-style sweets and tea, and just as Suzuki claimed, they were ridiculously delicious.

"When something is transparent and its container is blue, it creates a strong impression of coolness, doesn’t it."

"And it’s amazing when you eat it chilled."

You stick it in the back of the fridge. Then you nibble on it after a bath, and once you’ve had a certain amount, you’re satisfied.

"In terms of refreshing coolness, I think shiratama is quite something too."

As she said this, Suzuki ordered a chilled shiratama zenzai. I got the warabi mochi, which was generously drizzled with kuromitsu syrup. Meanwhile, Hikaru had the dango set, and Takahashi had matcha cake. Every single one looked delicious, and just ordering one dish wasn’t nearly enough.

"By the way, Hikaru. What did you think of Daimon’s place?"

"It was wonderful. It completely changed my perception of summoning magic."

"Well, that old guy is an exception. He’s an exceptionally skilled and completely unhinged summoning mage."

After all, his future dream was to form contracts with all seventy-two demons. That’s how crazy he was. Not only was he still chasing that dream in his fifties, but the fact that he was seriously aiming to succeed Solomon was just nuts. Sure, Solomon is the idol of all summoning mages, but that bar is set way too high.

"But that Rampage Summoning technique seemed like it could be useful, right?"

"Yes. I’ve only heard the explanation, but I think I could manage it if I study."

"It really is a good card to have up your sleeve."

For how easy it is to learn, it has a disproportionately high damage output. I think it’s perfect for someone like Hikaru, who lacks a single powerful finishing move.

"I agree. But... um, the wraiths he summoned..."

"They may be evil spirits, but they are still human souls. I can see why that would bother you, Hikaru."

But there’s no problem. They don’t get annihilated just because they’re used as bullets. The technique only uses the negative energy produced by the wraiths for destructive power, it doesn’t harm them. In fact, you could even call it a good deed, since they exhaust their power, become unable to remain in this world, and get flung back to the afterlife.

"There are so many more people now than in the old days, so Hell’s escort service is perpetually short-staffed."

They should be grateful for someone who forcibly sends spirits to the other side. Plus, if the evil spirit is a living ghost, there’s the added benefit that the heart of the person it originated from feels refreshed.

"I see... In that case, maybe I’ll try studying it."

"Is that so. Then I’ll make you a textbook you can use."

"Thank you very much."

"Don’t mention it."

"By the way, do the three of you use summoning magic? Takahashi-san, you used it before during the training exercise in Hell."

He must be talking about the time she summoned me from paradise to Hell.

"Yeah, to a certain extent. Not the same crazy stuff as that old man Daimon, though."

"It’s a standard form of summoning. No matter how you slice it, increasing your number of soldiers is a powerful strategy."

"Though Satou slaughtered every last one of the guys I had contracts with."

"And I went through a lot of trouble to gather them."

That’s right. You two threw them at me without a moment’s hesitation in the final battle. I didn’t have the luxury of thinking about it at the time, but...

"There’s nothing better than ruining something someone else worked so hard to build. Buheheheheh."

"Satou-san, you sound like a villain."

"No, they’re the villains."

Whatever I might feel inside, objectively speaking, I’m an ally of justice. Our hero is a hero.

"Well, putting that aside... I used summoning magic too. Mostly inorganic summoning, though."

I wasn’t as strong back then as I am now. I wanted as many cards in my hand as possible, so summoning magic was definitely in my deck.

"You didn’t use living creatures?"

"It’s not that I never used them at all... but I didn’t use them much."

For Takahashi and Suzuki, who belonged to organizations, the number of soldiers was important. However, while I was affiliated with the Mutual Aid Society, I had no particular attachment or sense of belonging, so I was effectively a free agent. It was easier for me to prioritize mobility over increasing my forces.

"..."

"..."

"? Wh, what’s wrong?"

"...A bad memory just resurfaced."

"...Same here."

"...What did you do?"

"Who knows?"

I have far too many potential incidents to choose from. But if we limit it to just summoning magic, I might be able to narrow it down a bit.

"How can you look so cool and collected after pulling a bioterrorist attack and then following it up with such a malicious combo, you bastard...!"

"B, bioterrorism!?"

Bioterrorism... ah, right, that.

"...At the time, Takahashi-kun and I belonged to separate organizations called the True World and the Chaos Army. We were hostile to Satou-kun."

"Back then, those two organizations were the two major powers in Japan. They were throwing their weight around quite a bit."

"Do you understand what that means?"

"Eh? Ummm..."

"Having a large scale means having a large target."

"For me and Chika-san, who were light on our feet, it was like a bonus game."

When you’re fighting a giant, the standard strategy is to chip away at the extremities. It’s no different for an organization. We didn’t even have to look for them, their bases were everywhere.

"The first time he raided us after we became clear enemies, this guy pulled that detestable bioterrorism stunt."

"...The first target was the True World, the organization I belonged to."

Ahh, this warabi mochi is so good. A refi... no, I’ll order something else. First, I’ll try one of everything everyone else ordered, and then I’ll move on to the other items.

"He launched a solo assault on our base without any warning. Satou-kun wasn’t as strong as he is now, but his name was starting to get around as a formidable fighter, so we went into full mobilization. Reinforcements came not only from within the base but from other locations as well, and he was surrounded in no time. ...We should have realized it then. Why Satou-kun was fighting evasively, never landing a decisive blow."

Right. But am I really the one at fault here? I want you to think about it carefully. I’m not the bad guy, am I? The clueless enemy is.

"Once a crowd had gathered, Satou-kun activated his summoning magic. He rained down a massive number of surströmming cans that were on the verge of bursting."

"Su, surströmming cans..."

"From the look on your face, you know what it is. That’s right, the canned surströmming said to be the smelliest food in the world."

"And what’s worse, this idiot had magically enhanced the 'stench' of the cans."

"Satou-kun, being on the attacking side, had naturally taken countermeasures, but we hadn’t... it was a hellscape of shrieks and screams."

"Ugh."

Hikaru covered his mouth. He must have imagined the scene.

"Some had wards that would automatically activate in response to killing intent or attacks that would cause heavy damage, but it was useless."

My goal wasn’t to kill them, and it wasn’t an attack. It was just a bad smell, after all.

"Unable to respond properly, every single one of them was instantly beaten down and neutralized."

"And then, right after that, he went for the Chaos Army... But the truly awful part starts from here."

"Th, there’s more?"

"I just said they were neutralized, right? That’s right, they were all knocked unconscious. Not killed. Why do you think that was?"

"...I, I don’t know. No, I don’t want to know."

"You’re honest. Yes, that’s the correct response. There were two reasons. The first was to avoid putting them on excessive alert by killing them."

"And the other was for a different kind of harassment."

"A, a different kind?"

How nostalgic... I wonder if their "works" are still in circulation.

"I said it earlier, right? That I 'mostly' used inorganic summoning."

"There are exceptions. Do you know what a doppelgänger is?"

"Y, yes."

"After knocking out the members of both organizations, Satou-kun collected genetic information, hair and blood, from the good-looking men and women."

"Then he fed it to his tamed doppelgängers to make them transform."

"You don’t mean, to incite infighting!?"

"That would have been a hundred times better," they said, as if spitting the words out.

"Unbelievably, this guy sent the transformed doppelgängers to a company that produces adult films."

"...To get them hired as actors, of course."

"And he limited it to some pretty deep and hardcore genres, at that."

"He made them say they’d do anything in their interviews and had them do literally 'anything'."

Hikaru stared at me with a look that said, "Is this guy for real?"

"They were trying to sacrifice an innocent high school girl for their own stupid ambitions, you know."

Besides, no matter which ideology won, Chika-san wouldn’t have been the only victim. Countless innocent people living in the Surface World would have been sacrificed too. If you think about it, they were lucky it ended there. They tried to kill us but didn’t get killed themselves, so if anything, we’re the ones who lost out. ...Actually, sorry, I lied. That pandemonium was so damn funny that I definitely came out ahead.

"It takes time for the works to be released to the public. There was a time lag, but that period was hell."

"We hadn’t detected any such movements on our end, or rather, we hadn’t even imagined it."

"One day, cards were suddenly distributed indiscriminately throughout the Supernatural World’s communities. When you accessed the URL written on them..."

"There were hundreds of such videos. A considerable number of members fled the organizations."

"Most of those who fled changed their faces, changed their names, and disappeared into the shadows to avoid ever being noticed again."

"I wonder if they’re doing well."

"Do you know what this guy’s nickname was back then? The Loki of Shinjuku."

"He instantly shot to stardom in the Supernatural World as the absolute worst trickster who spread malice just for the fun of it."

"He was also called Mr. Wakku Wakku, since he took such glee in creating cycles of suffering."

I don’t get it.

"What’s with that tone. You make it sound like I’m the bad guy."

I didn’t even pocket a single cent of the pay. I used it all for charitable activities. I donated to an NPO, and I took the kids from the children’s home where my senpai from school works out for meals.

"Are you two sane, treating me, Satou-kun, the creator of everyone’s smiles, like a villain?"

"P, pure evil..."

"..."

I fail to comprehend.
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			Cool. That's Reason Enough to Exist.

			"Where are we headed next?"

"To the place of a guy who makes things that are cool."

"Makes things that are... cool?"

Hikaru tilted his head. I guess that alone would not make much sense to him.

"I have not met him directly myself, but... Hikaru, do you remember when we went to the Dark Market?"

"Huh? Ah, yes."

"That was when we were discussing things with Saionji."

"Back then, I got connected with a creator who makes some unusual magic items."

"Unusual magic items?"

"Yeah. You especially would probably love them, Suzuki."

As I spoke, I showed them the taste enhancing earrings that the flashy guy had made.

"These are earrings engraved with a formula that enhances your sense of taste."

"Enhances your sense of taste... you can really do that?"

"You can. It is rare for someone to bother making something like this, though."

In any case, I had kept in touch here and there with that flashy guy, who saw a business opportunity in improving people's QOL.

"During a casual conversation, he mentioned an interesting creator."

"Is that the one who makes things that are cool?"

"Yeah."

Well, it should be about time... Oh, there he is.

"Sorry, sorry for makin' ya wait."

"It's all good. Sorry to make you come all this way."

"Nah. It's no problem at all. Oh, hey everyone. The name's Aji. Nice to meet'cha."

"Aji..."

"It is a fake name. Not unusual in this line of work."

Led by the flashy guy, Aji, we headed to an Alternate Realm somewhere in the city. I had only learned about it from Aji myself, but apparently there was an Alternate Realm that served as a base for a bunch of creators. Those without money who did not want to spend it on anything other than their creative pursuits apparently lived there and did their thing. Aji used to live there too, but after receiving financial support from me, he had more leeway and set up a base in the Surface World as well.

"This is it."

"It's the Kowloon Walled City."

We adults all blurted out the same line in unison. Hikaru did not seem to get it and just tilted his head. It is not like we were from that generation either, though. The original was torn down when we were kids... Wait, then how do we know about it? This kind of knowledge you don't know where you learned from is a little creepy when you think about it calmly.

"Ah, he's here."

While we waited in a sketchy looking park near the illegally constructed apartment building, he appeared. A flashy guy's friend is probably another flashy guy. The person who showed up was a flashy looking dude with a jangling collection of earrings.

"Whoa, it's really Satou-san. The real Satou-san. Um, can I get a pic?"

"I guess I can't say no."

"Thanks."

Flashy Guy Number Two cozied up to me and wrapped his arm around me completely naturally. A two shot, huh. I do not mind, but still.

"Gonna brag to my friends later... Oh, I'm Iwashi. Pleasure to meet'cha!"

Why are they both named after fish?

"Iwashi. You brought the stuff, right?"

"Of course I did. If this goes well, he might become my patron, ya know."

When I asked Aji to introduce us, I had him tell Iwashi that I would provide a lump sum of money like I did for him, depending on the quality of his work. It was not a reward, but I figured I might as well invest if he showed the same kind of promise Aji did.

"First up... how's somethin' like this?"

"A ring."

To enjoy the surprise, I had intentionally lowered my eyes' precision, so I could not tell its effects just by looking.

"For now, that guy over there..."

"My name is Akatsuki Hikaru."

"Whoa, your name's already cool. And yet you still greedily seek more coolness... I don't hate that attitude!"

"Th, thank you."

I had told him about Hikaru beforehand. His approval of him was apparently high from the start since he was seeking coolness, but now it seemed to have risen even further.

"Akkun, you know any magic?"

"Only simple spells."

"Then put on this ring and try castin' a fireball or somethin'."

"Y, yes."

Hikaru did as he was told, putting on the ring and unleashing a ball of fire...

"Wh, what is this!?"

The flame was not its usual color, but had changed to an ominous jet black. What's more, even the way the flames writhed had become stylish.

"Next, try a thunder spell."

"Y, yes!!"

Hikaru could not hide his anticipation. He immediately channeled his mana and this time unleashed a bolt of lightning... and this too was not normal. It was an indescribable color, a mix of jet black and crimson, and the path the lightning traced was also ridiculously cool.

"Next, enhancement magic. Just a light one is fine."

"..."

He nodded vigorously. It seemed Hikaru's heart had already been completely captured.

"Whoa...!"

From the index finger wearing the ring, a blood red line like a leaf's vein traveled up his arm all the way to his face. The whites and pupils of his eyes inverted too, giving him a wonderfully ominous appearance. Iwashi gave a soft laugh and handed Hikaru a small mirror.

"C, c, c, c, coo... huh!? Is something like this even possible!!"

It might be unnecessary to explain again, but just in case. His appearance changed, but beyond that, there was nothing special about it at all. Its power was not amplified, nor were the enhancement values increased. It was seriously just for looks. But if you were to ask if that meant it was pointless, you would be wrong. You can tell just by looking at those sparkling eyes, can't you?

"Looks like you like it. I'll give it to you as a sign of our new friendship."

"No no no no! I can't accept this! I'll pay! I'll pay for it! I don't have the money on me right now, but..."

"It's fine, it's fine. Sure, money's important, ya know? Can't get by without cash, one way or another."

But, Iwashi continued, smiling with a face full of pride.

"It's that kind of impression that we creators live for. So don't hold back, just take it."

"I, Iwashi-san..."

That's a pretty cool thing to say. I approve of that spirit.

"Iwashi, I've taken a liking to you too."

His spirit is one thing, but so is his skill. If you want to see a craftsman's ability, it is best to have them show you a simple piece. Because it is simple, the creator's true skill comes across directly. In that sense, the first ring he showed... was not bad. Remember with Aji, I decided to buy everything after seeing the taste enhancing earrings? It is the same thing.

"Hey, Iwashi!"

"A, are you serious!? For real!?"

"Yeah. I've seen enough to know you're worth investing in."

Besides, I want that ring too. I mean, sure, I could replicate it with my own power. But that would not satisfy my collector's itch.

"For now, I'm buying all the pieces you have on you. So do your best to pitch them and show me their appeal."

"Sa, Satou-san... thanks! I'll give it my all with the promo!!"

What kind of item would come out next? Our hearts fluttered like young boys in anticipation.
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			A Wonderful Holiday

			The time was a little past four in the afternoon. We had returned to Okutama Island. There were still plenty of people I could introduce them to, but our haul from Iwashi's place had been massive.

"Nfufufu."

Hikaru-kun was grinning from ear to ear as he looked at the ring on his index finger. He seemed to really love it, and he had been like this the entire time. There were other items he wanted among the ones we were shown, but...

"A-kun, you’re still a beginner, right? Then I probably wouldn’t recommend buying this."

Someone with a mind for business would have sold it to him regardless of safety or stability, but Iwashi was different. The weapon that had caught Hikaru-kun’s eye, the one with a built-in transformation mechanism, had issues with its durability, so it was meant to be used in conjunction with advanced enhancements. Iwashi chided him, saying it was too soon for a rookie like Hikaru-kun, and he accepted it with a dejected look. That was probably why he had become so attached to the ring, his only prize from the venture.

"I bought this on a whim, but what should I do with it?"

"The concept is interesting, but the power output is a problem."

Then there were Takahashi and Suzuki, who had also impulsively purchased items. One of them was a rosary-style magic item, a device that could turn "power" into wings. For example, if you poured the magical power of fire or something similar into it, wings of flame would sprout from your back. For powers other than elemental ones like fire and lightning, such as gravity, repulsion, or other forces difficult to express with color, it seemed translucent wings would appear. This item was not just for show. It also granted the ability to fly, making it quite a practical piece. There were several techniques for flight, but they could only be acquired by intermediate users, and flying freely required even more training from that point on. However, the flight formula inscribed on this magic item was a thought-activated type, so as long as you poured power into it, you could fly with a certain degree of freedom. Well, it was a fairly advanced formula, so it was quite expensive, making it a tough purchase for an intermediate user.

"If we pour all our power into it, it’ll break for sure, right?"

"Judging from the explanation, it seems we can only put in about thirty or forty percent of our power."

The maximum amount of power it could handle would probably increase if the quality improved, but that would not happen overnight. I would put up the money, but this was a different matter. They had no choice but to improve their skills through steady trial and error.

I may have gone with Hikaru-kun just to keep him company, but this was an unexpected windfall.

The three of them were not the only ones excited. I was too. I had bought most of the items as an investment, so I was not particularly drawn to them, but there were a few that hit the mark perfectly.

That Iwashi, he really gets it.

One of them was this ornate, ridiculously huge belt. Alright, I will just say it. It is a transformation belt, a henshin belt. I mean, if it is just about changing my appearance, I can do that freely, you know? But this is different. This is totally different. A henshin belt is a separate indulgence, you know? You think I could just buy one in Ura-Akiba? Well, as it happens, that is not the case. The people there are all eccentrics who have gone all in on their hobbies. They would never create something based on demand. That means unless there is a guy with this specific hobby, this kind of item will never be born. And right now, there is no such person. There are probably some hero enthusiasts in the back alleys, but for one of them to also have the technical skills, well, you know? The probability is low. Then what about those who make magic items for business? They would make things that are more profitable than a toy like this, so they would not make it either.

What makes me so happy is the wonderful fact that I can't transform unless I follow the proper steps.

It was designed so that you could not don the suit stored inside unless you fiddled with the belt's gimmick and struck a pose. Inconvenient? No, you are wrong. It is romance, pure romance. There is also the purpose of improving the formula’s precision by intentionally incorporating a troublesome procedure, but that is just a bonus. At least for someone who would buy this, it is not a negative element, but a positive one. And there is one more thing that I personally love, the suit's design.

I remember now, the hero I used to love as a kid.

It was not a perfect copy. He is a creator too, after all. He said he just incorporated some of the essence at most. He said he was from a different generation, but he watched it on DVD and fell in love with it. So he tried to incorporate it into the design. Well, the reason does not matter. The important thing is that I can see a semblance of the hero I loved. To be honest, I cried a little when I recalled my childhood memories.

Next time, I'll take a request that's perfect for using this, and I'll use it then. I'll definitely use it.

I have to practice properly until then. As my ambition burned quietly, meramera...

"Oh, right. Satou-san, besides Rampage Summon, there’s another technique I’d like you to teach me."

"What is it?"

"You mentioned it before, Cocktail Burst, was it? I want to learn that."

"Why, oh, no, I get it. You’re going to combine it with the ring, aren’t you?"

"Yes."

He nodded, looking shy and fidgety.

"That decision, I say YES to that!"

Cocktail Burst is an enhancement that disregards the strain on the user. It is a risky power-up. That is precisely why it will look absolutely amazing when combined with the ring's dramatic effect.

"Cocktail Burst, huh. That takes me back."

"There was a time you were covered in injection marks from looking for the right drug enhancement."

"It’s weird for me to say it, but from an outsider’s perspective, I must have looked like a seriously sketchy guy back then."

It was not like they were illegal drugs, but the visual was just the worst.

"By the way, what’s the trend for enhancement drugs these days?"

"Ah, I wonder? I haven’t used them in a while, so I don’t know."

There are all sorts of enhancement drugs. There are multiple manufacturers, and product development advances daily. The last time I used Cocktail Burst was over ten years ago, so I have no idea about the current trends.

"Well, Hikaru-kun isn’t at a stage where he needs to be particular about drugs yet. For now, you should buy the ones sold at the Mutual Aid Society’s shop."

"Understood."

"As for enhancements that use techniques..."

I then gave Hikaru-kun a verbal lecture for a while on enhancement techniques he would likely be able to use. I would give him proper instruction at a later date, but it was better for him to at least have the knowledge in his head first.

"Whoops, it’s getting late. Hikaru-kun, I’ll send you to the front of your apartment."

"Okay. Thank you so much for today. I had a truly wonderful day."

"Not at all. I had fun too, so we’re even. Oh, here’s the manual for Rampage Summon."

"When did you..."

"Well, see you."

"Yes, see you."

I teleported Hikaru-kun to the front of his apartment and took a breath.

"Are you guys free after this? If you are, come eat at my place."

"Is that okay?"

"Yeah. Saku-chan likes it when it’s lively, too."

"Then I’ll do the cooking..."

"I’m inviting you as guests. I’ll cook. The man who will one day be known as the Iron Chef of cooking."

"Your vanity is off the charts."

Haa, it is not completely over yet, but I have had a fulfilling Sunday.

I will do my best starting tomorrow too.
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			A Blessing in Disguise

			It has been about ten years since I got my childcare license and started working. At first, I was so overwhelmed just trying to get by, doing whatever it took to manage. After a few years, I finally learned to relax. I felt my perspective widen as I naturally picked up the knack for watching over the children. And as I continued to watch them with this new perspective, I noticed something.

*Toddlers are surprisingly precocious.*

Of course, this does not really apply to babies or kids up to about three years old. I am talking about the four and five year olds. What was I like when I was four or five? To be honest, I do not remember, but I have a feeling I was just running around with a snotty nose, not a care in the world.

"Hey, teacherrr, are you listening to me?"

Kanon-chan puffed out her cheeks in protest. How adorable. It makes my heart go kyun kyun. It is not just Kanon-chan either. All children, boys or girls, are cute. I think they are angels. I do, I really do, but.

"Sorry, sorry. So, what was it again?"

"I was sayinggg! I don't know how to ask Haruto-kun out on a date!"

The topic of her consultation... I get a lot of this kind of love advice. Every time, I cannot help but think these kids are way too precocious. Considering how often it happens, my way of thinking is probably just old fashioned, but I just cannot get used to it. I mean, it is not like their dates are a big deal. They just hold hands and get all clingy in the nursery or play together. But to think they recognize that as a date... it leaves me with a strange feeling.

"Whenever I try to ask him, he always runs away. Oh, but it’s not like he hates me, okay?"

"I know. It's because Haruto-kun is just shy, right?"

"Yup! Teacher, you get it!"

Her mischievous smile made my heart skip a beat again. Be that as it may, I really do not know what to do with these kinds of consultations. I could probably talk my way out of it with some platitudes. But children are surprisingly observant of adults. If I were to brush her off like that, she would get hurt, and I would lose her trust. So I have to face her with sincerity, but.

*I have never had a boyfriend in my entire life.*

Or a girlfriend, for that matter. Even back when I was a man, I never had a single romantic rumor about me.

*‘You're so stuck up! Acting like you’re not interested is what makes you so popular, and that's what pisses me off the most!’*

That is what Satou used to say, but I really was not interested. I think that was it. My emotional development was a bit stunted. Even when I got chocolates on Valentine’s Day, I always acted aloof.

*Thinking back on it now, I wish I had put a little more effort into that side of things.*

If I had, I would have been able to give a definitive answer to a child's love problem.

"How should I appro... ah!!"

"? What's wrong, Kanon-chan?"

"Teacher, there! Over there!"

She pulled on my arm, and I followed her gaze. A little ways off, another child, Ayano-chan, had taken a huge tumble. That looked like the kind of fall that might be a bit bad.

"Teacher! Don't worry about me, go help her!"

"Okay. Thank you."

I hurried over with a tata sound, and as soon as Ayano-chan saw my face, she burst into tears. There is a way to fall that makes you cry and a way that does not. I guess this was the former. I picked her up and carried her to the nurse's office, cooing to soothe her. To a child, this is a major incident, but for us, it is just another day at the office. A nursery school teacher’s job is to spend each day skillfully resolving these frequent troubles, which are minor for adults but major for children.

"...Fuu."

After a flurry of running around, I could finally take a breath. It was nap time now, so I returned to the staff room and opened my bento box. I am not in charge of a class this year, so this is about all the time I get for a lunch break. If I were a homeroom teacher, I could eat lunch with the children, but I am a floater. I spend their mealtimes helping the homeroom teachers with the kids’ food, so I do not really have the time, you know?

"Senpai, good work today."

"You too."

We exchanged words of appreciation, put our hands together, and said our thanks for the meal. You have to do it properly, even when the children are not watching.

"By the way, Senpai."

"Hm?"

"I've been wondering for a while now, but ever since that trip to the beach... has something changed?"

...Was it that obvious?

"I wonder."

"Oh no, you're not getting away with that."

I tried to play dumb, but she shot me down instantly.

"You're in a blatantly good mood. I mean, you've always been friendly, but you've powered up."

She said she had been curious but had not found the right time to ask. And according to my junior colleague, it was not just her who noticed. The other staff members felt the same way.

"We came back empty handed that time, but... Senpai, did you catch a man?"

I could see a hint of accusation for her betrayal, but it was overwhelmed by the sheer curiosity in her eyes. At this rate, she was not going to let me go until I told her the truth. I let out a small sigh and decided to be honest.

"He's a man, but it's not a romantic story."

"Then what is it?"

"...I ran into a friend from high school, someone I had a falling out with."

If I were to explain it while hiding all the other details, that was the only way to put it.

"We both felt so guilty that we never contacted each other. Honestly, I thought I'd never see him again in my life."

"That's, well, what should I say..."

"You don't have to be so considerate. You said I seemed happy, right?"

"W, well, yes... But there's also the possibility that you forced yourself to move on after a clean break..."

"Don't worry. We were able to make up properly."

Satou cried when I forgave him, but I was the one who wanted to cry. I betrayed him so terribly, yet he never blamed me and only blamed himself. ...He really is an idiot.

"And then, this guy... his name is Satou, you know? After I made up with Satou, I was also able to mend my relationship with another girl I'd fought with, Suzuki."

The thorn that had been stuck in my heart for so many years was finally gone. That must be why I seemed so cheerful.

"...So that was the reason."

"I told you it wasn't a romantic story, didn't I?"

"No, no, but this Satou person is a man, right? Could it be...?"

"No way."

That is what I wanted to say, but... what is the real story? Satou is my best friend. That has not changed. I have always cared for him, now and back then. It is just that, now that I am a woman, I feel like other feelings besides friendship might be... starting to bud... Hmm, an incoming call? The lamp on my phone, which was on the desk, was blinking. I checked it and saw a message from Satou.

*...Jeez, what a guy.*

Apparently, he was supposed to help the kids with their training today but would likely have to work overtime. He was asking me to be his pinch hitter.

"See! That face! That's the face! You just got a message from that Satou-san, didn't you!?"

"...Yeah, I did."

"I'm not letting you escape. I'm going to hear every last detail!"

...This was going to be a pain.
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			As Long as the Heart Keeps Beating

			"I’m sorry, making you hang out with us when you’re tired from work."

"Don’t worry about it. I’m the one who agreed to this."

After work, I stopped by the Mutual Aid Society, and the first thing Hikaru-kun did was apologize. He is such a serious kid, really. Looking at him makes me remember what we were like in high school, and I get so embarrassed.

"Still, I feel bad making you look after kids both at work and in your private life."

"We apologize for the trouble."

Rika-chan and Sarna-chan said that. She looks exactly like the Saionji from the old days, but her personality is so completely different that I still get a little confused. I am not used to Sarna-chan either. It is just violent. This is the violence of physical development. Every time I see her, I feel like I should bow down in worship. Even other girls are overwhelmed by her.

"Is being a nursery school teacher really that tough?"

"Ah… I’m tired today because of something else, not work, so don’t worry about it."

I waved my hand dismissively at Sakuya-kun, who was looking at me with concern. It is scary how this kid can be so good, despite being related to Satou. Seriously, it makes you doubt if he even has the same blood running through his veins.

"More importantly, to the training ground…"

Just as I was about to say we should go, the two junior high girls stopped me.

"What’s up?"

"Since you came all this way, Takahashi-san, there was something else we wanted to ask you."

"Ask me?"

"Actually, we have a work experience program coming up in the fall."

"And for that, we have an assignment to ask an adult we know why they chose their profession."

"Ah… right, right."

I remember being made to do something like that when I was a student.

"So we want to ask, why did you decide to become a nursery school teacher, Takahashi-san?"

"If you would not mind, could you please tell us your story?"

When I looked, the two boys seemed interested too. They are both serious kids, after all. They probably hope it will help them think about their own futures.

"Sure. It’s not much of a story, though."

When I sat down on a chair, the girls took out notebooks and pens. Getting all prepared like that makes me a little nervous, you know.

"Back in high school, I was chasing a dream I was willing to lay down my life to achieve."

"Lay down your… life…"

"Yeah. But for a lot of people, it was nothing but a nuisance. In the end, Satou beat the crap out of me and my dream was crushed."

"That’s when you and Suzuki-san were turned into women by Uncle, right?"

The one who jumped at those words was Sakuya-kun. Ah, yeah. If you just hear that, it is not impossible to think Satou was violent with some girls.

"Sakuya-kun. It’s not what you think, okay? I mean we were literally changed from men into women."

"Isn’t that a sufficiently strange situation on its own?"

Sarna-chan’s comeback is harsh...

"Sex… change?"

"Yep. And it wasn’t just changing my body into a woman’s. My thought processes became a woman’s too."

As long as I was alive, no matter how pathetic it looked, I would have kept chasing my dream again and again. But since my way of thinking changed to a woman’s… I could no longer reach for that dream. The dream that had reached the level of obsession no longer felt like my own.

"I was alive, but my dream didn’t feel like my own anymore."

That experience truly made me understand the meaning of the phrase, to have a hole in your chest. Well, that aside, I am sorry, Sakuya-kun. Having a relative turn his best friends into women, even if it is not in a weird way, is still pretty insane. My sense of normalcy was shot.

"Hero Uncle… did something like that… I mean, the technology for a sex change is just a normal thing on the inside, then…"

"We have transformation magic and stuff, so isn’t it not that strange?"

"Ah, no, Hikaru-kun. That’s not quite right. The only one who can do a complete sex change is that bastard Satou."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah. If it’s temporary, that’s one thing, but making it permanent with the body causes problems."

The soul and the body have a very close relationship. Just as the state of the former can affect the latter, the reverse is also true.

"A man’s soul in a woman’s body. Problems arise, and it messes with your mind."

"...Then what happens in cases of gender identity disorder?"

Sakuya-kun threw out a sharp question. You are quite the social commentator, aren’t you. And you are really into this. You even took out a notepad.

"That’s a mismatch from the very beginning, right? That state is their standard, so as long as you don’t mess with it from there, it’s fine."

The problem is artificially shifting the soul and body. There are things like gender affirmation surgery in the normal world, but those are fine. I think it is because you do not become a completely male or female body. The one Satou does comes complete with a uterus and ovaries.

"So if you’re going to do a perfect sex change, you have to mess with the soul too."

And that is beyond difficult. Technology to manipulate the soul exists, but we are talking about rebuilding it from the ground up. It is like being asked to build a supercomputer from manufacturing the parts to final assembly, by hand, with no manual.

"That’s why his technique, which just steamrolls all of that and completely changes your sex, is totally insane."

TS God Fist. The name sounds completely moronic, but it is a bug-like technique. For now, what I think is this. It is a good thing the only victims were me, Suzuki, and those dumbass death gods.

"Takahashi-san, Takahashi-san. You’re getting off topic."

"Oops, sorry."

"Ah, me too, sorry."

Now, where was I. Right, up to the part about having a hole in my chest.

"I had this huge hole in my chest, but I was still alive. Suzuki apparently became listless and turned into a shut-in, but I was the opposite."

The sense of loss was so unbearable that I felt like I would go crazy if I was not doing something. So even though my dream was crushed, I forced myself to get up and take action, telling myself that life goes on.

"You’ve got to work to live. But what should I do? And that’s when I thought."

To make a clean break with my past self, I would do something completely opposite, something I had absolutely no connection to.

"And that’s why you became a nursery school teacher?"

"I didn’t become one right away. At first, I think… I had a part-time job at a flower shop?"

And after that, I was a clerk at a fancy goods shop. I even worked at a maid cafe for a while.

"I went from job to job like that, and when I was wondering what to do next, being a nursery school teacher came up as an option."

I had also worked part-time as a host for a kids’ event show, so I thought getting seriously involved with children might be a good idea. So I went to a vocational school, studied, got my license, and found a job.

"It turned out to be a surprisingly good fit, and I’ve been doing it ever since."

"Haaah…"

The two girls were nodding over and over, as if impressed. What kind of emotion is that. Like I said at the beginning, it was not that great of a story.

"Isn’t it a wonderful thing to have your dream shattered, yet continue to walk on without stopping, and find a good place in the end?"

"You’re laying it on too thick."

More importantly.

"That’s the end of the story. Let’s get to the training ground. I’m going to work you hard, so be ready."

"Yes!!"

Now then… how should I get Satou to make this up to me?



		
		
		
			Chapter 139: The Legendary Alcoholic
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 139

			The Legendary Alcoholic

			"...Hey."

It had been six days since I’d subbed in to look after the kids when I finally met up with Satou. We planned to meet at the closest station after my shift, and we just got together now... but this is bad. His eyes are completely dead.

"Y, you..."

I figured he had gotten busy after running into some kind of trouble. He probably had a confidentiality agreement, so I did not ask for details, but seeing him like this, he probably had not even been home, had he? Maybe it was the salesman in him. Despite his utterly exhausted air, his personal appearance was impeccable, which only served to highlight how tragic he looked.

"H, hey... Satou, you... shouldn’t you just go home and sleep...?"

To avoid disrupting their surface lives, powerful people unconsciously lower their bodies’ performance levels. Satou is no different, which is precisely why his current state is dangerous. His eyes are unfocused and the dark circles are awful. He could probably recover by easing his body’s restrictions, but that would only be physical. To relieve mental fatigue, the best thing to do is loosen those restrictions and sleep.

"What’re ya talkin’ about... you’re the one who told me to treat you to some expensive booze to make up for it, right?"

"I did say that... but I’m not such a monster that I’d make you hang out with me when you’re in this state..."

"Don’t worry about it. You say it’s to make up for it, but I wanna drink too."

"Yeah, but..."

"If I go home lookin’ like this, I’ll just make Saku-chan worry. C’mon, just hang out with me."

He slung his arm around my shoulder. Well... if he was going to be like this, I had no choice.

"Alright, I get it. In that case, let’s go to my place."

His request was for expensive booze, but we were not going to a bar. The drink was apparently a secret stash Satou had obtained privately, so we decided to drink at my place.

"Yeah... I brought some snacks too... so look forward to it..."

"Okay, okay."

I took the incredibly low energy Satou back to my home. Now that I thought about it... this was the first time I had ever invited a guy over.

"Hoh? Might be rude to say it’s unexpected, but it really feels like a girl’s room."

"That is really rude."

"Heh heh, my bad, my bad."

Satou immediately shed his suit jacket and dove facefirst into the sofa. He was making himself at home as if it were his own house, but I could not say much about that, so I ignored it.

"For now, uh, get me some tea. Cold tea. With a ton of ice."

"You’re a demanding one... alright, just a sec."

He probably wanted to wet his whistle before we started on the alcohol. I could understand the feeling. It looked like he was dry in more ways than just his throat.

"Here you go."

"Thanks."

I handed him a glass of iced barley tea, and Satou downed it in one go. His complexion improved slightly as he drank the tea, goku goku sounds coming from his throat.

"Phew... I’m alive again..."

"Well, uh, good work out there."

"Yeah... seriously, what a pain."

"Looks tough, even for a manager."

"Don’t be an idiot. The people at the top are the busiest when things go sideways."

Forcing the grunts to solve problems does not benefit the whole. Satou said that you get a result closer to the best outcome because the higher ups take the lead and shed blood, even if it means taking a hit in the short term. Things like that about him... were different from how he used to be. My heart skipped a little beat.

"Alright, I guess it’s time to unveil my pride and joy."

...A treasure he considers his secret stash, huh. I wonder just how good it is. I was a little... no, I was pretty excited.

"This is it."

"...Sake?"

He set an isshobin, a large bottle, on the table with a thud. The label just read "Sake." Was this something from the black market? Even so, it was really simple...

"Heh heh heh, well, you’ll know when you drink it."

With the bottle in hand, he gestured with his chin, and I held out my glass. He poured the Japanese sake, topu topu. ...What a rich, mellow fragrance. With my limited vocabulary I could not describe it well, but I could tell just from the smell that this stuff was incredible.

"...This is delicious. What is it?"

I have had my share of sakes that are easy to drink despite their high alcohol content. But this was on a completely different level. It did not catch in my throat at all, just slid down smoothly. If I did not have any self control, I could see myself drinking it until I literally passed out.

"Is it black market sake?"

You can usually tell by the vibe when something is made on the other side. That is because it is imbued with supernatural power. But this sake... I could not quite tell. It felt like it might be, but also like it might not. To my question, Satou replied,

"You could say it is, and you could say it is not."

"What’s that supposed to mean..."

"It’s made by a supernatural being, but the supernatural power has been removed."

"???"

"Then I must tell the tale. A story of a certain alcoholic, a tale tearful to hear and tearful to tell."

How can a story about an alcoholic have any tearful elements?

"Was it three, or four years ago? I was asked to exterminate a vengeful spirit living in a certain mansion."

"A vengeful spirit... one that was on your level?"

Vengeful spirits are originally human souls. Even when they are freed from their mortal shackles and become maxed out with regret, they are honestly not that big of a deal. Among vengeful spirits there are some exceptionally dangerous ones like Sugawara no Michizane, but their kind are rare. It is a different story if a superhuman becomes a vengeful spirit, but even then, there are limits.

"Nine extermination requests had been sent out, and all nine were repelled."

"Whoa whoa... seriously?"

You can generally tell how much of a threat something is after one or two attempts. So by the third... or at most the fourth time, you can send in a suitably strong force. But it happened nine times? And they must have sent stronger forces with each attempt... that is crazy. Was it on the level of the Three Great Vengeful Spirits? If so, I can see why Satou got the call.

"And what’s more. Every single one of them was sent back alive. Do you know what that means?"

"...It means there was that much of a difference in power."

"Yeah. And the guys who got beaten had something in common. Every one of them was in a state of such severe intoxication that they could barely hold a conversation."

Apparently, those who were repelled remained that way for over half a year. ...What? Was it some kind of vengeful spirit that harasses people with alcohol?

"I immediately headed to the location. It was a huge samurai mansion standing on the outskirts of town, and since it was evening, it had a pretty intense atmosphere. I wondered what kind of thing would appear. I stepped into the mansion full of excitement, but there was no reaction. Not only that, but while there seemed to be a spirit present, I couldn’t sense any powerful presence at all. That’s already pretty bad at this point, right?"

Yeah, I nodded. A vengeful spirit is an existence consumed by its regrets from life. There is no such thing as reason. In other words, they are not capable of clever tricks like hiding their power. They are constantly leaking it. The fact that even Satou could not sense anything was not normal.

"I thought, how strange, how very strange, as I headed for the basement where the spirit seemed to be."

"Stop talking like you’re telling a ghost story."

It is annoying.

"...And there, I met the legendary alcoholic."

"The legendary, alcoholic..."

Even though he was saying something ridiculous, I felt my body tense up without realizing it.
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			A Bizarrely Complex Middle-Aged Romance

			"What is this place... a sake brewery?"

Apparently, the property was so vast that the underground space was also quite large, within reason. Satou said that what he found down there was all sorts of brewing equipment, the kind you'd see in a sake brewery. Dumbfounded, he went deeper and said he found a single old man silently brewing sake.

"Yo, old timer. Sorry to intrude."

"..."

He didn't respond at all. There was no sign of any other spirits, so there was no doubt this old man was the vengeful spirit in question, but,

"Somehow, he just didn't seem like a vengeful spirit."

"Didn't seem like one?"

When I asked, he elaborated.

"You know how a vengeful spirit's soul is all distorted? They're constantly leaking negative energy, right?"

"Ah, yeah, that's right."

"But this old man was as calm and composed as the surface of still water, without a single ripple."

With his power, the guy probably could have obliterated the spirit without a second thought. However, if his curiosity is piqued, Satou is the kind of man who has no problem making a detour. It seems he decided to observe the old man for a while.

"Ooh... now that looks like some tasty sake. Judging by the ingredients, you're using the good stuff."

"You can tell, boy?"

That was the first time the old man acknowledged Satou's presence. He was a little taken aback when those sharp eyes glared at him, but this was Satou. He answered without flinching.

"I'm a bit of a drinker myself. When I'm in front of good sake, my mouth just starts to water."

"It seems you're different from the other fools who have visited this place. You seem to understand."

By "fools," he must have meant the people who had come here on a request.

"Honestly... It's outrageous enough that they barge into someone's home with their muddy shoes, but to then try and attack a helpless old man."

Satou realized something as he watched the old man lament the state of the world.

Ah, this old man doesn't even realize he's dead.

"You're quite outrageous yourself, but if the smell of sake lured you in, it would be cruel to blame you. Boy, want a drink?"

"I'd be honored."

As they drank, Satou managed to hear the old man's life story. The old man's name was Satou Kinzou. They had the same last name, but were not related. Satou is a common enough name, after all. Kinzou had become a wealthy man at a young age and was a true drunkard who loved sake more than his three meals a day.

"I drank it all, Japanese sake, foreign liquor, everything. I used my money to order sake from all over the world... and sometimes I even went to the source myself."

"Nice. I'd love to live like that."

"Heh heh heh, right? But eventually... just drinking it wasn't enough to satisfy me."

"So you started making it?"

"Indeed."

Apparently, he couldn't be bothered with the paperwork and procedures, so he was moonshining. Isn't that a crime?

"So... what? Did the old man become a vengeful spirit because of his obsession with sake?"

"Yeah. It was probably more manageable when he was alive, but dying must have stripped away everything else."

"So only his obsession with sake remained, creating an alcoholic vengeful spirit."

"Exactly. And that obsession was on another level. The old man died at ninety nine, and when I went in, five years had already passed since his death."

Don't you think something's off? Satou asked with a laugh. Everything about it was off, but... hmmm? As I tilted my head, Satou gave me the answer.

"How was he making the sake?"

"Ah."

Some of the ingredients for brewing sake must have a long shelf life. But even if he had a stockpile, it would dwindle if he kept brewing, and what about the ingredients that didn't last long?

"Unbelievably, the old man had unconsciously acquired the ability to create matter."

"..."

I was speechless. There are people in the underworld with that kind of ability, and the technology for it exists too. The former is a unique ability and quite rare, while for the latter, the resources put in and the equivalent value of the matter created almost never balance out.

"Actually, that old man..."

"He didn't have any hidden talent as an underworlder that he just hadn't noticed. Nothing like that. He was a completely normal person."

"Th, then..."

"It must have manifested along with his transformation into a vengeful spirit, driven by his extraordinary obsession. It's crazy, isn't it? Even if it is limited to things related to sake brewing."

"...It is crazy."

He must have been using all of his power as a vengeful spirit for material creation, which is why there was no sense of a strong presence.

"That said, his resources weren't infinite. Even though he became a vengeful spirit with a massive amount of mass, it's not like it was limitless."

"Don't tell me..."

"You figured it out. The old man was unconsciously draining power from the people who came to get rid of him. All so he could keep making sake for longer."

A chill ran down my spine. Why? Because of how dangerous that old man was. The idea that he'd just vanish if left alone was far too naive. This was a vengeful spirit with an obsession strong enough to lead to material creation. If his resources ever truly ran dry, he could unconsciously manifest an ability to lure in more prey.

"Even I knew I couldn't just leave him be, but it felt wrong to just obliterate him with force, you know? So I explained his current situation to the old man and then made him a deal. I told him I'd provide an environment where he could keep making sake, and in return, he'd give me some when he made a good batch. He gladly accepted."

After that, Satou bought the mansion and the land, put up a solid barrier to ensure its safety, and arranged for people to regularly deliver brewing ingredients and perform maintenance and upgrades on the equipment.

"Huh? But if the old man has that ability, he doesn't really need ingredients sent to him..."

"Ah, about that. The moment the old man became aware of his ability, he stopped using it."

"He stopped using it?"

"Yup. Said any sake made with such an incomprehensible power would be impure."

"...Oh, so that's what that meant."

A supernatural being makes it, but supernatural power is excluded. That's what Satou had said. I see. So it's sake brewed by a top-tier vengeful spirit, the old man, but his personal standards meant any supernatural power was excluded from the process.

"That's right. The old man's standards are ridiculously high. We made a deal where I get sake as payment, but he says he can't give me anything subpar, so he rarely ever sends any."

In other words, what we have here is incredibly rare.

"Yeah. So make sure you savor it."

"You got it."

After that, we just kept drinking, with idle chatter as our side dish. About two hours later, Satou was dead drunk and had started to snore.

"...The reverse of last time."

I carried Satou to the bedroom. I placed him on the bed carefully so as not to wake him, but he probably wouldn't have woken up even if I'd tossed him. He's usually pretty rough around the edges, and right now he was completely exhausted.

(I guess I'll contact them for him.)

I took his phone from his pocket and sent a message to Sakuya-kun.

(This is Takahashi. Hero Uncle is down for the count from the last few days of exhaustion, so he's staying at my place... and send.)

An immediate, polite reply came back. Judging by the text, you couldn't tell who was the guardian.

"..."

I didn't return to the living room, instead finding myself staring at Satou's sleeping face. He's aged a lot since back then. But he hasn't changed. Just like back then, he's showing me that unguarded, innocent sleeping face. It's probably the same with Suzuki. This guy, now and then, he's still the same...

(...I dodged the question when my junior asked, saying it wasn't like that.)

Looking back on our relationship, there were several special moments. But if you ask whether we deepened our bond because of them, that's not it. We built up the everyday, the mundane, the nothing moments, and came to see each other as irreplaceable. Thinking back, I think both Suzuki and I, even when we were men... held feelings for Satou that went beyond friendship. That said, to call it love would be something different again.

(But now, I'm a woman...)

I sat down on the bed and leaned closer to his face. It was an almost unconscious act. When I was close enough for my breath to touch him, I snapped back to my senses and pulled away.

(Agh... damn it.)

Just doing this makes it obvious, doesn't it?

"Heh heh heh heh heh... yeah, setting fires is the best..."

"...So carefree, spouting nonsense in your sleep, while I'm over here..."

Thinking about it became too much of a hassle, so I just lay down on the bed and snuggled up against Satou's body.

"...Idiot."

I closed my eyes. It seemed like I would sleep well tonight.
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			Stranger

			Today is a temporary day off. Well, I have been cooped up at the office for six days straight. The hell is not over yet, so it is just for one day, but the company itself ordered me to rest. It was rough. Genuinely rough. I only ever went home to grab a change of clothes. My bed was either the company nap room or a makeshift one I made by pushing chairs together in the office. It is enough to make a guy cry.

Considering all that, waking up in a woman’s bed, even if it is Takahashi’s, feels like I scored some kind of bonus.

My memory of yesterday is almost gone. I do remember drinking with Takahashi though, so this bed I am lying in must be hers.

Dammit, it smells so good.

I suppose I feel happy but also frustrated. I try sensing for any presence, but it seems I am the only one home. Takahashi must have gone to work. I think she was being considerate by not waking me up.

I must have really been out of it yesterday.

I cannot just ignore her consideration. Since I am here at Takahashi’s place, I thought about rummaging through her room to see what kind of underwear she stocks, but I will let it slide this time. I should clarify that I was not planning to do that for any lewd reason, you know.

It is a gesture of friendship, an attempt to find even a small weakness of hers.

Putting that aside, what should I do now? A sudden holiday. I am happy, but also a little stumped. Should I just go back to sleep in Takahashi’s bed?

Ah, but I am not that sleepy right now.

My eyes are wide open thanks to sleeping like I had been powered off.

I guess I will think while I eat.

If I rummage through the kitchen, there should at least be some instant ramen. It feels a bit wrong to eat her food without asking, but she used to use the bath at my parents’ house without permission all the time back in the day. It is too late to worry about it now. I leave the bedroom and head for the living room. As I am about to cross the living room to get to the kitchen, I notice something.

"You made me breakfast."

On the table was a note and a breakfast covered in plastic wrap. Wow, what should I do. This makes me genuinely happy. It is not anything fancy. It is just a hot dog. But it is the morning, before work. Even if she just made it while making her own breakfast, the fact that she made it for me is what makes me happy.

"Oh my, Takahashi, what do you intend to do, making my heart go doki doki like this."

It makes me happy enough to act a little campy. I gratefully accept your kindness, but first, a drink.

"If I eat a hot dog when my mouth is this dry from waking up, it’ll get even more parched."

I grab some orange juice from the fridge, and my preparations are complete. I put my hands together and say my thanks for the meal. It is good. It is cold, but it is still good. The mustard is a surprisingly high scoring point. When you make hot dogs at home, you usually just have ketchup, right? At least, that is how my mom did it, but Takahashi, she keeps mustard on hand.

"Should I buy some too?"

Things like soy sauce or mayonnaise I can use up if I buy them, but mustard is a different story. Even if I buy a small container, I do not think I can finish it.

"No, I have Suzuki. I can just learn a dish from her that uses mustard."

I finish my meal while pondering these things and take my dishes to the sink. The note said I did not have to wash them, but well, I should at least do this much. I quickly wash the plate. With that, there is nothing left for me to do at Takahashi’s house.

"First, I’ll go home and get changed."

I teleport home, take a shower, and change into my casual clothes. Saku-chan is at school, so of course she is not here. We have not been living together for that long, but feeling lonely when I am by myself might mean I am a pretty lonely guy. Even now, I find myself naturally scrolling through my phone’s contact list, wondering if anyone is free.

"Huh? A call from the Mutual Aid Society."

It is a summons from the Mutual Aid Society. The fact that they did not write a reason suggests it is a fairly important matter. They keep track of my work situation, so they should know that I received a temporary day off today. They must have figured that even though I am exhausted from consecutive days of hard work, I could come right away around this time. I cannot say I am not annoyed to be bothered on my day off, but I have no plans, so I guess it cannot be helped.

"Oh, it’s Satou."

"Hey, Satou."

When I teleport to the headquarters, I run into the Arima siblings, Yuichi and Mao, in the lounge. It is rare for these two, who basically spend their time lazing around and enjoying their other world life, to come to headquarters.

"Don’t tell me you guys got called by the chairman too?"

"You bet. We were just talking about going out to have some fun since I don’t have my part time job today, and then this came out of nowhere."

"Wait, if you’re saying that, does that mean you too, Satou?"

"Yeah."

"I think I’m starting to get the picture."

"Me too."

"Yeah."

It must be related to another world. There have only been two cases, the one with the Arima siblings and the one in Okutama, but to put it another way, there have already been two. If that is the case, it would not be strange for a third or fourth to occur.

"Thank you for coming. This way, please."

As we are talking, a guide appears and beckons to us. We follow their lead to the infirmary. It seems to have been strictly cleared of all personnel.

"I will take my leave here."

So it is just us from this point on. The siblings and I nod to each other and enter. The chairman is there to greet us.

"What’s this about?"

As Mao cuts to the chase, the chairman gives a small nod, walks over to a curtained off bed, and stops.

"I am sure you have already guessed, but it is an other world matter."

According to him, a spatial anomaly was confirmed in the mountains of Okutama, and when they sent people to investigate, they found a person collapsed there. I do not think it is strange that it was Okutama again. It is the place that was overwritten by another world when a large scale spatial anomaly occurred before. It is entirely possible that some distortions still remain in unseen places. Perhaps it has become a place where people and things related to other worlds are more likely to wash up.

"Mao and I were called to check if this person is from our world, right?"

"And Satou is here as the muscle, just in case."

"Yes."

The Arima siblings are powerful enough to hold their own against even well known gods. And they have not even reached their peak yet. They still have room to grow. Well, I suppose that is natural, since they were the strongest fighters of their respective races in their original world. That said, when it comes to phenomena related to other worlds, you never know what might happen. The chairman’s decision to call me just in case was not wrong.

"Is the person from the other world in there?"

"Yes. They were on the verge of death when we found them."

They could have just killed the person there, burying the problem. The fact they did not shows how different the Mutual Aid Society is now.

"We provided medical treatment, but we cannot restore their lost stamina."

"By the way, what’s their gender?"

"It is a woman. Oh, and there will be no happenings like her being naked, just so you know."

I perked up at Yuichi’s question, but he immediately shot me down.

"Well then, are you mentally prepared?"

"We don’t need to prepare for something like that just to confirm something. Right, Mao?"

"Yeah. Let’s get this over with quick. We’ve got plans."

"Understood."

The chairman pulls back the curtain. The moment I see the beautiful, blonde woman sleeping on the bed, I am speechless. Because of her beauty? No, she is beautiful, but more than anything, a certain physical feature caught my eye.

"Whoa, a real life elf… She looks like she came straight out of a light novel! This is awesome!!"

"This is so cool!!"

"Wait a minute, didn’t you guys have elves in your world too?"

I seem to remember you talking about some secret elven medicinal herbs when you were just chatting.

"Oh yeah, we did."

"Right, right."

These guys have been way too assimilated into Japanese culture.
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			Driven by Passion

			"Well, let's put the elf business aside for a moment. You two, what do you think?"

Prompted by the chairman, the Arima brothers began to observe the elf, murmuring, "Let's see." It was likely because, in many ways, they couldn't see this as somebody else's problem. For a pair of brothers who were usually so frivolous, they were being quite serious.

(What a strange thing.)

The worlds may be different, but here was a race with the same name and the same features. On top of that, in this world, they were one of the classic archetypes in fiction. If I gave it some serious thought, I felt like I might just stumble upon some grand mystery or truth of the universe...

(Frankly, I couldn't care less.)

I'm not a scholar or a researcher. All I need is for elves to be slender, beautiful women and girls. I have no intention of asking for anything more.

"Mao."

"Yeah. She's different."

"We don't even know if this one is called an elf... but she's a different creature from the race with similar features that was in our world."

"If I may, could you please tell me your reasoning?"

"There are some similarities, like the pure power similar to the unique magic of the elves we know, the length of her ears, and her excellent looks."

"But there's one point that is decisively different."

"And that is?"

"This one has small breasts."

"Wait, the elves in your world are all curvy and stacked!?"

"Yup. All the women are va, va, voom."

...That's ridiculous... Elves are supposed to have slender figures...

"And for the record, all the men are beefy."

"You're kidding me..."

"They don't use bows or anything, they mainly fight with magic and their fists."

"...I see."

If that was the case, then their reaction earlier made perfect sense.

"Um, you know how elves have a herbivorous image?"

"Not that they actually eat grass, just the image, you know, the image."

"I get it, I get it."

"But the elves in our world are more carnivorous."

"A lot of them are battle junkies, and they have this culture where after winning a fight to the death, they squeeze the opponent's corpse and shower in their blood."

"There was also a trend of making accessories out of the skulls of strong enemies."

"They also have a developed culture of eating raw meat, like what you guys call yukhoe, horse sashimi, or raw liver."

"That sounds less like an elf and more like some kind of barbarian tribe."

That's terrifying.

"But when it comes to romance, they're as timid as elementary schoolers."

So you're not carnivorous in that department.

"Um, if we could stop the elf discussion there."

"Our bad, our bad. But hey, do we even need to be here anymore?"

"Hold on, Yuichi. This girl may be from a different place, but she's still from another world, right? Shouldn't we give her at least a little support?"

"You... Spoken like a true brother, you said something good for once. You're right."

It's pretty funny that the one saying something good is a former demon king... hmm?

Pikuri, the elf-chan's eyelids twitched.

Did she wake up because we were chattering away near her bed?

Frankly, I didn't really need to be here either.

From my light probing, she seemed to be quite strong, but she didn't seem to have any hidden cards, so even if she went on a rampage, the Arima brothers could probably handle her just fine.

"＊∇……〓, §∃∨……"

Oh, well, it seems there was one thing.

It sounded like a translation spell was already active in the room, but I still couldn't understand her.

"Satou-san."

"You got it."

I deployed the conceptual barrier BABEL, which I once developed to communicate with the Arima brothers.

These kinds of conceptual spells have a way of forcing things into place, and BABEL is no exception.

Before the Tower of Babel was destroyed, all languages were one.

Which means, if Babel were still standing, all languages would be identical... something like that.

Of course, I wasn't actually building a tower.

"H, humans...!?"

It seemed to have worked.

But that aside, her reaction upon seeing us was something else.

Is this it? The classic trope where fictional elves look down on huma,

"Haha! Humans! It's humans! So, it worked! I've 'made it'!!"

"Huh!?"

The elf-chan sat up in bed and threw her arms around me.

We couldn't hide our confusion as she happily rubbed her cheek against my stomach, suri suri.

Besides,

"...Made it?"

It wasn't impossible to guess from her words so far.

In her world, humans once existed but were now gone. Or perhaps they were beings from fairy tales.

There was no doubt she had been trying to reach a place where humans existed. The problem was that place.

Was it a place in her world where humans were said to be? Or did she seek humans in another world?

If it was the latter...

"Hey lady, you..."

"Hmm? Ah, yes, I suppose this is another world from my perspective? Of course, I understand that."

Is she serious...

"That said, it was a gamble whether you truly existed, and whether I could reach you even if you did. A chance like searching for a single jewel dropped in a desert. But... I won! I won the gamble!!"

As the elf-chan let out a triumphant laugh, fuwahahahaha, we all took a step back.

Leaping between worlds on the off chance that something so uncertain might exist... she had to be insane.

"Oh, I haven't introduced myself. I am Setsuko. I'm from a race called elves, though I don't know if they exist in this world..."

"Setsuko!?"

"?"

"Ah, please excuse me... I didn't mean to make fun of you or anything."

There were a lot of things that bothered me... but that wasn't the issue right now. There were more important things I had to ask.

"I'm Satou. Satou Hideo. Well, I'm a human."

"I know that much. Satou, Satou, what a fine name."

Could you please stop rubbing your cheek on my stomach? Who is this person?

"That's my family name... but whatever. I'll call you Setsuko-chan, okay? Setsuko-chan, why did you go so far as to cross worlds for humans?"

Just because her reaction was friendly didn't mean she was safe.

There were plenty of people in this world who did crazy things without any malice... like Kawasaki.

"Yes. You see, in my world, 'humans' are a race said to have been destroyed long ago. They are depicted in murals in ancient ruins and recorded in old documents, but... to be honest, their very existence was doubted."

So they were like beings from a fairy tale.

"I was born into a family of archaeologists."

From a young age, her parents would tell her bedtime stories about the romance of ancient times.

And because of that, Setsuko-chan herself decided to pursue a path in archaeology.

"My field of expertise is... you can probably guess, can't you?"

"Humans."

"Yes. Of all the stories I was told as a child, humans were what captivated my heart the most."

"But why another world? Even if humans existed in another world, there's no guarantee they would be the same as the humans from Setsuko-chan's world, right?"

"There's a theory among scholars who believe it's not a fairy tale but the truth. That they weren't destroyed, but rather journeyed to another world."

Or that humans were beings who came from another world and perished because they couldn't adapt.

It was because of theories like that that Setsuko-chan saw an opportunity in another world.

...I was questioning her sanity more and more. The existence of humans was like a fairy tale to begin with, and so were other worlds.

Combining one fairy tale with another... she mentioned a jewel in a desert, but the odds had to be way lower than that.

"After all my searching, that was the only possibility left. In that case, I had to do it."

Even if it meant a journey from which she could never return.

As she spoke, an extraordinary obsession dwelled in Setsuko-chan's eyes.

...From the look of it, this was a one-way trip.

"I should tell you, there's no way to travel between worlds in this world."

Well, if it was just a one-way trip, I might be able to manage something, but I couldn't guarantee she'd end up in the world she wanted...

"What, it's no problem. I stole several national treasures in order to cross worlds. If I went back, I'd just be executed."

You stole national treasures!? You're a criminal!

"Besides, if I could reach a world with humans, I intended to live there anyway."

Why was she so obsessed with humans?

As Setsuko-chan rubbed her cheek against me even more fiercely, as if overwhelmed with emotion, I was truly, deeply put off.

"Hah... This is divine... The short ears, the plain looks that far exceed my imagination..."

Hey, who are you calling plain-looking. You want to die?

"...It's the best."

My murderous intent vanished in an instant. Why?

Because in her eyes, I saw the simmering, blazing flames of lust.

Wait, hold on a second. Then what? The reason she crossed worlds in search of humans was,

"...A fetish?"

I'm sure we were all looking at her as if she were some unknowable monster.
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			I'm Worried About You

			"President, how about we grab a drink after this?"

"I'm sorry. I have plans to meet someone today."

Work was over. My secretary, Saeki-chan, invited me out for a drink. I really wanted to accept, but unfortunately, I had prior plans. When I turned her down, Saeki-chan didn't look disappointed at all. Instead, for some reason, she started grinning suggestively.

"Could it be... that certain Hiro-kun, perhaps?"

I suppose I only have my own carelessness to blame for this one. Word about the day we reunited has spread, and now most of the employees see me in that light. The fact that I got divorced after we met again probably added fuel to the fire. Well, they're not exactly wrong. It is true that I am in LOVE with Hiro-kun. Thankfully, no one seems to think I am letting my personal feelings affect business deals, but, well, frankly, this kind of thing is embarrassing. I think it's similar to when elementary and middle school kids get teased with catcalls. Not that I have ever been to elementary or middle school, though.

"Today it's female friends."

" 'Today,' you say... upupu."

"Oh, honestly."

Still, it would be cruel to blame Saeki-chan or the others. After all, if I were in their shoes, I am sure my own nosiness would get the better of me too.

"Let me know if there's any progress."

"Yes, yes. Well then, have a good evening."

I went straight home without any detours. The house was dark, so it seemed Rika was not back yet. Her job was probably running long. I turned on the air conditioner, and as I was relaxing, the intercom rang. The fact that the intercom rang meant it probably was not Rika and the others.

"Yo, mind if I come in, Saionji."

"Pardon the intrusion."

"Of course, please come in."

It was Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun. I invited the two of them into the room and served them tea. These two were the female friends I had mentioned. Not that I was the one who invited them, however.

"Here, a little something for you."

"Oh my, you really didn't have to."

"It's just proper when you visit someone's home, you know?"

"Just like Hiro-kun, you two have really grown into fine adults, haven't you."

Even the seemingly serious Suzuki-kun used to be something else back in the day. From my perspective, as the one who always played the sensible straight man... yes, it makes me feel quite sentimental.

"Stop looking at me with those motherly eyes."

"That's right. Satou-kun and Takahashi-kun aside, I was always the responsible one, wasn't I?"

"Hey, wait a minute. Putting Satou and you aside, I was normal, wasn't I?"

"Could you two please stop throwing boomerangs at each other in my living room?"

It is dangerous.

"Jeez... Anyway, I wonder what Sakuya-kun wants to discuss with us."

Takahashi-kun brought it up after taking a sip of tea and a short break. That was right, the one who had gathered us was Sakuya-kun. He had contacted me, Takahashi-kun, and Suzuki-kun through Rika, saying there was something he wanted to discuss. Of course, I readily agreed. I know he is a good kid, he is Hiro-kun's relative, and he has been a great help to Rika, so there was no reason to refuse.

"Since it's us, people he doesn't know very well, it's probably about Hiro-kun."

The fact that it was the three of us meant it was almost certainly related to Hiro-kun. We were about the only adults Sakuya-kun knew who were close to Hiro-kun.

"You think it's that thing? Like, he's troubled because the guy has no tact?"

"No, I doubt it. Hiro-kun is almost overly considerate when it comes to kids."

"Exactly. He seems to be constantly worried about being a bad influence on them."

He has plenty of his strange quirks with his inner circle, or rather, with those he has opened up to, but Sakuya-kun is a child. I do not think it is a matter of tact, since he is careful around children. As the three of us were debating back and forth, I sensed a presence by the entryway. It seemed Rika was home.

"I'm hoooome. Who's there. Who's there. It is I. Rika is home."

Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun chuckled at the loud voice that echoed through the house. It is fine when it is just the two of us, but I wish you would be a little calmer when we have guests, Mama.

"Welcome home. And welcome, Sakuya-kun."

"Pardon the intrusion. I am sorry for having you all gather on such short notice."

"It's fine. But it's not good for a child to worry so much, you know."

"I think you could stand to live a little more loosely, y'know?"

"Totally. I think Sacchan and Hikaru-kun could both afford to be a bit less serious."

And you could afford to be a bit more responsible.

"Well, anyway, I'm going to my room, so you all take your time."

She may be a tomboy, but her ability to read the room is one of her better qualities.

"So, Sakuya-kun, what was it you wanted to discuss with us?"

I had Sakuya-kun sit down and got right to the point. With a kid of his personality, it is easier for him to talk if we start the conversation.

"Actually, lately, Hero Uncle hasn't seemed very energetic."

"Satou-kun?"

"Isn't it obvious? His work is supposed to be crazy busy, so it's probably because of that, no?"

I knew about that as well. A little while ago, he had sent me a message complaining, "What is this place, hell?" or something to that effect.

"But you went for drinks with him the other day, didn't you?"

"Yeah. But he said he was just over the hump, so it sounds like he's still busy."

"I thought so too, so I tried casually asking him, 'Work seems tough, doesn't it,' but..."

Apparently, that was not quite the issue.

"On top of being busy with work, he seems to be struggling with something in his personal life... I'm worried..."

That, he said, was why he came to us.

"Ugh..."

The three of us old ladies instinctively pressed our hands to our eyes.

"Um... is something wrong?"

"No... it's just that when you get older, the earnestness of a child like you really gets to you."

"Satou, that guy is one seriously lucky man..."

I am sorry, we probably weirded you out... Well, that aside... hmm, a personal problem, is it.

"I've been holding back on contacting him, thinking he must be busy."

"He didn't seem that way when you were drinking with him, Takahashi-kun?"

"No."

"In that case, I wonder if something happened the day after that."

"He said he got a day off, so that's probably when it was."

Hmm... what should we do.

"For now, let's do this. Let's do something to cheer him up."

"You're right. Since we, or rather, you two, didn't know anything about it, it's doubtful he'd tell us even if we asked him directly."

Or maybe it is something he feels we cannot help him with even if he did tell us. In that case, we should probably focus on cheering him up rather than trying to solve his problem.

"I'm sorry, and thank you very much."

"It's no problem. Hiro-kun is an important person to us too."

"But Saionji-san, what exactly should we do to cheer him up?"

"Well, if we're talking about things that would make him happy."

Alcohol, food, drag queens, women... Oh, he mentioned he sometimes goes to host clubs too, didn't he.

"Shall we put on a private hostess club for him?"

"If we're talking about whether he'd be happy or not, he probably would be..."

I think that is not a bad idea. If we can disregard our own sense of shame, that is.
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			What You Don't Realize Until It's Gone

			How old were you when you stopped believing in Santa Claus? And when you learned the truth, what did you think? I think it was the winter of my third year of elementary school when I found out Santa's true identity. It happened one day in December. I had invited my friends over, and we were playing hide-and-seek inside the house. My mom wasn't home, so we were going wild, knowing we wouldn't get yelled at.

"Hee hee, where should I hide? This is literally my home turf, after all."

The spot I chose was my parents' bedroom. I decided to hide in their closet. I triumphantly burst into the bedroom and opened the closet door without hesitation. Then I froze.

"Huh?"

What jumped out at me was a Santa Claus costume. There were two of them, a normal one and a miniskirt Santa one. If I had been more pure, I might have thought my mom and dad were that crimson fellow who travels the world on Christmas Eve. If I had been smarter, I would have already suspected and been able to just accept it. My misfortune was being stuck right in the middle.

Santa Claus wasn't real. It had been my parents giving me presents every year.

I was shocked. Strange, isn't it? I wanted to believe in Santa, but for a kid like me, the presents were what really mattered. Just getting what I wanted every year was enough. Who gave them to me was just a bonus. And yet, I was so shocked by the fact that Santa didn't exist that I was down about it for a whole week.

Years later, I received another shock, though of a different kind. The normal Santa costume made sense. That must have been for my old man. But what about the miniskirt one? Was my old lady coming to put presents by my pillow too? No, that can't be it. I have a vague memory of seeing a single red figure in my room while I was half asleep in bed. The shadow was singular. Which means... well? You get it, right? The miniskirt Santa was a Santa who delivered a present to my old man, not me. The Santa was the present.

As far as I know, the miniskirt Santa costume would pop up whenever Christmas was near, right up until my first year of junior high. And if I wasn't imagining things, I think it got gradually more revealing each year. "Oh my, your parents get along so well, don't they?" That's something only an outsider could think. As a family member, I had no idea what the right reaction was. You might think things calmed down in my second year of junior high, but that wasn't it either. During my second and third years, they were both out of the house every Christmas.

"You want to have Christmas parties with just your friends too, don't you, Hideo?"

That's what they said. But seeing how cheerful my old lady was the next day, I could pretty much guess what was going on. I don't know what happened after they went overseas. But I've gotten way off track. The point is, you only understand the true value of an illusion the moment it's shattered. Just like how Santa, who had been nothing more than a bonus, left a deep scar on young Satou's heart.

Ah, to think I'd be reminded of that bygone pain at this age.

Really, you never know what's going to happen in life.

"Good work today, sir. If you're free, would you like to join us after this?"

"Sorry. I've got prior arrangements."

We've made it through the absolute worst of it, but our company is still on high alert. Still, it looked like we'd be able to go home before midnight, so everyone seemed reasonably cheerful. On days like this, I probably should have accepted their invitation and treated them all to a big night out to thank them for their hard work. But sorry guys, I'm not really feeling up to it either. I told my subordinates who invited me that I'd treat them some other time and left the office.

"Yo."

"Hey." "Hey."

I met up with the Arima brothers after their part-time jobs, and we headed straight for a bar. It was a small, privately owned izakaya whose rundown air gave it a certain charm. We ordered drinks and snacks. When our drinks arrived, we didn't even toast, just started sipping them quietly.

"You know how they say time is a panacea that heals all emotional wounds."

"Yeah, but not enough time just makes the wound hurt even more."

I nodded emphatically at the Arima brothers' words.

"What the hell was up with that elf." The three of us said in unison.

Our illusion of elves had been shattered, and we were in the throes of heartbreak. The wound was deeper than I thought, so much so that my busy job was actually a relief.

"You know, it's not like I was particularly attached to elves."

I had elf characters I liked in anime, manga, and games. But I liked the character, and the fact that they were an elf was just one of their attributes. Or so I thought. It was just like with Santa.

"But then I met an elf named Setsuko-chan..."

The name Setsuko wasn't a fake name or anything. There are no humans, but there are countries with Japanese-like cultures in that other world. It seems one of them is a country of oni-like people. Setsuko-chan's father was once saved by someone, or rather, an oni from that country, and named his daughter after his savior.

"Turns out, I had way more fantasies about elves than I realized."

"Totally get it." "We feel you."

The Arima brothers patted me on the shoulders from both sides.

"We learned what elves are really like in this world, and..."

"We realized we were more into them than we expected."

There were tears welling up in the brothers' eyes. I was probably the same.

"That look of hers, brimming with a lust that's the polar opposite of purity, is just so..."

"Well, for some people, she might be like a goddess."

Arima Mao muttered. While Setsuko-chan is healing, she's been hitting on all the men at the Mutual Aid Society. A lot of them are put off, but at the same time, a lot of them are attracted to her. And the ones who are attracted to her are, well. You know. Guys who aren't exactly lookers.

"Hah... I can't get enough... Your short ears, your plain looks that far exceed my imagination..."

Those words from Setsuko-chan made me feel a slight murderous intent. For her, they were compliments. As it turns out, elves are, without exception, a beautiful people, just as we imagine. There's a hierarchy among them, but even the ones at the bottom are on the level of the most popular boy or girl in a class. Apparently, one of the reasons elves doubted the existence of humans was because the excavated statues and portraits of great figures were just so... well, you know. For Setsuko-chan, who's hot for humans, good looks are nothing but a negative. That's because the image of a human she's built up in her mind has "plain" as the bare minimum.

"Hey, Satou. Do our dreams... even exist?"

"I wonder. There are probably countless other worlds, so I'd like to say yes, but..."

"So far we've got our example and Setsuko-chan's example, and both of them are..."

With two in a row like this, honestly, it's hard to feel hopeful.

"Hah, this is depressing." The three of us sighed at the same time.

"Dammit. I can't believe I'm thirty-five and getting reminded of the emotional scars Santa gave me as a kid."

"Santa?" "Santa?"

"Hm? Oh, yeah. So, here's what happened."

I told them my bittersweet childhood story.

"Santa... isn't real...?" The Arima brothers looked utterly devastated.

"I'm sorry."

"It's... okay." "Yeah..."

And so, the night wore on for the three heartbroken men.
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			Technically speaking, this world does have elves, or rather, a race that could be considered the origin of the elves we imagine. They belong to the realm of Norse mythology, but I don't count them as elves. Their names are slightly different, for one, but they also just don't fit the common image. If we're going by looks alone, Setsuko-chan is actually a closer match. This makes them wholly unsuited for healing the emotional wounds I've suffered from the elf shock.

How should I handle this? How can I fill this void?

I guess that's my only option. Should I start seriously researching a way to cross over into another world? But then again... if I go around punching holes in the walls between worlds, there's bound to be a backlash somewhere. What if my research pokes too many holes and the world becomes unstable, ushering in a great interdimensional age or something?

It'd be one thing if the consequences came back to me, but having them affect this entire world would be a disaster.

That's the very reason why, despite all the other things I've dabbled in, I've never researched technology related to other worlds. I'm feeling a little tempted right now... but what's wrong is wrong. I mean, we've already seen an incident where all of Okutama was overwritten by something from another world. If that happened on a much wider scale... say, nationally, or even globally, it would be too horrific to even contemplate.

"Ah."

I realized it just as I reached my front door. That's right, Sakuya isn't home today. She was going to a study group sleepover with her friends, I think? She had told me to just get whatever for dinner.

"I could go to the convenience store."

But the thought of even walking that short distance again felt like too much effort, so I went inside. It was just past nine... I could get delivery, but waiting for that is also a pain. The instant stuff I have stocked up will do. I let out a sigh and opened the living room door. The lights immediately flashed on.

"Welcome home!" they all chimed.

"..."

I was speechless. Uh, wait a second. What is this? Where do I... where do I even begin to comment? There are so many things to question here that I don't know where to start.

"...He really does seem down."

"...Yeah. Normally, a guy like him would be all 'whoa!' and getting excited."

"...I, I feel kind of awkward, like we're bombing."

Suzuki, Takahashi, and Chika-san were whispering amongst themselves. ...Okay, I'll start there. Let's tackle this point first.

"Um, what's with... the outfits?"

They were a familiar group, but their attire was bizarre. Why bunny girls? I mean, they look good in them. They look sexy. But that's beside the point, this is weird. It's weird to have bunny girls in Satou-kun's living room. It's weird that the three of them are dressed as bunnies when that's not their character at all.

And not just any bunny outfits, but the lewd kind.

Well, bunny outfits are inherently lewd from the get-go. Still, I think you can classify them into wholesome and lewd categories. And theirs were definitely lewd. There were several small, erotic details, but to point out the most significant one, the angle of the high-cut legs. Isn't that pretty extreme?

"...Look at his eyes."

"...That's not the lustful gaze of a man overcome with raw desire."

"...Is he exasperated? That's an exasperated look, isn't it?"

And as for the other things to question. The room's decor. What's with this interior, it looks like some kind of shady establishment. The color of the lighting is suspicious, too... where did my LEDs go?

"...Wh, what do we do?"

"...We just have to push through."

"...R, right."

There was a fruit platter and a bottle of pink champagne on the table... Did the Satou residence get invaded by the concept of a hostess club?

"I'll take your jacket."

"Come on, over here."

"Don't just stand there spacing out."

Chika-san snatched my jacket while Suzuki and Takahashi grabbed my hands and led me to the sofa.

"Here you go."

A glass was put in my hand and filled with alcohol. I seriously have no idea what's going on... but, I guess I'll have some?

"So, what's all this about?"

"Ugh." All three of them flinched.

"Don't 'ugh' me."

"Y, you're usually so into this kind of thing..."

"Yeah, well, I'm tired."

And wounded.

"...Sigh. Look, Satou-kun, it seems like you've been going through hell recently, right?"

"Yeah."

"So, we thought we'd try to cheer you up a little."

"You don't like bunnies? Touching is allowed today, you know?"

So that's what this is...?

"Well, I appreciate the thought... and I love bunnies, but..."

Having this sprung on me out of nowhere when I'm exhausted?

"My brain can't process it."

"Th, that's a perfectly sound argument..." they all muttered.

"Also... I debated whether I should say this."

It'd be a shame if they failed somewhere else and made things weird, so as a friend, I'll have to be harsh and point this out.

"I've thought this for a while, but the three of you are not suited for this kind of surprise stuff."

Like at my birthday party. No, I'm not blaming them. These are things you learn from by failing repeatedly. But it's also true that a failure as an adult is different from a failure as a kid. If you bomb in middle or high school, you're just a kid. People forget quickly, and the bar for laughter is lower, right? It's just a minor injury, so it's fine for kids to fail. I think they should go for it as much as they want.

"But it's different for adults, isn't it?"

It tends to come off as pathetic or just plain awkward. It might be fine if you have the skills to recover after a failure. But that kind of thing comes from experience, too. And you three... you don't have that, do you? From your teenage years. Takahashi acted like a lone wolf until she started hanging out with us, and it seems she kept her distance from others after becoming an adult, too. Same for Suzuki. She had friends before hanging with us, but she wasn't the type to get wild. She stayed that way as an adult. As for Chika-san... well, you know?

"That's so mean! You just indirectly called me a gloomy loner!"

"I did not."

"He just said we're super boring and kill the mood!"

"I didn't say that."

"He laughed and said it's just pathetic when loners try to act like popular kids!"

"I wasn't laughing."

Their victim complex is off the charts...

"Look, I do appreciate the gesture, okay? The bunnies are great. The Satou gauge in my crotch is shooting right up."

As I spoke, I patted Takahashi's rear.

"...His hand is so half-hearted."

"You're impossible!"

Wait... thinking about it carefully, this is strange. Like I just said, the three of them aren't suited for this kind of thing. I don't think they'd even come up with the idea unless it was a birthday or some other special occasion. For them to do something like this out of the blue, there must be a reason. The only thing I can think of is...

"Was it Sakuya-chan?"

Their expressions stiffened for a moment, so I guess I hit the mark. Sakuya was worried about me being down, so she went through Rika-chan to talk to Chika-san, Takahashi, and Suzuki.

"...You're way too sharp."

"I can pretty much guess what happened. You were genuinely worried about me, sure, but you also got carried away because a kid was involved."

And this was the result. If I consider that it all ended up like this after their efforts backfired, the situation makes a certain kind of sense.

"...Sigh. You're right. Sakuya-kun was worried. She said Hiro was troubled by something other than work and seemed to have no energy."

"Hey, don't go making the kid worry about you."

"You're right. That's my fault."

But still, I thought I was doing a good job of hiding it.

"So the elf shock was that big of a deal, huh."

"Elf shock?" they all asked.

"Hm? Oh, yeah, so the other day..."

I flopped down with my head in Chika-san's lap and explained the reason I'd been so dejected. As my story went on, their expressions became more and more vacant...

"Are you kidding me?!"

After that, they beat me up for no good reason... Why?
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			"So yeah, I got home and Chika-san and the others were there, dressed as bunnies."

"Ah... that's so cringe. Totally cringe, Mama."

"R, Rika-san... Calling it cringe is a bit harsh, isn't it?"

The day after getting beaten up by the three of them. I was finally able to leave work on time, so I decided to check on Rika-chan and the others, since I had not seen them recently. I put them through some light training, and now here I am, having tea with two junior high school girls. The two high school boys have something to do today and are not here, which is a little lonely, but I suppose I will have to make do with having a flower in each hand.

"You know, Mama has a tendency to do things like that. Let me tell you about something from when I was little."

The story Rika-chan told was about one of Chika-san's failed surprises. For the sake of her reputation I will not go into detail, but it was one of those over-the-top surprises. It would be like walking down the street with your boyfriend, passing by a small, family-run Chinese restaurant, and saying something offhand like,

"I could go for some Chinese food."

Then, a few days later, he surprises you by taking you to an absurdly fancy, high-end Chinese restaurant.

"Mama just, you know, doesn't have much experience with that sort of thing, so she goes off in a weird direction."

"I, is that so?"

"Yeah. I mean, she started living a more public life and seems to have made a decent number of friends, but at her core, she's a very serious person."

Rika-chan said she is out of touch because she became an adult without ever really having a chance to cut loose. I laughed a little, since that was almost exactly what I had told the three of them.

"Sarna-chan, you're a similar type to Mama, so I think you should get out there and experience all sorts of things, even if you embarrass yourself a little."

"O, okay."

I think I get it now. Rika-chan is the complete opposite of Chika-san because she grew up watching her mother. Not that Chika-san is at fault, and it is not like Rika-chan is blaming her.

"Anyway, I guess Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san are that type too."

"Those two are the quiet type when they're not hanging around with me."

"You're the type to go wild with basically anyone, Ojisan."

"Hey now, I exercise self-control when I need to."

Like in front of kids or my subordinates. But when I am with friends and have no restraints... fuhehe, my bad! I'm just a party boy at heart!

"Still, a bunny... a bunny, huh... Mama is beautiful, but imagining my own mother in a bunny suit... yeah."

Right. That was perhaps a little thoughtless of me.

"For a guy, is a bunny outfit really something to be happy about?"

"Well, I mean, yeah."

I was in low gear at first yesterday, but if you are asking me if I was happy or not, I was happy.

"Hmm? In that case, should I put one on for you when you're feeling down, Ojisan?"

"Ah, yes. The thought alone is more than enough to make me happy."

"Those words, so full of social pleasantries, have wounded me!!"

An old guy getting excited over a junior high girl in a bunny outfit would be really bad... but then again, with a force as powerful as Sarna-chan, perhaps...? I might just stray from the proper path!!

"There, there, Rika-san, calm down. So? Did you get your energy back, Hideo-san, thanks to your friends entertaining you in bunny outfits?"

Isn't Sarna-chan being a little harsh with me?

"It wasn't so much entertaining as it was them beating me up..."

"Huh, why?"

"Well, you see..."

After I explained the situation,

"Of course they'd be angry. Right, Rika-san?"

"Well, to be honest, I can kind of understand how Ojisan feels... wait, another world!? An elf!? This is the first I'm hearing about this!!"

Oh? About the Arima brothers... ah, right, that was only with Hikaru-kun. The twins were there too, so we did not talk about any of the secret stuff.

"I want to meet them! Can I meet them, Ojisan!?"

"The elf, Setsuko-chan, is still in the medical facility at headquarters so you can't meet her, but the Hero and the Demon King, well."

"There's a Hero and a Demon King too!?"

"Yep, yep. They're the Arima brothers."

Rika-chan's eyes started sparkling as I gave her their brief profiles. As an adult, I have a duty to live up to a child's expectations. I took out my phone and sent them a message, and a reply came back almost immediately. It seemed they had the day off today.

"Looks like they can meet up now. Should I call them over?"

"Yes!! Hey, Sarna-chan, you're curious too, right!?"

"Well, yes. The existence of another world is fascinating, but Rika-san, why are you so..."

Sarna-chan does not seem to know much about subculture. In any case, I got the green light, so I will have them come over. The moment I summoned the two of them with a teleport,

"I'm the Hero!"

"And I'm the Demon King!"

"Together we are, the Arima brothers!"

Are you a comedy duo?

"Wait, they're so flashy... These guys are the Hero and Demon King from another world...?"

In contrast to the dumbfounded Rika-chan, Sarna-chan seemed to sense their power, and her expression tensed slightly.

"Yup, that's right. By the way, I'm the Hero. Name's Yuichi."

"I'm the Demon King, Mao. Easy to remember, right?"

"I'm Saionji Rika... but, huh? I was expecting something more, you know, fantasy-like..."

"They have been living in Japan for quite some time now, so it cannot be helped that they have adapted. Oh, my name is Sarna."

"I'm Satou Hideo!"

"We know." "We know."

Of course you do.

"Well, setting that aside... Alright, Rika-chan, I'll show you something Hero-like."

"Something Hero-like?"

"Behold, the Holy Sword."

The blade he pulled from his subspace had a design that was immediately recognizable as a holy sword. But it was not just its appearance. Rika-chan right now probably could not measure the power it contained precisely, but she should be able to sense its vastness. And that it was not an artifact of this world. It had such an alien presence that even a layperson could tell. Its wielder had adapted nicely and the sense of incongruity had almost disappeared, but his tools were clearly out of place in this world.

"Then I'll show you the Demon Sword."

The thing he also pulled from his subspace had a design that was immediately recognizable as a demon sword. Not that it matters, but your Holy and Demon Swords are a little dusty. You have not used them since you fought me, have you?

"I've got Holy Armor too."

"And Cursed Armor."

The two of them transformed from their tracksuits into quintessentially fantasy-like attire. Rika-chan, who had been watching the scene, trembled and said,

"They're... they're really the Hero and the Demon King... Um! Can I have your autographs!?"

"With pleasure." "With pleasure."

Your fan service is on point, guys.

"Look, Ojisan! It's autographs from the Hero and Demon King of another world!!"

"How about the autograph of a middle-aged Japanese salaryman to go with them?"

"I'm good."

That hurts.

"What's wrong, Arima brothers?"

They were both trembling as if overcome with emotion.

"I don't know... I guess, I just feel like I was able to protect a dream."

"Yeah. We couldn't do it, but to think we were able to live up to an innocent girl's fantasy..."

So that is why. I feel like I might break down in manly tears myself.

"I wanna do more for her... You feel the same way, right, Mao?"

"You bet. Hey, since we're here, why don't we show her us fighting?"

The Arima brothers looked at me. I see. I understood their intent and nodded.

"Who wants to see the strongest on Earth versus the strongest from another world!!" "Who wants to see it!!"

"Me! Me! I do! I really, really want to see it!!"

"I, I would be happy to see it, but your energy level is..."

If I am up against the brothers, I will need to get a little serious myself.
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			Pinnacle

			(A hero and a demon king from another world, is it.)

I was surprised such beings even existed, but I never imagined I would get to see them fight. Actually, does this mean I can see a glimpse of Hero-san's power? To be honest, it has become something I no longer care much about, but it was one of my original objectives.

The Arima brothers are without a doubt stronger than Thanatos and his kin. Overwhelmingly so. Even I, personally crafted by Hades himself, probably could not win without my authority over death. Since he is fighting opponents like them, Hero-san surely cannot hold back the way he does when he deals with us.

(How... pitiful.)

Who, you ask? Thanatos and the others. They are the reason I am here, but I have a feeling I would have ended up in this situation anyway if things had not progressed, even without that incident. Which means they were cursed completely for nothing. Even after being turned into women and forced into exhibitionistic outfits, they failed to achieve their goal. I almost feel a little guilty, being here without having paid any price myself.

"Alright, this should do, I suppose."

Having transformed the training grounds into a vast wasteland, Hero-san casually rolled his shoulders. Just when I thought the fight was about to begin, he came over to us.

"What did you do?"

Rika-san tilted her head as Hero-san placed a hand on our heads with a light pat, pon.

"You wouldn't be able to see our fight as you are. I gave you a little boost. Well, I kept it at a level that won't affect your bodies, so you might not be able to see everything, but you should be able to make out a fair bit."

Next, he snapped his fingers, and a tatami mat and a low table materialized in the middle of the wasteland. Judging by the barrier around it, it seemed he had prepared a viewing area for us. There was even tea and snacks on the table. He really is so considerate when it comes to kids.

"Those guys are pretty strong. Have fun, but make sure you study them carefully."

With a belligerent smile, Hero-san turned his back to us. I had not thought he was a particularly bloodthirsty person. Or perhaps he feels differently about a pure contest of strength.

"Yo, brothers. You ready?"

"You bet we are. We don't hold a grudge about last time, but that's a separate matter. We're getting our revenge!!"

"I'm looking forward to it. You guys were all over the place back then."

It was Hero-san who made the first move. Countless black spheres appeared around him. As he waved his arms like a conductor, all of them shot toward the Arima brothers. That was the miniature black hole I had seen before.

(An attack of this level right from the start!?)

But this was likely nothing more than a warm up for him. Faster than the gravitational collapse could occur, the Arima brothers easily sliced through them all. It was not a simple attack. The way they neutralized the spheres without them bursting suggests they used some kind of technique. Was it the power of their holy and demonic swords? But I did not see any sign of the swords' power being activated.

"Quit using moves like a final boss."

"You're more of a demon king than I am, you bastard."

The Arima brothers closed the distance in an instant and slashed at Hero-san.

"Give me a break. You know, I used to look up to heroes when I was a kid."

Is that... the Kongo Nyoi!? Hero-san countered the storm of slashes by taking out his Power Pole. The exchange was so fast I could barely follow the afterimages. If he had not enhanced us, I would not have even known what was happening.

(He's being pushed back.)

I am no expert, but I can tell. The two of them are suppressing Hero-san with pure swordsmanship, not with any special powers from another world.

"Ngh, ugh...!!"

The hero unleashed a sweeping cut at Hero-san's right eye. Hero-san dodged it with minimal movement, or so it seemed, but his eyeball was sliced open. Did he misjudge the distance? No, this is...

"Having vision that's too good can be a problem, huh?"

A technique. He must have used some kind of skill, turning Hero-san's insane kinetic vision against him. But Hero-san was not one to go down without a fight. An unbelievable amount of blood spurted from his lacerated eye. The gushing blood branched out into countless tendrils, as if it had a will of its own, and assailed the hero and the demon king. With the number of attacks suddenly increased by the tentacles of fresh blood, it was now the hero and the demon king who were forced on the defensive.

"Amazing... Uncle's got this super villain vibe going on..."

Is that what you are focusing on? Well, I suppose I understand how you feel.

While we watched, the state of the battle shifted again. After hundreds, thousands of exchanges, Hero-san and the others took a great distance from one another.

"That's enough for a warm up, right?"

"Yeah. The real fight starts now."

The first major change was visible in the demon king. The ominous armor and demonic sword he wore lost their form, turning into an amorphous darkness that enveloped his entire body. A black halo floated above his head. His limbs grew larger. Wings like withered branches sprouted from his back. Next to me, Rika-san let out a cheer that was almost a scream at the sight of the aberration, a figure that truly embodied the name of demon king.

"Hero-san! Hero-san, you've got something too, right!?"

At Rika-san's words, the hero grinned and gave a silent thumbs up. His eyes flashed open, ka!, their azure turning to gold, and his armor and sword transformed into light, leaving only a loincloth and an inner layer clinging to his skin. The light formed a giant halo behind him, and from its sides, countless swords of light fanned out like wings.

"How's that!?"

"It's a smorgasbord of cool! Wonderful! The best!!"

"Hahaha! You know it, you know it!?"

I honestly do not quite get this kind of excitement. But well, I am glad they seem to be having fun.

"Hey, hey. Don't go getting a sloppy look on your face just because some junior high girl is fawning over you."

"A man's jealousy is an ugly thing, you know."

"Don't be ridiculous. I'm gonna get a little serious now, too."

Hero-san put away his Power Pole and took out a large caliber handgun and a dagger instead. A major step down from the Power Pole? Not a chance. The power I felt from the handgun and dagger was on a completely different level. He had undoubtedly enhanced them himself.

(And the way he holds them... that's probably Hero-san's true fighting style.)

He held the dagger in a reverse grip in his left hand, thrusting it forward, and adopted a low stance that hid the handgun in his right hand behind his body. I suspect it was a stance he acquired naturally through battle rather than one he was taught. The faces of the hero and demon king also changed from their previous slack expressions to ones of intense seriousness. As warriors, they are overwhelmingly superior to me. They can probably see many things that are invisible to my eyes. After a few seconds of silence, they clashed once more.

"Huh, ah, eh...? Wha, what's happening..."

It is no wonder Rika-san is confused. It is not just that their movements have gotten faster. What is even more abnormal is the speed of their transitions. He is using attacks with his dagger and handgun as his core, but he is constantly cycling through his other cards at a dizzying, extraordinary rate. The hero and demon king should be overwhelmingly stronger than before, yet they are completely on the defensive.

(I see. So the more serious he gets, the simpler his approach becomes.)

He is not using any of the advanced techniques he did at the start, like forming black holes. All he is using are elementary skills, like magic that creates a blinding flash of light or sorcery that makes a patch of mud at their feet. On their own, these techniques are nothing special. But his timing for playing these cards is godlike. He uses them at moments when his opponents absolutely cannot fully react, reliably robbing them of their sight for an instant, reliably making them lose their balance for an instant.

The hero and demon king can probably fight without their sight. They can probably fight even when off balance. But their rhythm is broken, without fail. By repeating this process every second, or perhaps even faster, he continuously chips away at his opponents' flow, never letting them seize the pace.

(! Was that just healing...?)

Of all things, Hero-san had cast a healing spell on his opponent. I was confused, not understanding his intention, but I understood when I saw the hero who had been healed.

(To throw off his senses, I see.)

A sword swung with an injured arm, and a sword swung with an uninjured one. Would they be exactly the same? No. They would not. This is especially true for a master. They would make subtle adjustments to achieve optimal performance even with an injury. To have a healing spell unexpectedly cast on you when you are consciously swinging with the mindset of being injured would cause a slight... disturbance. And in a battle between masters, that small disturbance leads to a huge advantage. That is why he used a healing spell. And at the same time, it was likely his way of paying the hero back for his taunt, "Having vision that's too good can be a problem, huh?"

(For Hero-san, his vast number of skills is more of a shackle than anything.)

He can literally do anything, but he understands that the sheer breadth of his abilities prevents him from using them to their fullest potential. That is why, when he gets serious, he seals most of them away and fights using only a limited set of skills reserved for when he is serious. It is obviously faster to choose from a hundred predetermined options than to choose from ten thousand or a hundred million options on the spot.

(If he were to go all out, he would probably use about a hundred or two hundred elementary to intermediate skills, I suppose?)

It might be even fewer. There is nothing flashy about this fighting style. But it is terrifyingly strong. That much is clear from seeing the hero and demon king constantly forced on the defensive. If I were to offer a hopeful observation, I might say he could not take on a large number of opponents this way, but that is probably not the case. Anyone who can pull off such deft maneuvers would surely find a way to handle a large army. In fact, seeing how he operated in Hell, he might even be better against a large army, since it would give him more opportunities for mischief. Watching this battle, I was once again made acutely aware of something.

(Father, why on earth did you pick a fight with a man like this...?)

This is impossible.
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			"Chief, you're looking mighty refreshed today."

During our lunch break in the cafeteria, as I was eating with my subordinates, one of them brought it up. I hadn't noticed it myself. I see, so I do look refreshed.

"Maybe it's because I worked up a good sweat playing sports last night for the first time in a while."

I could hardly tell them I was having a mock battle with a hero and a demon lord from another world. Still, calling it sports wasn't entirely wrong. Neither I nor the Arima brothers were actually trying to kill each other.

"You have been trapped in a vicious cycle of overtime recently, after all."

"It's not that I haven't been moving around, what with all the running back and forth to different places."

But that's a different thing entirely. Moving your body for work and moving it in your private life are completely different. The former just leaves you with a dry, accumulating fatigue, with no sense of satisfaction whatsoever.

"When it's for fun, I don't mind moving until I'm exhausted though."

"Actually, hearing you talk, Chief, makes me want to get some exercise too. Maybe I'll hit the gym for the first time in a while."

"Oh yeah, you have a membership, right? Can't you just go as a visitor? If you don't go that often, isn't the membership fee a waste?"

"I don't have any expensive hobbies, so the annual fee isn't really a major blow."

The gym, huh. At my age, guys start feeling a sense of crisis about their health and begin hitting the gym. There were quite a few like that among my old classmates. And before you knew it, about half of them had stopped going.

"Chief, Chief."

"What is it, Domoto-kun?"

"Since you feel refreshed after some exercise, how about having some fun indoors next?"

"What's this all of a sudden?"

As I stared blankly, Domoto-kun continued with a fuffuffu laugh.

"I think you know this already, Chief, but I do video streaming."

"I know, I know. You were a great help during summer vacation. The president was thrilled, thanks to you."

When I was hanging out with the president during the summer break, I mentioned I had a subordinate who knew a lot about toys. That was this guy, Domoto-kun. When it came time to buy some, I asked Domoto-kun for his hobby recommendations, and they were a huge hit. Everything he suggested was so much fun that both the president and I had a blast playing.

"I'm glad I could be of service... but that aside, I do a lot of other indoor activities besides toys."

"So I've seen."

I haven't watched all of his videos, but I've seen a few. The one I liked was where he made various things with origami. It made me feel incredibly nostalgic. Especially the frogs. The frogs really took me back. I remembered making them in elementary school. We used to compete to see whose frog could jump the farthest. My Frogman... he was amazing, you know?

"So, we were talking about playing a TRPG next."

"A TRPG... I've heard of it. That's the one where you roll dice, right?"

"I know it too. The one with the dice, right?"

"Me too, me too. You roll dice, don't you?"

"I don't know the details, but I know you roll dice."

"Could you guys stop piling on with the dice jokes?"

That good-natured spirit is the sales department's specialty. But in reality, my understanding of it is pretty much just "you roll some dice and do stuff".

"There are all kinds of TRPGs, but the one we're playing this time is orthodox, or rather, classic. It's one where you create your own character and go on an adventure in a fantasy world of swords and magic."

Hmm, hmm.

"But it's the first time for me and the guys I'm playing with. So I was wondering if we could borrow your help, Chief."

"Why me? I've never played a TRPG either."

I mean, I've played regular RPGs, but they're a different breed.

"Well, you know, Chief, your conversational skills are off the charts. When we're talking with clients and almost mess up, you always jump in with a slick follow up. That kind of quick thinking in a conversation? I think that would be a huge asset in a TRPG."

I see what he's getting at.

"By the way, you brought up your videos. Does that mean you're going to stream this?"

"I'd like to do it live."

"Live? Even though none of you have any experience?"

Wouldn't it be better to do a few test runs off-camera before diving in? If you start with almost no prior knowledge, you're bound to stumble. The viewers will get bored.

"That's where, well, I thought I'd prioritize the drama that can only come from a live broadcast."

"I get that a gamble like that could have a big payoff if it works."

Then again, since he's just doing it as a hobby, maybe he doesn't need to think about risk management.

"Besides, if it looks like people are getting bored, we can rely on your skills, Chief..."

"Isn't that asking a bit much?"

My gift of gab only works when there are people right in front of me. This will be my first time dealing with an unspecified, large audience on the other side of a screen. If anything, Domoto-kun is more used to it.

"By the way, Chief. You don't have a problem playing with Domoto's friends, who you've never met?"

"About that, no."

I have a vague sense of their personalities from his videos, and if we're talking face to face, there won't be any problem.

"You're a natural born people person."

"A guy who can hang out with the president in his private time without a care in the world is just built different."

The president is a man who doesn't get mad even if you snatch his toupee. His threshold for anger is so high that as long as you have common sense, you'll be fine. His position might be intimidating, but if you actually talk to him, he's just a normal, good-natured old guy.

"My streamer's intuition is telling me! You're a man who's got it, Chief!"

My channel's growth has been stagnating lately, so please! Please! Domoto-kun pleaded. When he puts it like that, it's hard for me to refuse. Besides, I'm starting to get genuinely curious about TRPGs.

"Alright, alright. But don't blame me if things don't go well, okay?"

"Yes, of course! Thank you so much for agreeing!"

"By the way, are Domoto-kun's buddies okay with playing with some old guy they don't know?"

"I've told my buddies a lot about you, Chief, so it's fine. They even said they wanted to go out for a drink with you sometime."

"Isn't that just a polite courtesy?"

"Nah, I really don't think they're considerate enough to do that with me. They're a rough bunch."

That's a terrible way to talk about your friends.

"So when are you doing this?"

"I've set aside a few possible dates, so if you could just pick one that's convenient for you. The soonest would be this Saturday night."

"OK, OK. I don't have any plans then, so I can join you but... is it an overnight thing?"

"That's the plan. Oh, and we'll provide the food and a place to sleep!"

"Oh, really? In that case, I guess I'll take you up on your kind offer."

Come to think of it, this will be my first time having a sleepover at a subordinate's house. We've gone out for drinks and stayed at the same hotel on business trips, but... I'm starting to get a little excited. I wonder what kind of secret perversions Domoto-kun is hiding. I'm totally going to rummage through his PC history.

"The chief is making an evil face..."

"No, I'm not. I was just thinking I'd like to uncover what kind of perversions you have, Domoto-kun."

"That is an evil thing to do!"

"What does everyone else think?" "We think it's a wonderful idea!"

The others, except for Domoto-kun, laughed, saying they were waiting for me to share.

"Hey!"

This is random, but I love this kind of guy-talk vibe... It's so calming.
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			"That was delicious."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it."

Tonight's dinner was an absolutely amazing spread. The main dish was cold shabu-shabu, with grilled fish cakes topped with mayo and cheese, a salad, and miso soup. Am I always this hyped up, you ask? Yeah, well, I guess I am. And it's all thanks to Saku-chan being such a great cook. You know, this diet is actually starting to make me a little worried. I keep wondering if I'll ever be able to go back to my old lifestyle once Saku-chan graduates high school.

Well, that's still a ways off.

Putting off troublesome things until later is a bad habit of mine. The fact that I know this but can't fix it really proves what a hopeless old man I am. Anyway, that's beside the point. Dinner's over, so it's time to read that thing.

"Hmm? That's unusual, seeing you read something other than manga."

Saku-chan's eyes went wide as she watched me take out a book with a cover on it. I was a little shocked that a kid was implicitly telling me I never read anything but manga, but I couldn't deny it.

"Yeah, just for a bit."

"Is it work-related?"

"Nah. This is for my private life."

I took off the book cover and showed her the title.

"What's a TRPG? Hmm... a TRPG?"

Just as Domoto-kun wanted, I have no intention of learning the specifics of the TRPG we're going to play, but I figured I should at least know about the genre itself. I got interested as we were talking, so I stopped by a bookstore on my way home and bought what looked like a decent introductory guide. I could have just looked it up online, but I thought a little reading now and then would be nice.

"Actually, one of my subordinates invited me to play with him sometime."

I gave her a brief explanation of the situation, including the fact that I'd be staying over on Saturday. Saku-chan exhaled, sounding impressed.

"Wow... I know they're not quite celebrities, but video streamers have always felt like people from a distant world to me."

"Yeah, I guess so. It might be pretty rare to have one so close. By the way Saku-chan, do you know what a TRPG is?"

"More or less. We played a few times as part of group work at my old school."

"You played TRPGs in class?!"

Kids these days are amazing. Wait, for what purpose?

"I actually thought you'd know more about them, Hero Uncle. You know, they say companies use them for employee training and for new hires, right?"

"Ah... I feel like I remember something like that being trendy at one point?"

"Your company doesn't do that?"

"Nope. We just have boring old training sessions."

During the general training, they hammer in the absolute minimum knowledge you need to do your job, and from there it's up to each department. My sales department doesn't do anything special either. The closest thing would be my cabaret club lessons, but that's something I do on my own. It has nothing to do with the company.

"I see. So they do things like that in schools now."

"Yep. And apparently, it's also used as a part of therapy for children with ASD."

ASD... that's autism spectrum disorder, if I remember correctly. I see. That might actually be a valid approach. You communicate indirectly through a character, right? Having that buffer of the character not being you might make it easier to speak up.

"You know a lot of things, Saku-chan."

"Now you sound like a grandmother..."

I thought so too, even as I said it. Like a grandmother talking to her grandchild.

"Hey, I'm interested too. Is it okay if I read it with you?"

"Sure, go ahead."

"Then excuse me."

Saku-chan sat down next to me, and I opened the book so she could see.

"...This is very easy to read. The kind of writing that just flows right in. The explanations are easy to understand, too."

"I just picked one that looked approachable based on the title, but I guess it was the right choice."

I didn't recognize the author's name, but I could tell they were the type who would be highly valued. When you pick up a beginner's guide, if the book itself is bad, you're more likely to just give up. People who pick up these books are already interested, so the key is how you maintain and fuel that interest. In that respect, this author is excellent. They're good at proselytizing. The writing isn't stuffy, mixing in humor with polite and concise explanations that even a novice can understand, making you want to turn the page faster.

"This is nice. I appreciate these little tidbits about the early days that they don't teach you in school."

"It's to keep the reader from getting bored. It kind of reminds me of Mr. Morishita."

"Mr. Morishita?"

"He was one of my teachers in high school. He was a master at spotting the exact moment his students' concentration was about to break."

He would tell a story to give us a breather, and once our focus was back, he'd return to the main lesson.

"I'm sure you've more or less figured it out, but I was the type who kind of slacked off on my studies."

"Yeah. I mean, I figured."

"But I never scored below a ninety in world history, which was the class Mr. Morishita taught."

Well, it wasn't just me. Almost every student who took world history was the same. I think it was less that the tests were easy and more that the teacher made sure the knowledge really stuck with us.

"Wow, he sounds like a great teacher."

"He really was."

We continued reading for a while, chatting as we went. After we finished the section on the basic concepts, the book moved on to explaining actual TRPGs on the market. The author apparently chose their personal favorites, but... looking at the table of contents, there are quite a few.

"From classic sword and sorcery fantasy to cyberpunk... it's a wide range. Which one catches your eye, Hero Uncle?"

"I'd have to go with the classic sword and sorcery fantasy. What about you, Saku-chan?"

"The one based on the Cthulhu Mythos seems interesting."

"I didn't know you were into that sort of thing."

"Oh, no, it's not that. What I like is how the player characters aren't special."

It seemed the part that resonated with her was how ordinary, powerless humans could confront such a mighty existence.

"Still... hmm."

"What is it?"

"I was just thinking it would be interesting to make a game with occult technology."

I could probably find one already if I looked around Ura-Akiba, but I think mine would be higher quality.

"Recreate it with the occult?"

"Yeah. The book mentioned using figures to move your character around to enhance the atmosphere, right?"

"Uh-huh."

"So, like this."

I created a doll of a fantasy-style adventurer, exactly as I pictured it in my mind. When I placed it on the table, it began to swing its sword as if it were alive.

"That's not all. I could even create a miniature world."

I could build it based on the world of the TRPG we were playing and have these miniatures adventure through it.

"That... sounds really fun!"

"Right!?"

And what's more. With this format, I might even be able to heal the scars of the Elf Shock. Inside a TRPG, I can create as many ideal elves as I want. They'd just be creations, but if I could make them realistic enough, then maybe...

"If you ever do it, make sure to invite me too!"

"You bet I will!"

First things first, this Saturday. I'll start by playing an actual TRPG and getting a feel for it.
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			My daily work had become even more rewarding, probably thanks to having something to look forward to on the weekend. It has always been like this for me. Before a big event, I get so excited that even the most boring things seem fun with that pre-event buzz.

I know I have a simple personality. I am thirty-five, you know. But at the same time, I feel like I have a pretty good deal. All I have to do is set up some fun plans for the near future, and just like that, I can enjoy every single day.

Well, for that very reason, I worked hard again today and safely made it to the end of my shift, but...

"From Kawasaki?"

A message arrived asking if we could meet up. I had earned a ridiculous amount of affection points with her over the Obon holiday, so getting an invitation was not exactly strange. But the message being just an invitation felt a little off. The Kawasaki I knew was the type of girl who would ramble on in long texts even when I had not asked. Did something happen? Growing a little worried, I headed to the coffee shop she designated as our meeting spot.

"Ah, Satou-san. Good evening."

Kawasaki, who had been resting her chin on her hand at a back table looking bored, saw me and gave a weak smile. I was surprised. A woman who forges her own path without a care for others, that is Kawasaki. For that same Kawasaki to be making a bored face... what, what in the world happened?

"Oh, good evening. Are you alright?"

"? What do you mean?"

"I do not know, just something feels off."

I sat down across from her and saw the water glasses. Huh? Three of them? She knew I was coming, so two would not be strange, but what was with the three? Looking closer, I saw a plain but expensive-looking formal handbag sitting next to her. It was a design that would go well with a kimono, but I could not imagine a woman who wears a lab coat over her kimono caring about whether things match or not.

"Is someone else here?"

"Ah, yes. Actually," she began to say, her tone somewhat listless.

"Ah, so you have arrived."

A graceful girl was looking my way, her hand covering her mouth. Was she about the same age as Kawasaki? She was a classic Japanese beauty, a different type from Kawasaki. While Kawasaki had long hair in a princess cut, this girl had a bob. She was also wearing a kimono, but unlike Kawasaki, she was not wearing a wacky lab coat over it. She was the picture of orthodoxy.

(They are total opposites.)

Seeing a classic Yamato Nadeshiko, so different from the eccentric Yamato Nadeshiko that was Kawasaki, sent my good mood meter soaring.

"Oh, my apologies. I should introduce myself first. I am,"

"This is Ichijo-san."

Before the woman could open her mouth, Kawasaki spoke, still sipping from the straw in her orange juice. You... you are a grown woman, you should have better manners than that. When you ate at my place, your use of chopsticks was impeccable. Becoming childish the moment you are in a bad mood or feeling detached is a bit much. No, wait, this is kind of cute in its own way. Just as I was thinking that...

"She is a honey trap agent dispatched from Kyoto to seduce you, Satou-san."

That outrageous statement blew all my other thoughts away.

"Wha, wha-wha-what!? What are you...!!"

"Well, all I was asked to do was arrange for her to meet you, Satou-san. And they did not tell me to keep it a secret."

Of course they would not tell you that. That is something you should understand without being told. Not that I mind, since it is helpful for me. In any case, I now understood the reason for Kawasaki's attitude. She was being forced to waste her time on something pointless.

"Uh, um... well..."

"Well, have a seat. Or you can run, if you like."

I urged her with a bit of pressure in my voice, and the woman, Ichijo, sat down with a pale face. It seemed the ancient capital would be spared from becoming a city of vice for now. Even for me, I had some hesitation about dropping Ura-Shinjuku's morals to rock bottom, even if it was just the back alleys.

"Still, Kawasaki. What possessed you to accept a job like this?"

I was not blaming her. In fact, I was a little moved. She was probably caught up in some obligation she could not refuse. To think she possessed that level of social grace... ah, I think I am going to cry a little.

"I did not want to either, but this woman, or rather, an acquaintance of hers, was a very important client of mine back when I was in the west."

"I get the gist."

Money. Money is indispensable for a fulfilling robot life. That important client probably still throws some work her way now and then. I imagine it is their way of keeping their connection to a talented person like Kawasaki from being severed.

"As expected of Satou-san. My one and only bestie!!"

"Yeah, yeah, thanks. By the way, were you approached with anything else?"

"I was."

"Wha!?"

"Silence."

With a snap of my fingers, Ichijo's mouth was sewn shut. There was no pain. I am a gentleman, after all. Even if she was trying to set a honey trap for me, a woman is still a woman. Well, once a certain line is crossed, gender does not really matter anymore, buhehe.

"They asked if I would come back to Kyoto."

"Why is that?"

"Who knows? I do not know the details, but maybe they are planning to make a move on the east?"

"Oh?"

Come to think of it, she did say the Kyoto folks were aiming for a comeback. They probably wanted to recruit a fighter like Kawasaki for that purpose. I mean, I get it... I get it but... there is one thing I just cannot understand. I restored Ichijo's mouth and posed my question.

"You guys... why on earth did you decide to use Kawasaki, of all people?"

This is not just a casting error... If I were the leader of an organization, I would never use someone like Kawasaki. If someone suggested it, I would have their head on the spot. I mean that in the "you are fired" sense. Because no matter how you look at it, she is not suited for it. Willingly taking on an unpredictable bombshell like her is just idiotic.

"B, but... Kawasaki-san... what happened to you? What in the world happened in Tokyo..."

It seemed everything had exceeded her capacity. Ichijo, her face pale, began to fret over Kawasaki in a fluster.

(Was she putting on an act?)

No, that is not it. She is not skilled enough to pull something like that off. She was complaining about men who only pretend to share her interests, so she probably was not hiding her love for robots. In that case...

"...Kawasaki, back when you were over there, did you ever talk about your dream?"

"? Of course not. Nobody tells the person they are surprising about the plans for their surprise party, right?"

Looking at the bewildered Kawasaki, I understood. Ah, so there was an unfortunate misunderstanding... Now that she mentioned it, as long as robots were not involved, she was just a normal, refined lady. That is why they got the wrong idea. They thought Kawasaki was a sane person. The only reason she did not go on a rampage with her robot was because I stopped her beforehand. I reported it to the Mutual Aid Society, but the chairman did not spread the story around so as not to provoke her or any other ill-intentioned groups. If there was never any chance for them to find out, then I could understand why they would try to use Kawasaki.

"No, wait a minute. I want to ask something. How did the people in the west know that you and I were close?"

"I am sorry about that. During some small talk after work, I got carried away and mentioned I had found someone who understands me."

Something like, "There is this person, Satou-san, who is really nice to me," I suppose. And even then, Kawasaki's craziness did not come to light, which led to this mess... In a way, it was a fine play. Kawasaki nipped all their troublesome schemes in the bud herself.

"Um... what do you mean...?"

"Ichijo, was it? I doubt you know this, but this woman right here was planning to ride a giant robot and go on a rampage right in the middle of Shinjuku."

"..."

"Heheh."

Ichijo stared at the smug Kawasaki as if she were looking at an unbelievable idiot.

"Th, that... was she..."

"Naturally, there were no measures like quarantine taken. I just happened to be there and noticed it appear, so I quarantined her myself."

When I answered, Ichijo collapsed onto the table and cradled her head.

"H, how... how am I supposed to report this...!!"

It was enough to make a man cry.
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			"Alright, first things first. Dr. Kawasaki, I've got a reward for you."

"A reward? I don't see any reason I should receive one... if anything, I just caused you trouble."

The trouble she meant was probably making me waste my time on something so ridiculous. The fact that she wasn't even considering how she'd prevented Kyoto's ambitions from succeeding was just so very Dr. Kawasaki of her.

"I'm a member of the Mutual Aid Society too, you know. This is my thanks for letting me in on this weird little scheme."

"Uh huh."

Even after I explained it, that was her response. I took some top-tier metals like adamantite and orichalcum I had stocked in my pocket dimension, mixed them together, and instantly forged a special alloy. Using that, I created figurines of Devil Kaiser and Sugar King, then produced them on the table.

"K, Kaiser!? And Sugar King too!! A, are you sure? A gift this... this wonderful..."

"Yeah, don't hesitate. Take them."

"Yay!!"

Watching Dr. Kawasaki immediately start playing with them... I don't know, it sort of stirred my paternal instincts. I think it's a little weird myself, but I think I get it now. This must be what they mean when they say the more trouble a child is, the cuter they are.

"Now then."

"!"

Ichijo's shoulders shot up with a jolt.

"You've got some nerve, pulling a stunt like this."

"Ah, um... well, that is..."

"I just got put through hell at work, and on top of that, I've had some shocking things happen in my private life. And you're trying to honey trap me, of all people?"

"Th, that has nothing to d-"

I snapped my fingers.

"Ah! What do I do, what do I do! This is bad, how am I supposed to turn this around!?"

Ichijo's face contorted dramatically as her own voice suddenly echoed through the room.

"It's fine, you know? You don't have to talk. I have plenty of ways to make you."

I can project her inner voice for all to hear.

"There's also the option of cutting your head open and messing with your brain."

I could even overwrite her personality with one that's completely obedient to me, then conduct my interrogation. As I laid out the various plans, Ichijo's complexion turned deathly pale.

"Which one do you prefer?"

"...I, I'll tell you everything honestly, so please, I beg you, spare me..."

"OK. As long as you're being reasonable, I won't do anything too terrible."

She's just an errand girl, after all.

"My, my superiors ordered me to entrap Satou-san and win you over to Kyoto's side."

Apparently, if they failed to win me over, their worst case scenario was to at least get me to stay neutral if a conflict broke out between East and West. Sure, I'm a slob. I mess around with women quite a bit. But did they really think I was stupid enough to make a fatal mistake over a woman? They're really underestimating me.

"If that's how you wanna play, then how about I use my favorite pastime, playing with women, to completely ruin Kyoto?"

"R, ruin it..."

"Among my one hundred and eight so-called special moves, there's one that can permanently change a person's sex."

I'll use it to physically transform every single person in Kyoto's underworld. Men will become women. Women will become men. Every last one of them. It'll be my first attempt at leaving the mind as it is while changing the body... but I can probably pull it off.

"And then I'll add this."

"Wha!?"

Ichijo's kimono burst apart, replaced by a perverted costume that would get her reported to the police in a second if she walked outside in it.

"Furthermore, how about I use a curse to compel your actions?"

"M, my actions...?"

"If someone offers you a monetary transaction, you won't be able to refuse."

Don't worry. I won't let them go too far. I'll make it so you can't be bought for something like a hundred yen. I'll set it up so a deal can only be made for an amount that matches the person's looks.

"I'll also make it so you can't do things that are forbidden in normal, legitimate businesses."

If a customer tries to do something unreasonable just because they're in a position of power, they'll get hit with a penalty. I'll make sure the working conditions are impeccable, so I hope you'll all apply yourselves to your duties with peace of mind.

"You won't find another place like it, no matter where you look in the worlds of light or shadow. A city that's one giant red-light district."

Underworld tourists from all over the globe will come flooding in, won't they? That's right. As a condition for entering Kyoto, I'll require them to use legitimate public transportation.

"The tourism industry will be booming!!"

Since they've come all the way to Kyoto, they'll probably enjoy the regular tourist spots too. It'd be a waste not to. Underworld folks are loaded. They'll probably drop a lot of cash. Oh man, won't this do wonders for restoring Kyoto's finances?

"While I'm at it, I'll set a quota. If you don't meet the daily target amount, you'll stay that way for life!"

And all the earnings will go straight into my pocket. Satou-kun's pockets will be soaking wet...

"Wait, this might actually be a good idea."

"Please have mercy! I'll seriously do anything, just not that! Please, not that!!"

Ichijo threw herself to the ground in a kowtow. It was a servile prostration, the kind you'd expect from a total lackey. Well, I figured as much, but her initial Yamato Nadeshiko act was all a performance. Then again, she's a honey trap agent, so I guess that's a given. By the way, even as we're having this conversation, Dr. Kawasaki is still playing with his figures. He's not listening to a word we're saying. I'm torn between thinking "Seriously, this guy..." and "That's Dr. Kawasaki for you."

"Tch. So? What exactly are the folks from the West plotting?"

"About that... I'm sorry. I don't know the specifics."

...Well, I wasn't expecting much, but I guess she really doesn't know. It makes sense. Someone like a honey trap agent would be the first to be cut loose when things go south. They wouldn't let someone like her in on any important information.

"I do know, however, that it's a plan involving armed conflict."

"I figured."

They were trying to recruit me with the assumption a fight was going to break out. They probably think that even if this part of the plan gets exposed, it won't be a big deal. They can just make excuses, saying it was just some subordinates acting on their own and asking where the proof is.

What a naive outlook.

It's true the Mutual Aid Society probably can't make a strong move at this stage. At most, they'll send some spies into the West. But it's far too naive to equate the Mutual Aid Society with me. The only reason I'm a member is because I don't have a reason to quit. Do they really think a guy like that will stay quiet when someone picks a fight with him? Did they misunderstand because I obediently follow requests from the government or the Mutual Aid Society? No reason to quit, no reason to refuse, that's really all it is to me. If I wanted, I could just waltz into Kyoto, kidnap all the bigwigs, force the information out of their heads, and then sell them off to the Mutual Aid Society.

Well, I don't plan on doing that for now.

I have some fun things scheduled in the near future. It'd be a pain if the underworld got all chaotic from a squabble right now.

"Anything else?"

"...This isn't confirmed, but there's a possibility they may take some kind of action against those close to you, Satou-san."

"Oh?"

I see, I see.

"For now, you're my dog. A double agent. You can do that, can't you?"

"...I will do as you command."

"Oh my? You don't sound very happy. You're a honey trap agent, so do you prefer the adult entertainment industry after all?"

It seems lonely for you to do it alone, so I'll include every underworld person in the West. Good grief, what a selfish person. But I don't mind becoming the savior who rescues Kyoto's finances.

"I will do it with pleasure! Wow! Being a spy sounds so exciting, doki doki!"

That's the spirit.

"Oh, are you done talking? In that case, Satou-san, let's play together."

Dr. Kawasaki... you... Just look at Ichijo. She's staring at you with dead eyes.
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			"So, yeah, it looks like those guys from the west are plotting something."

"...Why didn't you inform me yesterday?"

The next day after work, I dropped by the Mutual Aid Society and reported the previous day's incident to the Chairman. He held his head in his hands, as if to say I should have shared the information sooner.

"Well, I mean, Kawasaki kept saying let's hang out, let's hang out."

"You sound exactly like a doting idiot of a parent spoiling their child..."

"Can't be helped. She's just so cute."

It was new territory for me, too. I've spent a fair amount of time around kids before, but every single one of them was just too mature. Even the tomboyish Rika-chan had a strangely grown-up side to her, a result of her temporarily complicated family situation. The same went for Ai-chan and Midori-chan. Thanks to Yuri-san and Hikaru-kun's thorough parenting, they're both quite mature for their age. They might seem like they're making selfish demands, but they're still properly considerate of my circumstances.

Kawasaki, on the other hand, who is in her early twenties, is different.

She fawns on me relentlessly. She doesn't know the meaning of the word restraint, something even an elementary schooler would understand. While I find it annoying, it also stimulates my paternal instincts to no end. It's no joke how perfectly a "Wa-i!!" reaction suits a woman her age. I can't help but feel the urge to buy her all sorts of things.

"Haa... so, what about the honey trap agent?"

"For now, I'm having her act according to her mission. She's probably eating a meal with my double right about now."

The Mutual Aid Society might want to ask Ichijo a few things.

"But I think it'd be better if I personally keep her running my errands, you know?"

"....You're right. We'll leave it to you, Satou-san."

"Yeah."

She might only be behaving because she's under the thumb of my overwhelming violence. It would be a pain if we handed her over to the Mutual Aid Society only for the seeds of rebellion to sprout again.

"So, Chairman, what's the Mutual Aid Society's move?"

"...We'll wait and see, I suppose."

"Hmm."

"The Mutual Aid Society is an organization that expanded its influence precisely because of its lax nature, you see."

If they make a rash move and it leads to a war between east and west, how many would actually mobilize? In that case, the Chairman says their official stance will be to avoid provocation and watch from the sidelines, entrusting the investigation to reliable people. I think that's a reasonable decision.

"And by investigation, you mean?"

"To see if they've set up anything on our side. We do have people in the west, though."

He says their exclusivity makes it difficult to get close to the inner circle. Thinking about it that way, Kawasaki pulled off something amazing. Not that she's a member of the Mutual Aid Society.

"And what about you, Satou-san?"

"I've placed protective wards on the kids without telling them."

I set them to activate only when someone from the underworld approaches with malicious intent. When one activates, that malicious person will be automatically transported to a punishment space I prepared in advance. As for what happens to them once they're transported... fufufu.

"I'll just give Chika-san and the others a heads-up."

Chika-san, Takahashi, and Suzuki should be fine unless something extreme happens.

"And I've already spoken to Yanagi and Onisaki."

"Those two?"

"They're my private soldiers, my gofers. Times like these are when they need to work."

"Did they, or rather, did Yanagi have anything to say?"

"He's going to try and track down some of his old connections."

Apparently, he had sympathizers in Kyoto. He said he had them regularly feeding him information. The connection was severed when he lost to me and temporarily left the public stage, so he told me not to get my hopes up.

He'll figure something out, I'm sure of it.

Come to think of it, the Kyoto people never got involved in that battle. I wonder what they would have done if Yanagi or Onisaki had won.

"...He had connections in Kyoto, too."

"I was surprised myself. Anyway, that's my plan for now."

I don't intend to do anything more at the moment, but...

"...Depending on the situation, that could change."

"Yeah. Depending on how things go, I'm prepared to consider crushing Kyoto."

"I pray it doesn't come to that."

"That depends on their next move. I can't say one way or the other."

Hey, I'm not the one at fault here. The ones at fault are the guys in Kyoto. We've got our own territories, they should just behave themselves. Why do they have to get so greedy? If they're complaining about the Mutual Aid Society throwing its weight around, they should've just done the same thing.

"Why didn't they become a refuge for former normies?"

"A sense of privilege, you could call it. People in the underworld have it to some degree, but that place..."

"It's particularly strong there?"

"Yes. All because of its strange sense of history."

So their pride got in the way. Then how is using a woman to entrap a man okay, I'd like to know.

"Perhaps because honey traps have been used since ancient times?"

"I can't tell if they're stubborn or flexible."

I took a sip of my tea. It had gone completely cold while we were talking, but... this is good.

"By the way, Chairman, is there anything you'd like me to do?"

Whether I'd actually do it is another question, but I wanted to know. Was he planning to throw me at Kyoto if a war broke out?

"If I'm being honest... I'd rather you just stay out of it, Satou-san."

"Even if a war starts?"

"Yes."

"And the reason for that is?"

"If it were a crisis for the world or for humanity, we would have no choice but to ask you to step in."

But this time, the Chairman said with a deep sigh, is a mere power struggle.

"Satou-san, for better or for worse, you have always maintained a dry attitude toward us and the government."

"That's true."

"The negotiations to bring Yanagi back to the public stage were a perfect example. The moment they showed the slightest hesitation, you were ready to lick America's boots."

"Not just ready to lick them, I did lick them. I wonder how many other people there are who have physically licked an ambassador's shoes."

"Why do you sound so proud? And please don't get sidetracked."

My apologies.

"In any case. Your dry attitude could also be taken as a sign that you occupy a neutral position."

"I feel like it's a bit different from neutral."

"It's about how a third party perceives it, in this case."

"Hmm... and so?"

"It gave the other powers a sense of security."

Even if they have a connection to Satou Hideo, his power will not be wielded to expand the interests of the Mutual Aid Society or the Japanese government. That understanding, the Chairman explained, is what kept the peace.

"If you were to intervene in a conflict with the west, it could be interpreted as you fighting to protect the interests of the Mutual Aid Society. Should that happen, it would spur unnecessary movements in the underworld, not just in Japan but across the globe. An arms race, contact with mythologies we've kept our distance from, and as Kyoto has just attempted, many more would likely try to ensnare you."

Now that... sounds like a pain.

"It is a pain, isn't it? You could solve everything with violence if you so chose, Satou-san, but we cannot."

"Tough for you."

"...You say that like it has nothing to do with you. Then again, it's precisely because you are that way that the current balance is maintained."

Anyway, what was it again?

"Hang in there, Chairman."

"May I punch you just once?".



		
		
		
			Chapter 153: The Worst Kind of Dream Come True
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 153

			The Worst Kind of Dream Come True

			"Hmm."

Alongside his public business ventures, Yanagi scrutinized the information he'd had gathered on Kyoto. It wasn't just due to his contract to serve as one of Satou's private soldiers. The issue was an inconvenient one for Yanagi personally.

"So diligent," Onisaki murmured, sounding impressed. He'd been nonchalantly sipping his tea, paying little mind to Yanagi's intense focus.

"This concerns you too, you know."

"?"

Onisaki tilted his head. Back when he led his own organization, perhaps, but now he was just a lone cross-dresser. How could the clandestine movements in Kyoto possibly have anything to do with him?

"Why did I ever..."

"I'm tired of hearing you complain."

Ever since he started working with Onisaki, Yanagi had found himself wondering the same thing over and over. Why had he never been able to achieve a decisive victory against this man? He had no regrets, yet a separate feeling of vexation still welled up inside him.

"Just explain it to me already."

"Hmph. Fine. Listen. Consider Satou Hideo's current position. If he makes a move in this incident, it will stir up trouble in both the surface world and the underworld."

What Yanagi explained was the same concern the Chairman had expressed to Satou. Though less than half a year had passed since his return to the underworld, Yanagi never did things by halves once he decided to act. Since that battle, he had greedily investigated the underworld's state of affairs, down to the most trivial fads and trends. That was why he understood just how precarious the current situation was.

"To be honest, I couldn't care less what happens to the underworld. No matter who seizes power, Satou Hideo's absolute authority will not be shaken."

The position of Satou, the man backing him, was secure. His own activities would likely not be affected.

"The problem is the surface world."

"Won't it just make the underworld more active? Why would that affect the surface?"

"Satou Hideo may act like a lunatic, but he is a surprisingly earnest man."

"That's true. I heard from Mama he's working hard as a regular employee. That little brat has really grown up, hasn't he?"

Onisaki laughed. "It makes me a little happy, you know?" Yanagi continued, exasperated with Onisaki's attitude.

"That's right. He lives a perfectly respectable life as a member of society."

He works diligently as an employee, fulfilling his duty to labor. He pays his taxes from the money he earns, fulfilling his duty as a taxpayer. He has no children, so the duty of education can be set aside, but one could call him a model citizen.

"In other words, he belongs to the state."

"Uh huh."

"Though from his perspective, it's probably something he could easily cast aside if it came down to it."

Conversely, it also meant that without a reason, he would not leave the community that is the nation.

"Forcing Satou Hideo to submit through sheer power would be impossible. But the possibility that the flow of events could make him change his allegiance... does exist."

"Wait, don't tell me."

"Yes. A war on the surface."

All they would have to do is seize Japan's sovereignty and change the name on the sign.

"If it comes to war, the very people I wish to help will be sacrificed."

"I suppose that wouldn't be entirely unrelated to me either."

"You see?"

"But wait. If it turns into a war, won't that boy have something to say about it?"

Those of the underworld do not involve themselves in the conflicts of the surface. It is an unwritten rule shared across the world. But would Satou abide by it?

"We're not talking about some minor political dispute, right? This is a war on a level that could determine Japan's fate."

It would undoubtedly affect the children Satou holds so dear.

"They're under his protection, so I'm sure they would never die."

But their healthy development would certainly be hindered. Would that man ever permit such a thing? Satou Hideo cannot fight for a belief. He cannot fight for a great cause. For a man who lives so aimlessly, such grand principles are things of a distant world. Yet Onisaki knew all too well that this same lack of firm conviction also made him dangerous. And Yanagi knew it too.

"Yes. That is another one of my concerns."

Satou might get fed up with everything and resort to solving it all with violence. For Yanagi, that was another contingency to consider.

"What do you think would happen if he were to crush everything with his power?"

"What do you mean..."

"In a way, your old ambition and mine would be fulfilled."

The power Satou Hideo possesses is so immense that even if everyone else combined their strength, they could not even touch his feet. One could say that equals absolute order. It was what Onisaki once sought. However, the lazy Satou would never establish laws. At most, he would tell people not to bother his life. Then would things be so different from how they are now? Not at all.

"In the surface world, there is no single, absolute peak."

There are strong nations and great powers, but none are mighty enough to make all other countries bow before them. In other words, an absolute ruler, something that has never existed in recorded history, would be born. And this ruler would only be interested in what happens in his immediate vicinity.

"It would definitely get 'wild'."

As long as one did not incur Satou Hideo's wrath, anything would be permissible. The birth of an absolute ruler would simultaneously issue the worst kind of indulgence. If that happened, the distinction between the surface and the underworld would cease to matter. If someone from the underworld ruled the world, it would only be natural for underworld denizens to wield their power openly. And if the power of the underworld could be wielded freely, many problems like food self-sufficiency and medical care would be solved. With Satou in Japan, the country could get by just fine without relying on other nations.

"Japan will become the eye of the storm."

Those from the underworld who harbor ambitions and desires will venture out from Japan. Japan is Satou Hideo's personal garden and cannot be ravaged, but other places are fair game.

"The same goes for the gods. If the border between the surface and the underworld vanished, they would surely move to reclaim their former power."

What awaits is uncontrollable chaos. It was what Yanagi once sought.

"Is it possible that the current situation is, like, really bad?"

"That's what I've been saying from the start, you fool."

Yanagi lit a cigarette as if to dispel his irritation.

"Those outdated old fools have really brought a troublesome spark into the world."

The people in Kyoto have no idea what this situation will trigger. As Yanagi grumbled, Onisaki asked a question.

"I don't know much about what's going on in the west. What's it like?"

"Let's see. If I were to explain it in terms you would understand..."

After a moment's thought, Yanagi began.

"You know how people from Kyoto sometimes joke that Kyoto is still the capital?"

"Oh, yes."

"You can assume they're a bunch of idiots who seriously believe that."

"What? It's the Reiwa era, you know. Reiwa. In this day and age, you're telling me..."

"It's possible. The leadership in Kyoto is a gathering of old men who have extended their lives by several hundred years."

"So they haven't adapted and updated with the times. But..."

"You think the younger generation is different? Anyone like that would have left moldy old Kyoto long ago."

Though they are obstinate old men, they still rule Kyoto's underworld, so their power is not to be underestimated. Staging a coup to change the status quo would be a considerable struggle. It would be far better to give up on Kyoto and go somewhere else.

"Do you really think the majority would be young people full of such reverence for the elderly that they'd want to deal with old men with mold growing on their brains?"

"No, I suppose not."

Onisaki let out a deep sigh.

"I know it'll be tough, but do your best."

"You don't have to tell me."

"Of course, if there's anything I can do to help, I will. Oh, how about I let you squeeze my boobs?"

"Drop dead."

The two are great friends
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			Curry Rice with Extra Extra Toppings

			"We’re going to make the first move?"

I could not help but ask Yanagi over the phone. I had left him in charge of dealing with Kyoto, but...

"But wait, the Chairman was concerned about me getting involved in the conflict."

"I’m aware of those concerns. Rather, I'm aware of all the various concerns that might arise from your intervention."

You think I had not noticed? When he put it like that, I had no reply. A man as sharp as Yanagi. It was no surprise he shared the same worries as the Chairman without needing to be told.

"This judgment was made with all of that in mind. The best way to resolve this with the least amount of trouble is for you to act."

"Well, I don't mind launching an attack."

"Just hear me out. Simply attacking them won’t dispel those concerns."

And that, Yanagi said, was why they would create a pretext.

"The West is planning to pick a fight with the Mutual Aid Society to restore their power, and the honey trap for you is nothing more than one part of that operation."

I agreed with Yanagi’s statement that the main objective was the conflict with the Mutual Aid Society.

"We are going to overturn that premise."

"Specifically?"

"We’ll reframe it as a personal grudge between you and the West."

Mine and the West’s? As I asked for clarification, Yanagi began to explain the details.

"At this stage, very few people know about the West’s foolish scheme."

"I’d imagine so."

Besides the higher-ups in the West who planned it and their pawns, the only others were the people I had shared the information with. The general public likely had no idea such a thing was even happening. No, it was a problem even before the scheme itself. Until Dr. Kawasaki told me, even I had no idea the people in Kyoto were burning with ambition to restore their power behind the scenes. Who in the world would know about a concrete invasion plan. That is what I am saying.

"That’s precisely why we’ll get ahead of them with a different rumor. The cover story goes like this. The bigwigs in Kyoto, plotting to restore the West’s power, came up with the idea of securing Satou Hideo’s genes to ensure they had future military strength. They sent in a honey trap agent to secure those genes, but through some chance event, the woman’s deception was revealed. Satou Hideo, who had gotten pretty serious about her, naturally flew into a massive rage. He is now moving to take revenge on the West… something like that."

I see.

"So you’re taking advantage of the West’s secrecy."

It would make me look like a fool who fell for a honey trap… but well, that much of a smear was within my acceptable limits. If I could crush their ambitions without it developing into a more troublesome situation, I was willing to take a little mud on my face.

"That’s right. You will crush Kyoto’s movements under the guise of personal revenge, not to protect the interests of the Mutual Aid Society."

"Don’t you think some people will see through it?"

"Probably. But those who do will also consider why we went to such lengths."

To avoid making waves. To show that the person I am does not get involved in power struggles. That was the message we would hide behind the cover story.

"Appearances are important. Regardless of the truth. You’ve been a working adult for a long time. You understand at least that much, don’t you?"

"Yeah."

Appearances are a kind of preventative measure. Drawing a line is essential for smooth communication, so that both sides can avoid stepping into awkward territory.

"This action was the personal retribution of Satou Hideo. With that pretext, it will be easier to deal with any problems that arise later."

"Got it. I’ll leave the details to you, but do you have any specific requests for me?"

"When you carry out your revenge, target the leaders of the West. And then there’s the content of the revenge itself."

"What should I do?"

"No violence, including killing. I’d like you to socially kill them, just enough. You’re good at that sort of thing, aren’t you?"

That is about as bad as it gets, you know. And "socially kill them, just enough" is a pretty powerful phrase. But still, I understood the order.

"Alright, I’ll go with that one thing."

"That was too fast. And you have the nerve to say my words sound bad."

"That is not true. I am not good at it. I just downsized the idea I already had for a Ura-Kyoto red-light district."

"...Just for reference, what do you plan on doing?"

"The big shots in the West are all a bunch of withered old men and women, right? In both looks and spirit."

"...Ah, yes, that’s right. For better or worse, their regime is rock solid, and they’ve been in their positions for a very long time."

He said that even the youngest of them was probably over a hundred. Achieving agelessness is not impossible for humans, but the hurdles are high. There are ways to create a pseudo-ageless state, like transferring bodies, but that comes with its own risks. The soul and body are separate, so rejection can occur, accelerating aging, or one might not be able to wield their full power because it is not their original body. Even maintaining a youthful state in one's own body is difficult. The soul ages while the body remains young, creating a discrepancy. So if a human wants to live for several hundred years, the best balance is to halt the body’s deterioration at around one hundred. If the people in Kyoto are no exception… well now. There is an interesting way to do this.

"I call it Operation Geezer and Granny Sex Symbol."

"...Could you be more specific?"

"I’ll change their bodies to the opposite sex and make them young again, while their withered minds remain as their original gender. Of course, I’ll make sure there are no defects."

Their libidos have likely shriveled up long ago, but there is always the possibility that some are still vigorous despite their age. I have to change their sex to make sure it is "effective" on those types too.

"I’ll alter their appearances as well. To make them beautiful men and women. Then I’ll add four curses."

A curse that subjects them to constant, extraordinary frustration which only temporarily subsides upon release, and a curse that causes onlookers to feel lust toward them. A curse that strengthens the first curse if they are not seen by a certain number of people three times a day. And a curse that prevents their sexual urges from being satisfied unless their partner’s body is of the opposite sex.

"It’s hell no matter what they do, right?"

For those old geezers and grannies whose minds are all dried up, it must be painful to feel lust themselves and to be the target of it from others. Even for those with strong libidos, it must be tough to have to embrace or be embraced by someone who is, in spirit, the same sex as them.

"...No, wait. They’re from the old days, so there’s a chance some of them might have a taste for pederasty or something?"

Maybe I should add another curse. A curse that causes a wave of revulsion to wash over them when they embrace or are embraced by a partner who is mentally the same sex. To satisfy their physical frustrations, they have to get it on with someone who is mentally the same sex, but it will be spiritually stressful. ...You know, this combo might actually be good. The fact that they lose no matter what they choose makes it a rather high quality piece of harassment, I think.

"Oh, wait. I just thought of another one! How about they have to beg for it like in an ero-manga before they can do the deed!?"

A pathetic, yet for that very reason, erotic way of begging!

"…"

"No wait. That alone is a bit lonely."

If the first four are the rice, curry roux, pickled scallions, and fukujinzuke, then the fifth is the pork cutlet and the sixth is the croquette. If you are adding more toppings to a katsu curry, a single croquette feels lonely, right? Once you have come this far, it is only human to want to make it even more deluxe, isn’t it?

"A curse where the amount of horniness they can release decreases if they keep doing it with the same partner. In other words, a fried shrimp!!"

"...Well, do as you like. I’m hanging up now."

"Hey, hey, this is where it gets interesting!"

"Stop it. You’re opening old wounds. Do you have any idea how many of my subordinates suffered horribly because of you?"

"That’s your responsibility."

Ah, did that guy just hang up on me!? ...Oh, well. I am in a very good mood right now. I shall forgive such rudeness. Oops, looks like they are ready.

"Department Head, the stream’s about to start, so please stand by."

"You got it!"

Doumoto-kun came out onto the balcony, so I replied cheerfully.

"Huh? You seem to be in a good mood."

"After you brought up the idea, I did a little research on TRPGs. So I’ve been getting secretly excited about it."

"Oh? Well, that’s great to hear."

There is one other reason for my good mood, but I cannot tell him that… I really cannot… kekeke.
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			Feelings That Won't Get Through Without Words

			Sad News. The Strongest has been completely fooled by a honey trap.

Just as you would expect from Yanagi, the information started spreading the very night we spoke on the phone. By noon the next day, the scandal about Satou-kun had reached the ears of just about everyone in Tokyo’s underworld. His skill. I had to admit it was magnificent. If he worked at an advertising agency, he would probably produce unbelievable results. Then again, with his talent, the guy would likely succeed in any industry, not just advertising.

Be that as it may, this must have come as a complete shock to the people in Kyoto. It was utterly baseless. Putting the honey trap aside, a completely fabricated rumor about them wanting to create an army with my genes had spread throughout the east. It was obvious that raising their voices without a plan would lead to trouble. Yanagi’s assessment was that it would take them at least two days to decide on a response. So that night, I invaded Kyoto.

"Sa, Satou Hideo?!"

Just like the Dark Market I once took Rika-chan and the others to, Kyoto has its own artificially created Otherworld. The scale of it, however, is far greater than Tokyo’s. After all, it encompasses the entirety of Kyoto City. A large scale barrier is deployed around this Ura-Kyoto, repelling anyone without permission to enter.

That barrier was shattered to pieces, and I suddenly appeared right in its nerve center, a place called the Inner Sanctum where the top brass gathered. The old men and women were, understandably, shocked.

"You cur! Do you have any idea where you are?!"

"Do you think you can get away with this?!"

There is nothing more pathetic than old people who cannot keep up with the times. Did they really think I was some earnest man who would bow down to things like authority? So I told them plainly.

"I am on top. You are on the bottom."

I forced everyone present to their hands and knees, then placed my hand on the head of an old man nearby.

"Mikoshiba Seigen. Two hundred and fifteen years old, are you."

"Kuh, gnh…!!"

"It’s useless."

He must have realized I was siphoning his information. He tried to deploy some kind of mental firewall, but it just went parin parin.

"You accidentally peeked at one of your maids, Ine-san, changing. You held a secret, faint affection for her, and that was your first wet dream… ho ho, so that was your first love."

Your first time feeling the stirrings of passion. First love, for short. Having his shame suddenly exposed, Mikoshiba’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish.

"This certainly is… a rear end that hasn’t faded even after two hundred years…"

"St, stop it, stop it, stop iiiit! Don’t just look through my memories as you pleaseeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!"

"But you, even after taking a wife, you kept pleasuring yourself to the thought of a naked Ine-san… just how much did you love her."

He should have just made her his mistress then. He had the power, and it wasn’t something people would have condemned back then as much as they would today. What a coward, I thought… but I was wrong.

"Eh, ah, is that how it was? She had a man she loved, so you decided to keep your feelings a secret. And what’s more… you even pulled strings behind the scenes so Ine-san could get married, ensuring everything worked out for her."

The man Ine-san was close with was also the son of a good family. Their difference in status made it difficult for them to be together, but Mikoshiba assisted them and brought the matter to a peaceful resolution. He was no coward. It was a surprisingly pure love story.

"…You, old man."

"…Well now, I see."

The other old men and women looked at Mikoshiba with admiration.

"Aaarghhhhhhhhhhhhhh! Don’t you look at me with those eyesaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!"

After that, I exposed the first loves of the other old folks in the same way. Once they were all wounded in spirit one way or another, I laid it all out for them.

"There’s no point in denying anything. It’s your fault for complaining in the first place. If you want, I can project all your inner thoughts and memories onto a screen and turn it into a grand epic, you know? You’ve lived long enough to have quite a few stories that could make for a good drama, hmm?"

You have no freedom, I declared. My decisions are absolute.

"Now, I will pass judgment on you all."

When I revealed the plan I had thought up the day before, the looks on their faces were priceless.

"Go on. Beg me from the bottom of your hearts to punish your foolish selves."

"Don’t be ridiculous, you brat!!"

"Fine then. I’ll just turn Ura-Kyoto into a red-light district city and pivot to revitalizing the tourism industry."

With that, I explained the details of the plan that had come up in my discussion with Ichijou. …I will omit their detailed reactions, but in the end, they all begged me for their punishment. They were trying to restore their former power, after all. They had no desire to see the Kyoto brand dragged through the mud. If their own suffering could prevent harm from befalling Kyoto as a whole, then so be it. In a way, it was a clean break.

At any rate, with the punishment complete, I went home and slept soundly. And then today, the next day. On my way home from work, I headed to the hotel designated by Yanagi to deliver the final blow.

"Thank you for your time today."

"The pleasure is all mine."

I shook hands with the reporter in the hotel room. Yanagi watched us from his spot by the wall. …This reporter is beautiful. Her skills seem a bit lacking, but she has the looks and the professional air of someone who can get the job done.

"First, could I ask for a simple profile?"

"Satou Hideo, thirty-five years old. Height, 183 centimeters. My weight is about five apples."

Even people from the underworld are still human. Their appreciation for entertainment is not so different from those on the surface. What people on the surface find interesting, people in the underworld find interesting too. In short, the entertainment that exists on the surface also exists in the underworld. Things like gossip magazines. The plan was for me to declare the end of this incident by telling the story in my own words, in the form of an interview. It was Yanagi’s idea, of course. He said he was picking and choosing the parts he could use.

"Ahem, now, about the rumors that have been circulating since the day before yesterday."

"It’s all true. They fooled me good. Though I’ve already finished my retaliation."

"R, retaliation?"

"They toyed with a man’s pure heart. They have to receive a fitting punishment. Oh, but I don’t mean the girl who set the honey trap."

"Then who?"

"The big shots in Kyoto. They were the ones who gave the order. The job of the people in charge is to take responsibility. Wouldn’t you agree?"

"Y, yes, I suppose so. What exactly did this retaliation entail?"

"Ah. I just cast a little curse on them."

As I explained the course of events, the reporter’s face contorted magnificently. She looked quite pale, too.

"I’m not a monster. Naturally, I gave them a choice. They were the ones who chose."

"…A choice, as in, Dead or Alive?"

"Of course not. I’m no barbarian, so it was something much more civilized. A wonderful plan that will also contribute to Japan’s national interests, in fact."

I explained the Ura-Kyoto Red-Light District Urbanization Project. The rest is omitted.

"W, well then, allow me to move on to the next question."

"Go ahead."

"This is a special feature on Satou-san, a living legend of the underworld, so I was hoping to ask about the truth behind some of the popular anecdotes about you."

"You’re making me blush. Where should we start?"

"This is a story from when you were in your teens, I believe."

After a quick glance at Yanagi, the reporter continued.

"Is it… t, true that you used doppelgangers to commit, well, mass social murder?"

"It’s true. Right, Yanagi?"

"Yes. We did request that the distributor stop selling them, but once something gets on the internet, you know how it is."

The interview continued for several more hours. Watching the reporter’s back as she departed looking utterly exhausted, Yanagi muttered quietly.

"That was cruel to her."

Well, she was in the presence of a great evil who once tried to ruin the world. It was only natural that a girl like her would feel intimidated…

"…"

"Yanagi, let me tell you something useful. Feelings don’t get through if you don’t put them into words, you know?"

Though sometimes you suffer for it even if you do.
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			Gah, Kill Me!!

			It was a Saturday night in the first week of October. At the secret base on Okutama Island, a rather unusual group had gathered. Saku-chan, the Arima brothers, and the junior high combo. Well, the main reason it was unusual was the Arima brothers. Those guys never hang out with the kids. Anyway. The reason this particular group got together was...

"Alright, I'd like to start the first session of our real-life TRPG! Okay, applause!!"
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			No Shame

			This is the start of an adventure! Just as I was about to shove the figurines in, full of enthusiasm, Robo-Mi called a halt.

【REGARDING CHARACTER RELATIONSHIPS. WHAT WILL YOU DO?】

...Come to think of it, we hadn't decided that part. We all just crammed in whatever fantasies we wanted, but this is a game we're all playing together. That's our GM robot for you. She's keeping an eye on the details even the excited players miss.

"Oh, right. We need a reason to be traveling together."

"What should we do?"

Three female elves, two old guys, and one young girl. That was the breakdown of our characters. What reason would this whole group have for traveling together? The Arima brothers and I thought about personalities and such, but we never came up with backstories for why we became adventurers.

"...For now, how about the three of us are sisters?"

"Makes sense. That would give us a reason to be together. Not bad, Hero-sama."

"What about the pecking order?"

"Satou can be the eldest. She's the oldest, after all."

That's true. They were both in their early twenties. They spoke so casually to me I sometimes forgot, but they were actually younger than me.

"And Mao and I will be twins."

"Okay. So, as for our reason for being adventurers in the human world..."

"Yes."

"Yes, Satou-kun."

"How about we're the daughters of the clan chief?"

The characters we created were classic haughty elves who naturally looked down on humans and human society. I planned to make them soften up later, but for starters, you know?

"My character, Sugar, is the future chief, and you two will eventually hold positions of your own to support me."

Despite that, the future chief and her attendants completely underestimated humans. The father figure thinks this won't do, since becoming chief means dealing with humans will be unavoidable.

"I get it! So he sends us into human society as part of our training!" they both exclaimed.

"Exactly. We became adventurers because it's a convenient way to earn our daily bread."

"I'm sold on that."

"Then let's match our names to Satou's. How about I'm Honey, and Yuichi is Maple?"

"Okay."

Good, good. That settles our relationships. This should make it easier to interact with the other characters too.

"In that case, everyone, why don't we form a party with my character as the core?"

Sarna-chan spoke up, raising a small hand. When we prompted her to elaborate, she began to explain slowly.

"My character, Alec, is a former adventurer who's making a comeback for a certain reason."

To be honest, she said she hadn't really thought about what that reason was. She had planned to add it in as a postscript while the story progressed.

"I'll make his reason for returning to active duty his niece."

"I see it now! Saku-chan's character is the niece, right?"

"Yes. His brother and sister-in-law asked him to, so he's returning to active duty to accompany his niece until she can make it on her own as an adventurer."

And if she doesn't seem cut out for it, his role is to bring her back, Sarna-chan added with a nod.

"And Rika-san's character, Jack, will be a novice that Alec looked after before he retired."

"I see. So he takes pity on my Jack, who's still floundering around, and invites him to the party."

"Yes. Alec is a meddler. That's why..."

"He can't help but interfere with us too, since we're clearly not used to human society."

It was perfect.

"What do you think?"
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			A Man's Dream

			"Haaah. This is fun. But it's also pretty tiring."

We took a break after everyone finished their introductions, joined up, and accepted the quest. Role-playing uses more brainpower than you'd think. When you're just talking as yourself the words come naturally, but when you speak through a character, you always have to think first. What would my character say in this situation, based on the personality I created? You keep repeating that thought process to move the story forward, so you're bound to get tired, and it takes time. But just as Rika-chan said, it's also fun. A whole lot of fun.

"By the way Sarna-chan, you're really good at that refined, seasoned kind of role-playing."

Yuichi praised Sarna-chan, a soda in his hand. The kids are staying over tonight, so no alcohol for us. We're sticking with the non-alcoholic stuff.

"Oh, not at all. I was just using Satou-san as a reference for when he's being a little dry."

"You used Satou? Seriously? Is that how he looks to a pure and innocent middle school girl?"

"Satou, what do you plan to do, leading a middle school girl astray?"

I'm not planning to do anything. And I'm not leading her astray.

"Speaking of role-playing, Saku-chan, you're pretty amazing yourself. You've really got that girly feel down."

"Ahaha, thanks. Well, I normally use 'watashi' to refer to myself anyway, so all I have to do is make it sound a little more casual."

Now that he mentions it, that's true. It probably also helps that he has a girl close by to use as a model.

"Speaking of role-playing, you old guys. Aren't your characters super unpleasant?"

"""That's because they're elves before they soften up."""

We said it in unison.

"What pure, innocent eyes you have."

"I see. Now that you mention it, that might be true."

"And you're just going along with it, Rika-san."

Well, you know? As a guy, I'd be happy with a girl who's sweet and affectionate from the start. But... I don't know. That's not it. Men are creatures who sometimes want a little bitterness, not just sweetness. Elves who look down on humans gradually growing affectionate. Just imagining it is incredible.

""But Satou, you've... noticed, haven't you?""

"Yeah."

We are playing our ideal elves. But an ideal elf isn't something that's complete on its own.

"""There are way too many girls in the party..."""

Four women in a six-person party. This could be called a rather difficult situation.

"Um, what's the problem with that?"

"Saku-chan. I told you before, didn't I? They're elves *before* they soften up. To depict them softening up, you absolutely need someone for them to soften up to."

"Excuse me. Wouldn't another woman be fine? There are three humans, after all."

""No. That won't satisfy a man's desire.""

A man... he can't help but dream... of a development where a romantic flag gets raised all on its own... Like, huh? Did I do something? The romance of a flag being raised before you even know it is just the best.

"Wait, are you old guys hitting on us?"

"You're the one making a pass at us, aren't you?"

"Well, that's because Jack is a hopeless loser. He'd totally show his ulterior motives to three beautiful elf sisters."

I think that kind of thorough role-playing is wonderful.

"Right now, Alec is a pretty good guy... but if all three sisters went for him, that wouldn't feel right, would it?"

"No, that's not it at all."

I get what the Arima brothers are trying to say. I feel the same way. The others, however, don't seem to understand.

"The romance would get too heavy. Things would get tense, right?"

That's not what we want. We're not looking for a messy love triangle or any of that complicated stuff.

"If it's just the twins, it's fine."

"...Why is that fine?"

""Because that's the twin trope.""

What she likes, I like. What I like, she likes. It's about sharing. A flower in each hand. Sure, there are plenty of stories where twins fight over someone, but the path of sharing is also open to them.

"Hero Uncle. Isn't that just the delusion of a pathetic man?"

"""What's wrong with dreaming? We're guys, after all."""

Sometimes, a man's IQ drops to unimaginable lows. It's especially noticeable when his lower half is involved.

"Hmm. Hey, Yuichi. Shouldn't we give Alec to Satou?"

"Why... oh, I get it."

"Hey, what are you two talking about. Are you trying to be considerate just because I'm the host and the one who planned this whole thing?"

""That's not it.""

Then what is it?

"Satou, how can a man like you not realize?"

"Satou, if you had to describe the character Jack in one word, what would it be?"

In one word... Rika-chan said it too, didn't she.

"A hopeless loser."

""That's it!!""

"What are you... wait a minute!"

Is that what this is about?

"What is this vibe?"

"This is a world I do not understand."

"If Saku-chan, who's also a boy, doesn't get it, there's no way we would."

Then let us explain it so even the children can understand.

"It's a pretext. That's what the Arima brothers are talking about."

"""A pretext?"""

"A hopeless loser who needs looking after. He's too much for one person to support. So, the two of them will do it together."

It's a pretext to justify the 'flower in each hand' situation. He's a hopeless loser. You just can't leave him alone. But he's too much for one person to handle. It's a way for us to smooth over our base male desires by saying, "It's not like that!"

""That said, whether or not this plan works all depends on Jack.""

"Indeed."

We need him to do something cool, at least enough to make us think, maybe it's okay to raise a flag here? Right now, Alec is the only one making cool-guy moves. I was genuinely thrilled by how Alec handled the three haughty sisters like an adult. Even though Alec is technically younger than them.

"Well, thanks to Rika-chan's dice luck, he has the potential, at least."

She got to reroll three times, and they were all high stats. Rika-chan made some minor adjustments too, giving him the feel of someone with untapped potential. So if that potential blossoms, maybe his personality will too? That's the kind of development we're hoping for.

"...You know, I'm starting to think this might be a good idea."

"Rika-san!?"

"A harem, huh... Right now I'm the hopeless loser Jack... I'm kind of drawn to it."

"""As expected of Rika-san! A woman who understands!!"""

"Right!?"

The three of us cheered on Rika-chan, who was telling us to pump her up. As we were doing that, Robo Woman, who had been in the kitchen, returned with a large platter of sandwiches. I'd asked her to make something we could snack on for a late-night meal... and this looks delicious.

"Whoa, this is delicious! It's like something from a bakery... Old man, this kid is amazing!"

"Right? Though the cooking data used for Robo Woman is from Dr. Kawasaki."

"Dr. Kawasaki... wait, *that* Dr. Kawasaki!?"

"? Hero Uncle, who's Dr. Kawasaki?"

"A robot otaku who tried to go on a rampage in a giant robot in the surface Shinjuku."

""What a psycho.""

He is a psycho. But he has his cute side.

"Well, anyway, once we finish eating, we're starting again!!" "Yeah!!"

And so, our fun night wore on.
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			I Won't Laugh

			"So, it was super well-received. The comments are all saying they want to see Manager Sugar again."

"Hmm..."

"So let's play with us again next time, but with something different!"

"How about we review some adult toys, then?"

"I'll knock you out."

"Hey, you don't have to get so angry."

It was lunch break. After finishing my meal, I was on the rooftop chatting with Doumoto-kun. Now that we were in October, the temperature had dropped, making it much more pleasant to be outside.

"Ah, there you are. Manager, do you have a moment?"

"Huh?"

My subordinate jogged over and whispered something in my ear.

"Got it. I'll be right there."

"What's up?"

"Nah, someone just called for me."

After tidying up my appearance a bit, I headed to the designated conference room. I knocked, and after receiving permission to enter, I went inside. The ones who had summoned me, Higashi-san and Saijou-san, the two representative directors, greeted me.

"Sorry to bother you on your lunch break."

"Please, have a seat."

Urged on, I sat down.

I see. This is unusual, just the two of them.

This is because these two men were one of the reasons I became a manager in the first place. That's right. Higashi-san and Saijou-san are the heads of the two major factions within our company. Factional strife might have a bad reputation, but the rivalry between these two is a healthy one. They don't hate each other, nor are they trying to line their own pockets. They may clash over management policies, but that is simply because each believes his own ideas are better for the company.

Still, the fact remains that they are faction leaders. For the sake of appearances before their subordinates, they are rarely seen alone together. Usually when they summon me, they would have a third, uninvolved person present.

"So, what can I do for you?"

As I've mentioned before, I don't belong to any faction. If I had to pick one, I suppose you could say I'm in the president's faction, but then, so are these two. It would be a different story if they were harboring ambitions to usurp him, but they don't seem to have any. In any case, while I don't belong to any particular group, I get along well with all of them... you know? I sometimes act as a balancer and mediate between them, so is that what this is about?

"First, I should say... well, the reason we called you here is... you see, it's..."

"Y, yes... a personal matter."

Personal? The two of them gave a wry smile as I stared with wide eyes. Even for work, their positions required them to have someone else present when they interacted. I had assumed they had no private relationship at all.

"I can pretty much guess what you're thinking... and well, you're right."

"Higashi and I almost never interact on a personal level."

After clearing their throats, the two of them began.

"By the way, Satou-kun, is it true that you... were hanging out with the president during the Obon holiday?"

"Ah. We have no intention of reprimanding you. We wouldn't dream of questioning your abilities or your character at this point."

The president's favorite. There was a time when people whispered that behind my back. And these two had warned me about it directly. Being the rebellious type, I shot back with something like, "So you think the president would let his personal feelings influence personnel decisions, do you." At first, they looked at me with skepticism, but that gradually faded. And now, they have enough faith in me to recommend me for a managerial position. When they asked me, saying that if they couldn't put forward someone from their own factions, they needed someone else they could trust, I was actually a little happy.

"So, will you answer the question?"

"According to what we heard from the president... you were, what was it? Playing with toys?"

"We were."

What of it, I wondered.

"............Don't you think that's a bit much for grown adults?"

"My, what a narrow-minded thing to say."

Since they said it was a private matter, I relaxed my speech a little.

"As long as it doesn't bother anyone, people should be free to enjoy what they like, shouldn't they?"

"...I see. You are that kind of man, aren't you."

"Higashi."

"Yes. It seems he's the only one."

What? What is it? You two shouldn't be communicating with just your eyes like that, it's so suggestive! (A baseless accusation).

"...Satou-kun, do you know of Pure Love ★ Pandemonium?"

Sorry, I almost laughed. It's funny when you say a word like that with a dead serious expression, so please give me a heads-up next time. Forcing my facial muscles to behave, I made a peace sign next to my right eye and declared.

"'Even God can't stop us,' right?"

That's their catchphrase. If you knew the truth, it wouldn't be very funny... or maybe it would be even funnier.

"So you knew. As expected of our company's number one man of leisure."

"Indeed. Your antenna is always up."

No, it's not like I'm some kind of information guru. You'd know if you watched music programs... ah, but these two would never watch something like that.

"So what about this Love-Pan?"

An assassination request? No way. They don't know my true identity.

"Well, you see. Higashi and I are sort of fans of Love-Pan, or rather..."

"To be precise, we're interested in them, you could say..."

...The sight of two stiff old men fidgeting is actually pretty rough. If anyone from our company saw this, they'd definitely do a triple take. It's a scene that would make even the president lose his composure.

"I see."

"...Aren't you going to laugh? At a couple of old men."

"If I denied it after what I just said, I'd be quite the hypocrite, wouldn't I."

I only pull the double standard card on my enemies. "Did I say something like that? Ufufu," is my usual line.

"Well, it is amusing, though. Like, 'Huh, so you had the sensibility to enjoy something like that.'"

"...Mm, we are aware of that about ourselves."

"But I see. So you two were actually kindred spirits."

"We only realized it recently."

Apparently, it happened while they were using the restroom. Saijou-san, thinking no one was around, started humming a song from a commercial, and Higashi-san came out of one of the stalls. ...That's more than just awkward.

"And so, well... we realized we both thought they were good..."

"Y, yes... Ah, please don't misunderstand. We do not view those girls with any sort of lewd intentions."

"Higashi and I are both devoted to our wives."

"Not every guy who likes idols harbors lustful feelings for them, you know."

What a terrible prejudice.

"People support them for all kinds of reasons. Some feel like they're cheering on a daughter, others are simply drawn to their hard work."

"I, I see... you're right. Yes, I must admit there was a problem with our perception."

"We were right to confide in you, Satou-kun."

...They may be old men, but these old men were once young boys, weren't they?

"Weren't there any idols you liked back in your student days?"

"Both Saijou and I were far removed from such things. We were devoted to our studies and club activities."

"Honestly, even when talk of celebrities came up at school, I didn't get it."

"The only thing I could barely recognize were soccer players, perhaps."

"For me, it was baseball players."

Ah, that's right. You were in the soccer and baseball clubs, weren't you. Not that two old men's club activities matter.

"So in the end, why did you call me here?"

They like idols. Even if they came out to me, all I can say is, "Is that so." When I asked my question, the two of them hesitated for a moment before answering.

"As I said earlier, we are not yet at the level of being fans."

"We know nothing about them."

"No, more than that, we don't even really understand how to enjoy the culture of idols."

Um, so in other words...

"...You want me to teach you the ropes?"

""We're counting on you.""

Even if you're counting on me...
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			I Saw the Stars

			(The whole culture of enjoying idols...)

Isn't it something people get too worked up about? If you go all the way back to the root word, icon, then it might be a serious discussion, but that's not it, is it. Well, I guess the Love★Pan crew are pretty deeply involved with that original meaning of idol. But on the surface, they're just normal idols, right?

"You just buy their music on CD or through streaming, listen to it, and check out the shows they appear on. That's all there is to it."

I'm pretty sure they have an official channel, so checking that out is an option too. Other than that, you just go to their concerts, buy merch... That's what being a fan is all about, right? It's not like it's something that really needs to be taught.

"That's the part!!" they both shouted.

What part!?

"Even what you call the obvious... is a high hurdle for us."

"Why? If you started liking them, you must have seen them on TV or something, right?"

"...Yes, on a music show that just happened to be on."

"...For me, it was a variety show."

According to them, that sparked their interest, but they were too embarrassed to look them up or buy their music. Seriously? Why? That was my honest reaction.

"Getting absorbed in a show with idols on it while my wife is around... that's, well, embarrassing, isn't it?"

"You could just watch it in your private room. Even without a TV, you can watch television on your smartphone or PC."

"Yes, but what if my wife were to come into the room?"

"The same goes for my smartphone. I have a lock on my work phone, but not my personal one."

"Indeed. Mine is locked, but I've told my wife the password to show I have nothing to hide."

"It would be a disaster if she happened to peek at it."

"Are you guys teenage boys hiding adult videos from your parents...?"

Wait a second. Were these two old guys really this shy? That's ridiculous. I've been to places with pretty ladies with both of them individually.

"That was work related. My time with you... well, it's closer to a private matter."

"Still, maintaining a good relationship with a subordinate is also related to work."

"But this time is different. This is entirely personal. Work is not involved in any way."

"...When it comes to that, I suddenly feel guilty."

What a couple of workaholics...

"At this rate, I'm going to have to keep helping you forever."

"We don't intend to trouble you that much."

"...It's the first step, that first single step, that's difficult."

"That's why we want you to hold our hand."

"If we could be so bold, we'd like you to stick with us until we can stand on our own two feet."

The two of them placed their hands on the desk and bowed their heads, pleading with me. ...Refusing them after they've gone this far wouldn't be very manly of me.

"Alright. I'll do what little I can to help you both enjoy being fans without any hang ups."

"Satou-kun...!!" they exclaimed.

"Well, it wouldn't feel right to do it for free, so as a matter of principle, you guys will cover any expenses."

"Of course! You've been a huge help, truly!!" they both said.

"You're exaggerating. Anyway, you two, do you have any plans for tonight?"

"Nothing in particular," they replied in unison.

"Then why don't you come over to my place? We can watch videos, listen to some music, and all that stuff there."

The first thing to tackle is removing their psychological resistance. Their excessive concern about what others think probably stems from a problem with their own perception. If I can get rid of that, I think they'll be able to enjoy being fans normally. To do that, I'll need to get them used to a few things.

"Understood. However, doesn't your relative's child live with you?"

"It's fine. We'll be in my room, and it's well soundproofed."

It shouldn't disturb Saku-chan while she's studying.

"Alright. In that case, we'll take you up on your kind offer."

"We'll be in your care."

And so it was decided. I spent the rest of my lunch break listening to them talk, then went back to work.

"Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes," they both said.

And so, after work, I met up with them at a station away from the office and we got on the train. We could have just walked out of the company together... they're truly hardcore. We got off at the station near my house, bought dinner at a bento shop, and headed to my place. It would be weird for me to be the only one eating a meal made by Saku-chan, so I had contacted her beforehand. I could have asked her to make enough for them too, but while Saku-chan wouldn't mind, they would.

"Welcome home. Hero Uncle, and you are?"

"Ah. This is Saijou-san and Higashi-san."

"My name is Ayase Sakuya."

When I bowed my head and said that Sakuya was always a great help to her uncle, the two men looked at me as if they were seeing something unbelievable.

"...What is it?"

"Well, you see... we heard she was your relative, so..."

Are you tired of that reaction yet?

"We thought she must be a good kid, but... you know?"

"Yes. We heard she was a high school student, so regardless of her personality, we imagined her appearance would be more, well, delinquent?"

"How rude. You two. Apologize to Saku-chan."

"Ah, you're right. We said something rude. We're very sorry."

"No, please don't worry about it. Well then, Hero Uncle, I'll be in my room. Let me know if you need anything."

"Sorry about this."

With that, Saku-chan disappeared into her room.

"Alright, let's head to my room."

"Yes. But my goodness. This is my first time visiting a subordinate's home like this."

"It's my first time inviting anyone over like this too."

When we got to my room, a low table and some tea were sitting in the center, likely prepared by Saku-chan. I didn't even ask her to... seriously, she's such a thoughtful kid. Impressed, I started up my PC and accessed the official Love★Pan website.

"Looks like you can listen to a few songs for free, so how about we eat while we listen to those?"

When I suggested it, they accepted, though they seemed a bit restless.

"But my, you bought three bentos. Can you really eat all that?"

"And they're all large portions..."

"The rumor is that Satou-kun is in a growth spurt."

Tonight's dinner was a large beef yakiniku bento, a large pork shogayaki bento, and a large fried chicken bento. An invincible formation featuring three kinds of meat. My satisfaction was guaranteed before I even took a bite. By the way, the two of them were having high class makunouchi bento with pork miso soup. Such a fitting choice, it made me laugh. But the fact that they chose pork miso soup over regular miso soup hinted at their excitement.

"Let's eat."

The three of us put our hands together and began our meal. I was just digging into my bento, muttering about how good it was, but...

(These two seem like their minds are elsewhere.)

They must be preoccupied with the music. They were distracted, their chopsticks moving slowly. They really are hooked...

"By the way, what was it about Love★Pan that you two liked?"

"..."

The two of them looked at each other and nodded. It seemed their reasons were similar. I'd had a feeling, but when work isn't involved, don't these two get along surprisingly well?

"It made me remember the stars."

"The stars...?"

Looking a little embarrassed, Saijou-san began to talk about his childhood.

"One night, my father suddenly said we were going for a drive. As a child, I didn't even think about where we were going. I was just excited to be going out with my father. We ended up at a plateau about two hours from our house. And there, I saw the stars."

His father prompted him to look up, and young Saijou-san was captivated by the countless stars glittering in the night sky. He stared at their sparkling light, completely losing track of time.

"Higashi-san, you too?"

"Yes. In my case, however, it was a starry sky I saw alone."

For him, it was on his way home from cram school. As he was dragging his exhausted body down the dark street, he happened to look up at the night sky. He said it was so beautiful that he found himself crying before he knew it.

"A beautiful memory, isn't it? But you see, both Saijou and I had completely forgotten about it."

"Watching those girls singing and dancing their hearts out on the other side of the screen made me remember."

They both smiled shyly, saying they were captivated by a brilliance that reminded them of the starry sky they had looked up at that time. What a nice story... a really nice story... But because it's such a nice story, it's like... you know? For me, who knows their true identities...

(...My chest really hurts for some reason.)
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			A Man's Tears

			Dinner finished after nearly an hour. Now, the three of us are out on the veranda enjoying an after dinner smoke.

"...You're one stubborn guy."

"Look who's talking."

"Excuse me. If you're going to talk business, could you please go home?"

""We're sorry.""

We were just having a little chat. Geez, such workaholics. Well, that aside, the question is what to do with these old guys. I wonder if there is some good way to lower their psychological resistance. I mean, I could gradually wear it down by having them listen to music or watch videos. I could, but that would take far too long. If I am going to do this, I want to chip away at it aggressively.

(...Ah.)

I suddenly remembered our exchange from earlier today.

*'My smartphone is the same. I keep my work phone locked, but my personal one, you know.'*

*'Mhm. I have a lock on it, but I gave my wife the password to show her I have nothing to hide.'*

That is what the two of them had said. I imagine that is why they can leave their phones out in the open where their wives can see them. It is not that they are incapable of being secretive. They could hide things if they really wanted to. These two are big shots at their company, after all. You cannot climb the corporate ladder with sincerity alone. There will inevitably be times when you need to lie, to deceive yourself and others. If these two got serious, they could easily keep a mistress or two without anyone finding out.

(The reason they don't is because they strive to be sincere in their private lives.)

They are not being entirely straightforward with their wives. That is why they cannot dive headfirst into the idol fandom they are so captivated by that they would ask a subordinate for help. In that case, what if I could get them to experience the act of hiding things from their wives, bit by bit... Wouldn't that make things go more smoothly? Once we finished our cigarettes, I prompted the two of them back inside and opened up a major online shopping site.

"For now, how about we buy a portable music player?"

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"What do you mean? It's to listen to Love Pan's music."

A smartphone is more than enough for music, but these two cannot hide that. They can display their phones so openly because a smartphone can be used for guilty pleasures. A music player, however, is different. If it is a simple device just for listening to music, it should be fine. Though if it were a high-performance, multi-functional one that could play videos or connect to the internet, it might cross their line.

"Well, but still..."

"Higashi-san, Saijou-san, it's not like you're looking at Love Pan with lewd eyes, right?"

""Of course not!""

A fine response.

"Then it's fine, isn't it? I get it, okay? It's embarrassing to tell the wife you've shown your stoic side to for so many years that you're now into idols. But that's an embarrassment born from a man's petty pride, not from guilt, right?"

I am imprinting on them the idea that what they feel is embarrassment, not guilt.

"Of course, it'd be a different story if you were pouring in enough money to ruin yourselves."

That is not the case, is it? When I asked, they both immediately replied that they would stay within their allowance.

"Then there's even less of a problem, right?"

"Well, that may be so, but..."

"I'll pick out a cheap player that can only play music, and if you download the songs digitally, you can get the whole discography for a low price."

This is a redirection. The price is not actually that important, but when you are talking about being a fan, money is not an entirely unrelated topic. This allows me to plant the "excuse" of not spending much money in their minds. My plan is to use this excuse to lessen their resistance to other issues.

"Then again, it might be worth spending a bit more on the player. There are models that can play videos or surf the net. What do you think?"

I deliberately presented an option that would likely conflict with their personal rules. This is to make them aware that such things exist. By doing so, I make them focus on the non-guilty player I mentioned earlier, the one that only plays music, and lower the hurdle to purchasing it.

""Ah, no, the bare minimum is fine.""

See, the hurdle is lower now.

"The price would probably change by tens of thousands of yen, too."

"Yes. Just being able to listen to music is enough."

"Do you have any color preferences?"

""Black.""

...It is a simple choice. I sort of expected that.

"Okay, then this one looks good. Oh, it's on sale, so it's quite a bit cheaper."

I said it as if I just noticed, but that is not true. I did it on purpose.

"Hmm, in that case, maybe it's worth buying the CDs instead of downloading."

I encouraged them to buy the CDs, telling them that if they buy them here, they will get a discount, making it an even better deal. This is to implant the fact that they have bought physical Love Pan merchandise. A tangible object will likely leave a stronger impression on their consciousness than digital data.

"If you're embarrassed to take them home, I can hold on to the CDs for a while."

"Y, yes, that's true... Mm. I'll have you load the songs, and I suppose I'll have you hold on to the CDs for a short while."

"Sorry to trouble you."

"Not at all."

I clicked to buy two copies of every album currently out and every single not included on an album.

"I think they'll arrive tomorrow night, so I'll put the music on the players and bring them to the office the day after tomorrow."

""Sorry, you're a lifesaver.""

"Don't mention it."

I guess this is enough for today. If I push too hard, they will likely get cold feet, so I will stop my offensive for now.

"Well, we've finished eating, so how about we watch some videos? It seems they have an official channel."

"Ah, yes."

"...Please."

Ignoring the bashful old man, I went to Love Pan's official channel. I clicked "play all" and let the videos run.

"...They look like they're having fun."

"...Yeah."

"...They're shining so brightly."

"...Yeah."

The old guys just nodded along, saying little. It is a bit creepy. They are savoring this, really taking it all in. Can't you two enjoy this a little more casually?

(Still, they're taking this idol thing seriously.)

They are holding back. It would be bad if they went all out. They are suppressing their charm just enough to avoid attracting unwanted attention. However, even if they are holding back, they are not being flippant. They are being serious, sincere idols. I know what goes on behind the scenes, so I have never really gotten too close... but what do you know.

(Aren't they pretty good?)

I think I might seriously become a fan of these girls. Getting involved with them in real life would be a hassle, but a relationship as an idol on a screen and a fan does not sound so bad.

(I wonder if Higashi-san and Saijou-san have a favorite member?)

Curious, I turned to ask them... and was left speechless.

""...Hh.""

Are they crying...?

(Was there... a scene that would make you cry?)
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			"Well, that's about it for today. Are there any questions?"

I asked the students who were busy copying what I had written on the whiteboard. Hmm, it seemed there were no questions.

"In that case, let's end today's class. Oh, there's no need to rush."

They still had to pack up. I told my students to take their time with the board notes and started cleaning up myself. This was a cooking class, not a regular school class. There was no student on day duty, nor did we all end the day with a formal farewell.

The students in the evening class have gotten quite good.

When Satou-kun first came to class, he was apparently a nervous wreck, wondering if a guy like him would be laughed at for joining a cooking class. But that wasn't the case at all. In terms of ratios, women were certainly the majority, but there were a fair number of men too. This was especially true for the evening classes. We often get office workers coming in for a lesson after their day at the office.

They want to cook for themselves to save money. They're worried about their health from eating out all the time. They're single and want to learn how to cook. Everyone has their reasons for learning, but they all take the classes seriously. I suppose that's only natural, since they're paying their own money to be here. Well, mostly.

"Hey, sensei. If you're free after this, how about we get a bite to eat?"

Some students aren't just here to polish their skills. They have other intentions hidden away. It may be immodest to say, but I'm what you would call good looking. After being a woman for nearly twenty years, you eventually notice these things. It was bewildering at first, but now I think I've been a woman long enough to coolly deflect these kinds of invitations.

"I'm happy you asked, but I already have plans."

I smiled, looking troubled yet a little embarrassed. The student who asked me out seemed a bit shocked and backed down, saying, "Oh, I see." With a reaction like that, he would surely misunderstand and think I have a boyfriend.

"Mio-sensei, do you have a boyfriend!?" one of the female students asked, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.

"No, it's not like that."

I said this while putting on an expression that suggested I didn't mind the assumption. It was true I was meeting a man, and it was also true that I felt affection for him as a woman. But he wasn't exactly my boyfriend. Satou-kun is hopeless in that department.

The cause is probably Saionji-san.

Even from my and Takahashi-kun's perspective, the two of them looked good together back then. I was sure they would get together once the fighting was over, so I was surprised when we met again. Of all things, he completely misunderstood my invitation as that kind of invitation and showed up at our meeting spot looking giddy with excitement.

But thinking about it now, perhaps it was only natural that their relationship fizzled out.

When you become an adult and look back, you start to see things you couldn't see as a child. Satou-kun's strength is exceptionally bizarre. It is terrifying. It's because she was close to him, because she liked him, that she didn't want to admit she was afraid of that part of him. I think Saionji-san distanced herself from him as if to escape her own guilt, because she never tried to accept him, flaws and all.

That said, it would be wrong to say it was solely Saionji-san's problem.

I remembered what happened at his housewarming party over the summer.

"But you know. When you look at the results, maybe we were just dead weight," Takahashi-kun had said, sounding sulky.

Satou-kun told him he wouldn't say strength has no value, but what's important is what you do with that strength. Being with us is what makes him happiest. I was genuinely happy to hear that. But for someone who possesses such an extreme level of power, that way of thinking is, I have to say, strange. He's always been far too indifferent to his own abnormality, both then and now. That's probably why he was genuinely shocked and his usual dexterity disappeared when it came to romance. And yet, when it comes to unserious, casual relationships, the man has an absurd amount of experience. Satou-kun is really something else.

But I like that part of him too.

I'm so crazy about Satou-kun that I find even his faults endearing, thinking there's nothing to be done about them. I mean, I had feelings for him that went beyond friendship even when I was a man. It wasn't that I wanted to be his lover back then, but in terms of weight, I think it was heavier than any shallow affection. At that time, I would have had not even the slightest regret if Satou-kun had killed me. I've never felt that strongly even for my own blood relatives. If my parents had been the ones to kill me, I'm sure I would have spat out words of resentment.

Since I feel that strongly about him, you know?

It's a natural conclusion that love would be added to the mix once I became a woman. And I'm not the only one. I'm sure Takahashi-kun feels the same way. Takahashi-kun is, well, what is he? He's my best friend, but perhaps because we had the grounds for developing completely opposing ideologies, he is also a rival. It's a feeling somewhat similar to having a twin brother. I suspect he sees me in a similar light.

And the person in question is the only one who hasn't noticed.

He's aware of Saionji-san's feelings, but he probably never imagined we felt the same way about him. Otherwise, he wouldn't be so forward with physical contact. He keeps a certain distance with Saionji-san, but with us, that man shows no restraint at all. It's a source of both happiness and frustration. By the way, regarding Saionji-san, whatever Takahashi-kun thinks, I am not holding back. I feel sorry for my past actions, but that's that, and this is this.

It would be one thing if they had gotten together back then, but she let her fish get away, so things are different now, right?

The opportunity should be equal for all of us. Although, being taken by him all three at once wouldn't be so bad either. Still, even in that case, I would have to be number one. Hm?!

"What's wrong, sensei? You suddenly have a scary look on your face."

The student who had been trying to get information out of me tilted her head curiously. And for good reason. I had been evasively brushing off her questions, and then my expression suddenly turned grim.

"Oh, I'm sorry. It's just this knife, you see?"

"? It looks like a beautiful knife to me."

"That's not quite the case."

I thought I'd been diligent about its upkeep, but this is a problem. I usually do the maintenance myself and have a professional look at it periodically, but it seems I should move that schedule up.

"I can't really tell since I'm an amateur, but should I be more particular about taking care of my cooking tools?"

"It's true that you should take care of them, but there's no need to be obsessive."

Do what maintenance you can on your own, and when a tool is worn out, buy a new one. For home cooking, that casual approach is more than enough. The reason I'm so meticulous is partly due to my attachment, but more to maintain my own awareness as a professional.

"More importantly, are you done with the notes? Everyone else is mostly finished copying and has started packing up."

"Wawa! I'll get right on it!"

After that, I stayed until the last student left the classroom, checking for any issues or forgotten items. Once I confirmed everything was in order, I left the classroom, locked the door, and headed to my meeting place with Satou-kun.

He's probably been waiting.

As expected, Satou-kun was already at the meeting spot, but for some reason, he had a perception-blocking barrier up and was doing a strange dance.

What was that again?

A long, long time ago, it was popular for a while. It was even featured on TV. Yes, it was wotagei. My understanding is that it's like a more intense version of the call-and-response chants you do along with an idol's song. Is that right? I wonder if people still do things like that. Wait, that's not the point.

Why is he doing wotagei?
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			The Woman Who Falls for a Hopeless Man

			(This is hopeless...)

My best friend, the man I am in love with, is nonchalantly performing otagei in public. With my less than stellar social skills, I cannot think of how to handle this. I mean, the fact that his moves are so sharp is somehow irritating.

"Hm, if it isn't Suzuki. What are you doing over there. If you're here, come on over and say hello."

Noticing me, Satou-kun stopped his otagei and came over.

"Well, I mean, you were doing something strange in the middle of town... It was hard to approach."

"Shut it. I've got my reasons, you know."

What kind of reasons would lead to someone performing otagei in the middle of town. I was curious and about to press him for an explanation, but...

"More importantly, let's get going. You're making me dinner, right? I'm starving."

"Oh, right, yes."

I was the one who had invited him tonight. It was not just because I heard Takahashi-kun had invited him over to his place and I wanted to do the same. There was a bit of rivalry, but I also had a favor to ask, so I thought I would invite him over and treat him to a home cooked meal.

"What do you want to eat?"

"Hmph, a hopeless man would probably say something like 'anything's fine'. But the great Satou-kun is different."

Then again, I am not so sure it is a good thing to shamelessly ask for this and that without any thought for the effort involved.

"Straight up Chinese. Make it a bunch of spicy, stimulating dishes, please!!"

"Chinese, got it."

Still, when he looks at me without a single doubt that I will make him a delicious meal, well, you know? It makes me happy, both as a cook and as a woman. That said, expressing my joy so openly is a little embarrassing, so I replied as if it were nothing.

"Alright, let's go shopping then."

"Yeah! Leave the money and carrying the bags to me."

We walked side by side to a large supermarket. If he wanted spicy Chinese, that would mean Szechuan. I could make him something more exotic if we went to a specialty store, but...

(This time, I think I'll stick to dishes that Japanese people are familiar with.)

The standard dishes, arranged for Japanese palates rather than the authentic versions. Some of the more unusual dishes not only require special ingredients, but they can also make you hesitate a bit. Satou-kun would probably be fine, but if I were going to serve something like that, it would be better to give him a heads up so he could prepare himself mentally. In that case, tonight it would be better to stick to classic menu items like mapo tofu, twice cooked pork, la zi ji, and green pepper steak. All of them go well with white rice, and I am sure a white rice lover like Satou-kun would be delighted.

"What about dessert? Should I make something? Or get something ready made?"

"Ready made. I'm sure anything you make would be delicious, but there's a certain ice cream I'm craving right now."

He is so sly, not just saying "ready made" but smoothly adding that what I make would be delicious. This man has always been like that. He casually accumulates points with me in these little moments. The fact that he can do this naturally, not as a calculation, must be why being a salesman is his calling.

"...Hm."

"What's wrong?"

"Oh, I was just noticing a new flavor came out."

A new product from my favorite ice cream brand. I have no choice but to buy this. I was not in the mood for ice cream, but now that I have found this... it has put me in the mood for ice cream.

"That looks good. I'll get that one too. Oh, Suzuki, doesn't that one look good too?"

"It does."

When I am with Satou-kun, I tend to let loose and buy one thing after another. But I have no regrets. It is Satou-kun's money, after all. We bought a large amount of groceries in addition to our main ingredients, then left the supermarket. It is a long way to my house from here, but since we can teleport, it will be instantaneous.

"So this is your place, Suzuki? Huh?"

We talked about coming here when we first reunited, but in the end we went to Satou-kun's place that day, and there has not been a chance for him to visit since. I had Satou-kun sit down while he looked around the room with curiosity, and I headed to my battlefield. I put the ice cream and the ingredients I would not use right away in the refrigerator and washed my hands.

"Satou-kun. I'll call you if I need help, okay?"

"Aye, aye."

The help I needed was mainly his time manipulation. Satou-kun's limited time manipulation is incredibly useful for letting flavors soak in thoroughly.

"By the way, what was the reason you were doing otagei after all?"

"Hm? Oh, about that. Turns out two of our company directors have gotten into idols recently."

"............So it's for work?"

Being forced to go along with your boss's idol hobby. Isn't that power harassment? As if sensing what I was thinking, Satou-kun gave a wry smile and shook his head no.

"Neither of them are like that. I'm going along with it of my own free will."

He then explained the details... and I thought it was just so typical of Satou-kun. He must be well regarded for his work, but Satou-kun's true value probably lies in his personal life. The fact that he gets so many private consultations from both his superiors and his subordinates shows how much they truly trust him.

(I feel a little... no, quite proud.)

It feels like I am saying, "Isn't my boyfriend amazing? Heh heh!" Well, it is not like we are actually dating yet. But setting that aside...

"So 'LovePan' were really nonhuman. When I saw them on TV, I thought something felt off."

"I'm a little surprised you even know who LovePan is."

"Well, I used to be like that. I only watched serious news and things, but now I watch other shows too."

But to think they were the real Lucifer, Beelzebub, and Lucifuge... Goodness, you truly never know what will happen in this world.

"I get that you're going along with their idol hobby, but why the otagei?"

"They have a concert in late October. I'm thinking of making that my final test for going independent."

Late October... I guess it is a Halloween concert? Though it is probably not on Halloween itself. Halloween is a busy day for beings of the dark.

"How much we can let loose is key. If I take the lead and do otagei, I'm sure Saionji-san and Azuma-san will get caught up in the atmosphere and get hyped up too."

I see, so that is why he was practicing. But still, do not do it in the middle of town. Even if you have a perception filter up, people from the Supernatural World will know if they see you. It is just too confusingly scary to see the man who caused such a huge mess in Kyoto doing otagei in the street. When I voiced this complaint...

"It's too late for that now. What happened in the past has become known to the younger generation too."

"Well, yes, that's true..."

I also read the Supernatural World's weekly magazine that was published because of Yanagi's scheme. The feature on Satou-kun... was nothing short of awful. The part about the True World made my old wounds ache terribly.

"From my perspective, I don't think it's anything to get that scared about."

Satou-kun sounded carefree as he said that the civility of the Supernatural World had improved since the old days. No, even back then, there were plenty of people who were seriously scared.

"More importantly. I've got a little favor to ask."

"It's a souvenir for Sakuya-kun, right? It's fine. I've already made plenty of extra."

The flavor will diminish once it gets cold, but with Satou-kun, I do not have to worry about that. He can use time stop to preserve it indefinitely, just as it was when freshly made.

"As expected of Suzuki-san, you're so understanding! You really are a great woman!!"

"Yes, yes."

Honestly... He is such a flatterer.
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			Just Before That

			"Delicious! This food is delicious!!"

Satou-kun shoveled mapo tofu over his white rice, wolfing it down with gusto. With no children around to see, his table manners were truly terrible. Well, he ate with such satisfying relish that his lack of etiquette didn't really bother me.

"Hey, by the way."

"Yeah?"

"You said your final exam was a concert, but can you even get tickets?"

I'm not too familiar with that sort of thing, but don't you have to reserve tickets for popular artists months in advance? They might sell some on the day of the show, but there's no guarantee you'd be able to get them.

"That's all taken care of. I've got a connection."

"A connection?"

"Yeah. When they first made their public debut, I was asked to go get the story from them. I barged right into their office."

He says that's how he got to know them and even exchanged contact info.

"I told them the situation and asked if they could spare some tickets for me, and they were happy to say yes."

"Ah, right. I suppose that's a small price to pay to have you in their debt."

After all, he is, without exaggeration, the strongest in the world. And he's a pretty loyal guy, too.

"Nah, it wasn't really like that."

"Huh?"

"I told them how hooked Azuma-san and Saijo-san are, and how they're basically at war with themselves being such devoted fans."

"And?"

"They were like, 'No wayyy! That's so cute, old man fans★ Okie dokie, we'll totally hook you up!!'"

...Lucifer, Beelzebub, Lucifuge. I don't know which of the three said that, or if all three of them had the same reaction. I don't know the truth, nor do I want to, but... really, Demon Lords? Is that how you should act?

"Well, they're demons, you know. And the ones at the very top, at that."

If they didn't like it, they wouldn't have given him the tickets even if he had tried to intimidate them. Satou-kun laughed, saying he owed his success to his two superiors.

"Well, I'm glad I could get them directly from them. If it didn't work out, I would have used my public-facing connections, but that would've cost a pretty penny."

"You've got connections on both sides, huh."

"You stick your nose in enough places, that's just what happens."

For a normal person, just sticking your nose in a lot of places is a pretty high hurdle to begin with. Getting curious and poking around is one thing, but walking up to complete strangers and striking up a conversation is a bit...

"By the way, Satou-kun. Are you free this Sunday?"

Now that the mood was right, I decided to get to the main topic.

"Hm? Oh, I don't have any particular plans. I'm busy on Saturday, though."

"That's great. In that case, would you come with me to a standing party?"

"A standing party?"

"You've never been?"

"No, I have. I've been to my fair share of them for work."

Satou-kun tilted his head, looking puzzled as if to ask why I would be going to one. I guess I don't seem like the type to have connections in those circles. But surprisingly, that's not quite the case.

"I may not look it, but I used to work at a pretty well-known hotel before I opened my classroom."

Even after going freelance, I'd sometimes get called to help out at private parties and show off my skills. It also helps that one of my teachers from culinary school was a rather important person. I was a quick learner, so he's looked out for me in various ways even after I graduated.

"So, yeah, I have a fair number of dealings with rich and important people."

"I see. Is the party this Sunday one of those?"

"Yes. It's hosted by the wife of a president of a major corporation. So, what do you think?"

"I don't have a problem with it, but... are you sure it's okay?"

He was probably worried about tagging along when he had no connection to any of it.

"It's fine. In fact, that's part of the reason I invited you."

At this particular lady's parties, most of the attendees bring a partner of the opposite sex. There are people who come with friends of the same gender, but it's not like that for me every single time.

"So you feel out of place."

"The host and the other guests probably don't mind, but... you know?"

"Yeah, I get it. You feel like a bit of an outsider. But it's not like you can just turn down the invitation every time, especially after the first one or two."

"Exactly. She's taken a liking to me and invites me every time, so I can't really say no."

When I genuinely have something else to do, I politely decline, but otherwise? It's impossible.

"You're a guy, Satou-kun, and you can get along with total strangers, so I thought you'd be perfect."

"In that case, leave it to me. I shall be your perfect escort."

"I'm counting on you."

He said it with such a condescending tone, but I know he never fails to deliver in these situations. As an escort, I think he's a perfect 100. He might even end up being more popular with the hostess than I am.

"Oh, right. I'm staying at your place tonight, that's cool, right?"

Wait, what? I'm so happy.

"I don't mind, but are you sure you don't need to go home?"

"Apparently he's having a sleepover study session with the new friends he made at school."

"Ah, so you were being considerate."

That means the Chinese food I brought as a gift will be for tomorrow's meal.

"Yup. The walls aren't thin or anything, so it's not like it's a huge problem, but the kids can relax more if there isn't some strange old guy they don't know hanging around, right?"

He really is so kind to children. When it comes to his friends, he's willing to crash at their place without notice, but for them... I guess that just shows how much he trusts me.

...Could this be my chance?

I know I'm his type, looks-wise. After all, when we reunited, he was apparently trying to hit on me without even knowing it was me. ...My heart's starting to pound.

"That's true. By the way, aren't you starting to crave a beer about now?"

"I am!"

First, I'll get him to drink. I'll get him to drink a lot. When he's rational, his self-control kicks in and he won't make a move, telling himself we're just best friends.

"Still, a sleepover study session. Sakuya-kun is so serious."

"Tell me about it. When I was in high school, study sessions were just an excuse to hang out."

"I bet."

Satou-kun is the type to bring his study materials just for show, then immediately start playing video games. And any friend who'd hang out with him would surely join in with gusto instead of scolding him. And so, the pleasant evening passed as we ate, drank, and talked about nothing in particular.

"...I messed up."

He drank as much as I offered, so I let him have too much. Now, lying before my eyes was Satou-kun, sleeping with a blissful look on his face!

"Haaah."

I couldn't bear to wake him up while he was sleeping so peacefully. My plan failed, but I got to see the innocent sleeping face of the person I love, so I'll just have to be content with that. And with sleeping next to him.

"Alright, up we go."

I picked Satou-kun up and carried him to the bedroom. I still had to clean up so I couldn't go to sleep yet, but... before that.

"Mmph."

I laid Satou-kun on the bed and stole a kiss. I even tried slipping my tongue in. I thought he wouldn't react since he was asleep, but...

"!"

His tongue immediately intertwined with mine. He's awake!? No, he's not, he's still asleep!

Wha, to do this in his sleep... ah, wait, hold... mmmphhhhhhhhhhh!?

About ten minutes later, the deep kiss ended. In stark contrast to me, who was panting for breath, Satou-kun was fast asleep, breathing softly and contentedly.

"This is... this is..."

How could he leave me hanging like this!?
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			After work, I turned down an invitation for drinks and waited for the kids at the Mutual Aid Society. Today's was a non-combat request. I think they were helping out with something related to yokai, wasn't it? Just because we work in the Supernatural World doesn't mean we are fighting and shooting all year round. Non-combat requests are fewer compared to subjugation or capture missions, but a certain number still come into the Mutual Aid Society.

I used to do a lot of those back in the day.

Even excluding beings like gods and buddhas, many non-humans are friendly toward people. The non-humans who request jobs from the Mutual Aid Society are mostly that type. The content of the work varies widely, but a lot of it is mediation with humans. Even those who have lived in human society for a long time are sometimes troubled by the differences in perception between themselves and people. So it's even more so for those who have only just begun to interact with humans.

Helping them make up with human friends, supporting them with neighborly relations…

I think I even set up a group date once. Classic species from tales of interspecies marriage, like snow women or monster foxes, are often friendly to humans, and many of them want to get on good terms with people. You ask if there is a problem with getting together with a non-human? Well, yes and no. Unlike in the past, the technology of the Supernatural World has advanced. It's easy to make the child born from such a union human. However, the child often possesses non-human powers, and if they get involved with the Supernatural World, there is a high probability those powers will awaken. So there are risks in that regard, making it a bit of a problem, but since some go their whole lives without ever getting involved in the Supernatural World, it is not considered that big of an issue.

To be frank about it, for the Mutual Aid Society, it is a no-lose situation. If we help them form bonds with humans, the non-humans become our allies, as will their children. Should those children's powers awaken, their parents would surely have them join the Mutual Aid Society. After all, the Mutual Aid Society is large in scale and has close ties to the Japanese government. For non-humans living in human society, becoming a member of the Mutual Aid Society is a good deal in terms of stability.

"Oh, you're back."

I looked toward the entrance and saw the kids walking in, chatting cheerfully.

"Ah, Mister. Did we keep you waiting?"

"Nah. More importantly, go file your completion report first."

I gave them a little wave, sending the kids off to the reception desk.

"Paisen, thanks for your hard work."

"Not at all. They're all good kids, so it wasn't any trouble."

"Even so… I mean, first Sarna-chan, and now you're looking after our Saku-chan too."

"Well, I was one of the people who found Sarna-chan, you know."

As for Sakuya-kun, Paisen lowered his voice a little.

"Speaking frankly, from the Mutual Aid Society's perspective, this is a chance to earn your goodwill."

He said this, making a circle with his index finger and thumb.

"I'm getting a pretty hefty bonus from the higher-ups. My kid was just born, so it's a huge help."

"I see. Well, if that's the case."

"I still have a decent amount in savings, but you want to earn as much as you can while you can, right?"

"I get that. I know what you mean about wanting your kids to live without any worries, and then you can't help but think about your grandkids and beyond."

Though I'm single myself.

"Right, right. I know there's no end to it, but still."

"Well, I guess that can't be helped."

As the two of us old guys were chatting, the kids came back.

"Well then, I'll be off."

"Yeah."

I parted ways with Paisen and turned to face the kids again.

"You said there was someone you wanted me to meet today, right?"

"I think you wanted us to watch a fight with that person."

"Ah. You guys have gotten pretty used to things. I figured I'd let you experience the next level up."

But to do that, I first need to drill the prerequisite knowledge into your heads. I urged the kids to take a seat. This was going to be a bit of a long story.

"The topic is ‘this’."

With that, I pointed to a certain part of my face.

"…Eyes?"

"That's right. 'Eyes'. What organ do you use for what?"

"What do you mean, what? For… seeing, right?"

I nodded at Hikaru's words. It seemed no one but Sarna-chan had caught on yet. Well, Sarna-chan is a bookworm, and she reads all sorts of genres in her free time. She has probably read books on the occult, so she must have a vague idea. That said, it seemed she did not know which story about eyes I was going to tell.

"Allow me to lecture you on the act of 'seeing' in the occult."

I cleared my throat with a *kohon* and began to speak.

"To 'see' is a way of dominating a certain kind of opponent."

Oh, looks like Sarna-chan gets it now.

"Dominating seems like an exaggeration… it's just looking, right?"

"Not quite. Let me give you an easy example. Try to think of some idioms related to seeing."

"Ah."

"Saku-chan, what do you mean?"

If I mentioned idioms, of course Saku-chan would get it. When I prompted her to say what she just realized, Saku-chan opened her mouth, though she sounded unsure.

"Easy ones would be 'to look down on', 'to watch over'… maybe 'to keep an eye on' too?"

"What about them?"

"Rika-san, all the words I just listed are words that, through the act of 'seeing', place oneself in a superior position."

Looking down on someone is a perfect example. Watching over someone cannot happen unless you are in a higher position than the subject. The same goes for keeping an eye on someone. A prisoner and a guard, which one is on top? That's what it comes down to. Power dwells within the eyes and in the act of seeing that is performed with them.

"Sarna-chan, there's a famous Greek figure whose power comes from her eyes, right?"

"Medusa, or Medousa, right? According to legend, if you were glared at by her eyes, you would turn to stone."

And she's also a member of the Athena Victims Association. The legends say she was killed, but as times changed, she was shown some mercy and revived, I think? Monsters and such who were already killed in these kinds of myths are sometimes resurrected in the modern era. Gods have to update their perceptions to a certain extent to match human values, or they can't get by. As part of that adjustment, they might revive those who had extenuating circumstances or who were deemed evil and unreasonably slaughtered. Well, that's excluding the ones who were completely annihilated. What happens if the resurrected ones do something bad? That becomes the responsibility of the one who brought them back. If they mess up, it means they misjudged… in other words, their values didn't align and their ability to judge character was no good.

I saw her in a gravure magazine, she was a real beauty, that Medusa…

Her boobs and butt were huge. Uhehe.

"…Hero-san, you're making a creepy face."

"Oops, my apologies. Another famous example would be vampires. A vampire's charm is another one."

That too is a power derived from the eyes.

"Evil eyes, magic eyes, purifying eyes… there are all sorts of special eyes."

But they all share one thing in common. They impose power, which is to say rules, through the act of seeing.

"And imposing rules is…"

"The same as dominating… is that it?"

"Exactly."

Even without any special eyes, those with superior power can do all sorts of things just by looking. Having you all understand that is the purpose of this lesson.

"The man we're going to meet now is someone I hold in high regard in the field of fighting with your 'eyes'."

Get it? Because eyes! Wahahaha! Huh? That phrase is from Go? That's what dad jokes are all about.



		
		
		
			Chapter 166: Locking Eyes
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 166

			Locking Eyes

			"Hero Uncle, is it really okay for us to just let ourselves in...?"

The place we teleported to was an old school building deep in the mountains. We landed on its rooftop, and as soon as she took in her surroundings, Sakuya-chan started getting jumpy. The other three didn't seem to mind, laughing and saying things like, "It looks like a place you'd see ghosts."

"It's fine, it's fine. This land is owned by the Mutual Aid Society."

This land and the building on it have a bit of a sordid history. It's too dangerous to let it fall into public hands, but resolving the underlying issues is also problematic. That's why the Mutual Aid Society owns and manages the property. They've even set up a teleportation portal here, and it’s the perfect spot for a showdown with him, which is why I chose it.

"Hm... someone's coming."

"Our guest has arrived."

A human presence suddenly appeared near the shoe lockers. Since that's where the portal is, it had to be him. I could tell he was slowly beginning to climb the stairs.

"..."

This time, it wasn't just Sarna-chan. All their faces stiffened. And who could blame them. The guy was making no attempt to hide his power, swaggering up the stairs while letting it all hang out. It was only natural they'd feel intimidated. In fact, I'd be more worried if they didn't react at all. Just then, the rooftop door was thrown open with some force.

"Wha!?"

"Yo."

I gave a casual wave of my hand, and he answered with that same old virile grin.

"Kept ya waitin', Hero! Are these the brats you're lookin' after?"

"Yep. A bunch of promising kids, every last one of them."

I could sense the four of them standing dumbfounded behind me. And who could blame them. There aren't many people who wouldn't be taken aback seeing this guy for the first time.

He’s got a perfectly coiffed pompadour, a long school jacket, and tall geta clogs. You don’t even see guys like that in delinquent manga these days.

And on top of it all, the guy wearing it is, by any and every definition, an old man.

"Let me introduce you. This is Yamada Hanao. He's seven years older than me and it's his unlucky year."

"What'd ya mean, unlucky year. If anythin', it just adds to my prestige."

"That's so like you."

You're definitely the type who'd never go for an exorcism. I laughed quietly and prompted the four to introduce themselves.

"Ah, excuse me... I'm Akatsuki Hikaru."

"I'm Saionji Rika."

"My name is Sarna Diadokos."

"I'm Ayase Sakuya. It's an honor to learn from you today."

"Well, well. This one was the epitome of rudeness when he was a teenager, but you lot are so polite."

Shut up.

"Hanao is a powerhouse who goes by the name 'Hana no Bancho,' the Flower Delinquent Boss..."

"Somehow, we could have guessed that nickname."

Don't interrupt me.

"He's not very well known because of his personality, but his skills are the real deal. If there were an underground ranking for humans in Japan, he'd definitely break into the top twenty."

It's no small feat to muscle your way in among those who you could call Majin, guys who have lived for hundreds of years. Yanagi and Onisaki used to be ranked high up, but not anymore. With the gap in their training, they'd probably be somewhere in the thirties or forties.

"Don't mean much comin' from the guy who's the undisputed number one in a rankin' that includes everythin' and everyone not just in Japan, but the whole world."

"Don't be like that. I'm complimenting you."

"More importantly, shouldn't we get started? Wouldn't be good to keep the brats out too late."

You're always on top of things like that, aren't you. But he's right.

"You've got a point. Give me a second to get ready."

I circulated my power, rejuvenating into my teenage Satou self and changing my clothes. This was the blazer I wore back in high school. But being all prim and proper wouldn't be right. I threw the blazer wide open and loosened my tie. Then I untucked my shirt, unfastening the third button from the top and the one at the very bottom. My pants, of course, were slung low on my hips. For the final touch, I took out some wax and slicked my hair back... completing the look of Satou-kun when he was feeling full of himself!!

"Whoa! He looks like such a punk!?"

"Alright now, watch closely, you hear?"

I stood in the center of the rooftop, staring down Hanao. We were so close we could have kissed... I urged him on with my eyes. Bring it on.

"You bastard!?"

Hanao shot me a ferocious glare, and an impact slammed into my face, sending me flying. I was driven back right to the edge of the rooftop fence... as expected of Hanao. But now, it was my turn.

"Take this, you punk!?"

I glared back, a searing look from below that snapped Hanao's jaw upward.

"Ghh~~ That's got a kick!!"

"So does yours!!"

We both broke out into raucous laughter.

"Wait, that's what you meant by fighting with your eyes!?"

That is indeed what I meant. Yeah, well, I can't deny it's a surreal sight. But when it comes to "eye power," Hanao is without a doubt a top class user. He wasn't born with special eyes. In fact, he was originally a normal person. But in a battle using one's eyes to project their "will," there's no man who can pierce his opponent as directly as this guy.

"You wanna go!?"

"Let's do this!!"

Menchi beams shot from both my eyes and Hanao's, clashing in the middle. The spectacle of sparks flying as they tore through the night's darkness was almost fantastical... if we weren't in it.

"This is the stuff, Hero! You're the best! I'm all fired uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuup!!!"

In that instant, the rooftop was engulfed in hellfire.

"Kuh...? Look at you with that straight face... sends a shiver down my spine...!!"

This time, lightning rained down.

"...It can't be."

I heard Sarna-chan's voice, as if in a daze.

She's quick on the uptake, as expected. Yes, it's exactly what you think.

Hanao can take the state of his heart at any given moment and manifest it into reality right through his eyes. In theory, he can do just about anything... though in practice, that's impossible. He can't cause any phenomenon that doesn't align with his way of life, his style. For example, charming a girl and getting all handsy... something like that. That's impossible for him. It has to be a feeling that boils up from the very depths of his soul. I wanted to show the kids that this is what ultimate eye power can achieve.

Still, his ability is just too... abnormal.

Because of it, he's often been targeted by unsavory types. But this is the man who, time and again, has fought them all off with nothing but guts and grit. He's rugged and clumsy, yet there's a strange sort of grace to his bearing. Hence, "Hana no Bancho," the Flower Delinquent Boss. It's "flower" not just for "grace," but also as a play on his name. Not a bad moniker, is it. It can't even be compared to the litany of crappy nicknames I've been stuck with.

"...Phew. Let's call it a day here. Hate to cut it short, though."

About thirty minutes after our eye power battle began, Hanao spoke up. It was indeed a good time to stop. I had to get the kids home.

"Yeah. Thanks for today."

"Next time, I wanna go at it with these."

"Well, if the opportunity arises, I'll take you on."

I thrust out my fist, and Hanao mirrored the gesture, bumping his against mine.

"Heh."

"Heh."

With another one of those manly smiles, Hanao turned his back and left.

"Eh, what's with this vibe?"

It's the world of men, you see...
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			"...Heh, I don't get it at all."

After my bath, I found Saku-chan studying in the living room. I casually asked to see her textbook, but what is this? I'm pretty sure I learned this stuff back in the day, but I have no memory of it. I'm perfectly fine with modern Japanese, English, and other humanities subjects, but I'm completely useless at math and science. I don't understand a single thing. Even setting aside the fact that this is a good school, this is... seriously, me...

"This is depressing."

"W, well, it was almost twenty years ago, so it can't be helped. Knowledge gets rusty if you don't use it."

Her words of comfort hurt more than anything. You see, I always thought of myself as a capable man. I thought that if I ever had a family in the future, I could become one of those cool dads who could easily teach their kids anything they needed to know about school.

"But look. The things you do use are amazing, aren't they. Hero Uncle, you're fluent in foreign languages, right?"

"Well, yeah. I sometimes have to speak with foreigners for business deals."

I can speak a few, starting with English and Chinese. Without using my powers, of course. I learned them purely through study. I even attended a language school near the station. A dad who's fluent in English might be cool, I guess, but I can't help admiring a dad who's a total whiz at math and science.

"I'm sorry, my future son or daughter. I'm a useless dad."

"More importantly, Hero Uncle, do you have any romantic prospects?"

"Ugh."

"From a certain point on, haven't you been pushed into arranged marriages every time you came home?"

...That's right. Around the time I turned twenty-five, people started asking me if there was anyone special in my life. When I said no, they'd start suggesting arranged meetings, saying things like, "Well then, how about so and so's daughter? She has such a sweet disposition." I'm sure I'll get another offer this year when I go back to my mother's family home. From my grandparents, my uncles and aunts... maybe even from my cousin, Saki-neechan.

"Seriously, Hero Uncle, do you want to get married?"

"It's less about wanting to get married and more about wanting a family. A complete, ready-made family, skipping all the romance and marriage stuff."

"Get real."

Saku-chan!?

"You should think about your future a little more seriously... oh, wait, that's right. In your case, Hero Uncle, you have zero worries about old age, do you?"

That's true. I have more money than I know what to do with, and it's doubtful I'll ever reach a state where I need a caregiver. I'm aging steadily, but aside from some hair loss and smelling a bit older, I've never felt any physical problems. If things ever get tough, I can always just become young again. It would be ridiculous for someone like me to worry about old age.

"Anyway, sorry for interrupting your studies. This old man will head back to his room."

Her midterm exams are coming up soon. It's her first midterm since transferring. I'm sure Saku-chan can't afford to mess this up, so I shouldn't distract her any further. Just as I said that, she replied.

"Oh, it's fine, it's fine. My concentration was just starting to slip anyway. If you don't mind, Hero Uncle, you can keep me company for a chat."

"You sure? If you say so, then I don't mind."

It doesn't seem like she's just being considerate. But I have to say, the way she can switch gears so cleanly like this must mean she's the type who's good at studying. I feel like back when I was a student, I was always in a state of panic whenever exams got close. I could never just put it aside like Saku-chan, thinking it was useless to study right then.

"I think I've managed to learn a fair amount of magic since I started training around the end of August."

She's right. Saku-chan's role in the party is that of an all-around supporter. She handles offense, healing, buffs, and debuffs. Normally, it's better to focus on one of those, but Saku-chan has an exceptional talent for magic. As long as she can work with others, it's better for her to learn a little bit of everything instead of specializing in one area. She can focus on creating and developing a strength after she's reached a decent rank as a support. And as things stand now, I think Saku-chan is developing in a well-balanced way. She's more than exceeded my expectations.

"Of course, I know I've still got a long way to go. And that there's no end to this path."

"You're allowed to be a little more full of yourself, you know?"

Complacency is bad, but there's nothing wrong with taking some pride in your accomplishments. Especially for someone with a modest personality like Saku-chan.

"Ahaha... well, about that."

"Yeah?"

"I was thinking I'd like to learn something different, just for a change of pace."

"Ah, I see what you're getting at."

She seems hesitant to say it, but it's not a bad thing. If she were saying this when she couldn't even handle her own area of expertise, I'd give her a good slap, but that's not the case with Saku-chan. Like I said before, her growth has exceeded expectations, and she's not the type to get carried away. In that case, there's nothing wrong with seeking some new stimulation.

"That's fine by me. I'll teach you anything I can. Do you have a specific skill you want to learn?"

"Um, well... Hero Uncle, you're the one who gender-swapped Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san, right?"

"You mean the TS God Fist?"

"Is that what the technique is called? Well, yeah. I thought that TS God Fist thing sounded interesting."

What an unexpected direction.

"Transformation magic gets picked up by detection spells, but the TS God Fist doesn't have that problem, right? From man to woman. From woman to man. Just changing your sex would probably make you hard to notice."

So she took an interest in the TS God Fist out of curiosity and for its practical applications. She's such a serious kid, thinking about practicality even when she's just looking for a change of pace. But the TS God Fist, huh.

"Hmm."

"...Is it too difficult?"

If it seems impossible for her right now, Saku-chan says she'd be happy just to know the theory behind it.

"Well, you see. The TS God Fist isn't exactly a systematized technique."

To be blunt, even I don't really know how it works. Magic uses magical power. Sorcery uses spiritual power. Curses use curse power. You follow a set procedure and pour in a set resource to activate a technique.

"But with the TS God Fist, all of that is extremely vague."

Even curses, which can be performed intuitively, still follow a solid process. But the TS God Fist has nothing of the sort. Maybe it does, but I'm not consciously aware of it. I can use it just by thinking I want to use it.

"The energy it consumes upon activation also changes from time to time."

"...Is something like that even possible?"

Now that she's started to learn the knowledge of the other side, she can probably grasp just how unusual it is. But that's how it is. The first time I used it, it consumed my stamina. But the next time, on Suzuki, it was my magical power. And most recently, when I turned those Death Gods into women, it consumed my curse power.

"It makes absolutely no sense."

It probably just uses whatever energy source has the biggest surplus at the time. But I don't understand the fundamental reason why that happens. You can't activate a magic formula by pouring spiritual power into it, and you can't activate a curse formula by pouring magical power into it. It's like a car. If you put gasoline in a diesel car, you're going to have problems, right? The same goes for things called techniques, but the TS God Fist just works anyway.

"I wonder how it's possible? Wahaha!"

"You used something that vague on your best friends...?"

Saku-chan stares at me as if she's looking at an unbelievable idiot. But hey, they were unbelievably idiotic back in the day too, so I'd say we're even. Besides, they've accepted their current situation just fine, so there's no problem.

"...Well, if you ever figure it out, let me know. I'm even more curious now."

"You got it. If I ever manage to figure it out, I'll pass it down to you."

"That's a promise, okay?"

"Of course... oh, right. I mentioned this before, but tomorrow..."

"You're going to a party with Suzuki-san, right? Don't worry, I remember."

"I'll be back by dinner, but if I'm going to be late, I'm sorry but..."

"It's fine, it's fine. I can handle things."

She really is a capable kid... If she were a girl, guys would be lining up to make her their wife.
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			"Well then, I'm heading out."

"Take care."

Saku-chan saw me off as I left the house for our meeting spot in front of the station. Suzuki had already arrived, and she smiled and waved when she saw me.

...Not bad at all.

I'd heard it was a standing party, but not a particularly stuffy one, so she was wearing a skirt and blouse. I was in a chic jacket and pants, but a guy's outfit doesn't really matter. The main event was Suzuki. Just like last time, she really knew how to play to her strengths. That outfit perfectly highlighted her pure, clean-cut appeal.

"...Impressive. I have nothing more to teach you. Go forth, and step over my corpse."

"What kind of crazy talk is that for a greeting?"

We exchanged brief pleasantries, hailed a taxi, and set off for the hotel where the party was being held.

"This is for someone's wedding anniversary, right? Like their tenth or twentieth or something?"

"That's right. The hostess and her husband are apparently very much in love."

She gave a wry smile, saying they were still so hot for each other at their age that it was almost embarrassing to watch. Good for them. That's the dream, being all lovey-dovey even when you're an old geezer and an old hag.

"In your case, you'll have to settle down first."

"Why did you have to bring up such a deflating reality?"

My imagination is my own, you know. It doesn't matter how detached from reality it is. I should be allowed to freely picture the happiness that lies beyond some ridiculously high hurdles.

"Because no one can take away the freedom of the heart!!"

"Why are you talking like some naive, hot-blooded character from a shonen manga?"

"Shut it! I've never lost the heart of a boy!"

"You weren't that kind of character even when you were an actual boy."

"Your memory must be failing you."

The high school version of me was the quintessential shonen manga protagonist. With a naive sense of justice in my heart, I faced countless setbacks but overcame them with an indomitable spirit...

"Stop fabricating the past."

"It's not fabrication. Your memory is what's wrong."

"Even a pushy door-to-door salesman wouldn't try such a stupid tactic these days."

"...I thought I could pull it off with sheer momentum, but I guess not."

"You were serious?"

"Well, you know, since spring I've been surrounded by those kids, right?"

As heartwarming as it is, it also makes me think about what I was like at their age... and it's a little embarrassing.

"So I thought maybe, just maybe, I could get away with making it seem like I was that kind of kid too."

"Altering the past for your own selfish desires is exactly the kind of thing a shonen manga protagonist would condemn first."

She sighed, looking utterly exasperated.

"By the way, speaking of the kids reminded me. What are you doing for Halloween?"

Since Suzuki brought it up, I deployed a perception inhibitor. This wasn't a conversation for the driver to overhear. Not that letting him listen to a thirty-five-year-old man seriously trying to alter his own past was okay, either.

"Hmm... what should I do?"

The Halloween she mentioned wasn't the festive brouhaha on the surface. It was the other one, the Halloween closer to its original source. Halloween has its origins in Ireland and is a festival similar to Japan's Obon. On that day, which marks the end of autumn and the beginning of winter, the gates to the other world open, and the souls of the dead are said to return. But not all the spirits that come back are good ones. There are evil spirits, of course. With the distance between the living and the dead shrinking and the boundary between life and death becoming blurred, the movements of malicious monsters also become more active. You know the costumes for Halloween, right? They were originally meant to prevent living humans from being targeted by those things. If you want to hide a tree, hide it in the forest. If there are a bunch of monsters around, you just have to dress up as one and blend in.

Basically, the "other" Halloween is one of the times when monsters become more active. That's why on Halloween day, the Mutual Aid Society conducts a large-scale subjugation to put the rowdy monsters in their place. You wonder why a festival that was originally a regional custom in a single country affects a place like Japan? It's because Halloween became a globally famous event. No matter how far it strays from the original source, these conceptual things are a real pain... It probably became a regular event in Japan around the late 2000s. But its influence on the other side started much earlier. The effects of Halloween had been confirmed since at least the late 90s.

"In terms of their abilities, I don't think it'll be a problem as long as they don't go anywhere too crazy."

Even if the Aberrations get feisty, the truly dangerous ones are surprisingly quiet. There are still some that the kids couldn't handle, but we can just leave their subjugation to others. It's a chance to gain good experience, and on top of that, a special bonus will warm their wallets. I'd love to say they should definitely participate, but...

"There are also people who try to scheme something using Halloween as a cover, right?"

The problem is the humans.

"---Like you guys did."

"Ugh."

Life and death. They are fundamental concepts, one of the most powerful laws of nature. The occult effects that arise when that boundary loosens are quite significant. You can do things you normally couldn't, for example. The True World and the Chaos Army were like that. They chose to make their move on a day when the Mutual Aid Society would be insanely busy.

"You guys just had to interfere when I was getting all excited, didn't you!?"

By that point, Takahashi and Suzuki had long since defected and we were in a state of conflict, but that was a separate matter. It didn't mean we were serious all the time. We enjoyed our normal, everyday lives too. Back then, Chika-san had just told me about Halloween, and I was super hyped. A special bonus! I'll hunt and hunt and hunt until I'm rolling in it! I thought. And then came these guys. It turned into anything but a bonus time.

"...But you were cheerfully extorting money from both sides, weren't you?"

"Of course I was. I wouldn't have been able to cope without some consolation money."

Anyway. The possibility of human schemes is my main concern.

"The folks from Kyoto were apparently planning to target Halloween recently, too."

When I think about the kids getting caught up in human malice... I hesitate a little. They don't have any real experience fighting other people yet. Well, they've taken down a few perverts, but those guys are a different genre from the kind of villains who make your stomach churn, right? Encountering that kind of human malice is a rite of passage, but... we just haven't had the right kind of job come up. It's all a matter of chance, so there's nothing I can do. I hear that not only Rika-chan's group but other kids as well haven't had the opportunity, and it's become a headache for the Mutual Aid Society.

"So they're not participating?"

"Hmm... no, I'll let them decide for themselves."

Being too overbearing will only hinder their growth. I'll tell the kids about my concerns and then let them decide what to do.

"If they still want to do it, I'll get myself ready so I can back them up if anything happens."

"Then Takahashi and I will help too."

"Sorry about that."

As we talked, the hotel came into view.

I'm showing up at a happy occasion. I need to get my head in the right space.
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			I headed to the venue with Satou-kun. When I gave our invitation to the girl at the reception desk, she glanced between him and me with a knowing smile.

I guess she must have thought we were a couple.

The madam always has one of her young relatives work the reception whenever she throws a party. It's her way of giving them some pocket money, I believe. I've seen that girl quite a few times because of it. And well, I'm the one who always brings a female friend, yet this time I showed up with a man. It's only natural she would misunderstand.

Heh, I don't mind it at all.

She isn't someone we're close enough with for her opinion to matter, but still. It's just genuinely nice to be seen as a couple by someone else.

"Oh."

"What is it?"

"I saw someone I know. I'd like to go say hello."

"Okay. I'll go with you."

There was still some time before the party started, so I thought we could chat for a while, but it seems he found someone he knew. Well, the hostess is wealthy enough to throw these parties fairly often, so she has a vast network of contacts. It wouldn't be strange to find someone here who does business with Satou-kun, or rather, his company.

"Well now, Satou-san! It's been a while."

"Yes. It's good to see you're doing well."

Satou-kun shook hands with a portly man in his mid-fifties. I've seen him a few times before, but we've never spoken. I wonder who he is.

"Was the Mölkky tournament the last time we saw each other?"

"Yes. Ah, that heated competition we had... my blood boils just thinking about it."

Mölkky? What does he mean, Mölkky? I mean, I know what it is. It's that... game where you throw a wooden pin, right?

"By the way, today you're here..."

"Yes, I'm accompanying a friend."

Satou-kun smoothly took a step to the side, so I nodded and stepped forward.

"My name is Suzuki. We have attended the same events a few times, but I believe this is our first time speaking."

"How very polite of you."

He offered me his business card along with a brief introduction. Ishikawa-san... huh, so he's the editor-in-chief of a publishing company. I had no idea.

"I met Ishikawa-san through a mutual friend of my company's president."

"That was at the bowling tournament, was it not? My, my, that was quite exciting as well."

"We could have aimed for the championship if the president hadn't been holding us back."

"Hahaha! Your team truly gave us a run for our money."

As they were talking, an acquaintance of Ishikawa-san's approached. It was another familiar face. He probably came to greet Ishikawa-san and... was curious about me. When I come to these parties, I don't talk to anyone besides the host and people I already know. A go-getter would probably try to use an event like this as a chance to get ahead, but I have no such ambitions. It seemed he didn't know Satou-kun either, but,

He managed to get friendly with them in about five minutes.

How should I put it? He has an exceptional talent for grasping the flow of a conversation. He used interesting topics and perfect reactions to effortlessly slip into their good graces. I knew Satou-kun was sociable, but to see him befriend a stranger right before my eyes...

He really is on another level.

And as is always the case at these gatherings, when one group gets lively, more people are drawn to it. Satou-kun easily brought the newcomers into the circle of friendship as well. The circle of people grew. What I found masterful was the way Satou-kun guided the conversation. He probably knew that always trying to be the center of attention would make him seem like a show-off and earn him resentment. So Satou-kun managed the conversation so that the person at its center was always changing.

His follow-up is practically divine.

The moment the atmosphere threatened to turn even slightly awkward, he would immediately step in with a follow-up, correcting the mood as if nothing had happened. Honestly, I think what he's doing is a lot of trouble. What for? To be liked and expand his network? No, that's not it. If he were here in his capacity as a company employee, he might have such ulterior motives, but this is his private time. Satou-kun is shouldering this troublesome role without any selfish intent, simply so that everyone can enjoy the conversation.

"But still, you have to admire them. Being so lovey-dovey as a couple even after so many decades."

"How about you, Satou-san? Is there anyone special in your life?"

"That's right. For example... well? What about the lovely woman right next to you?"

"Well. I'll refrain from making a clear statement on that."

And the others in the circle could sense it too. They're the kind of people invited to a place like this. To put it crassly, you could say they're all socially successful individuals. And people like that have a good eye for character. It's only natural that they would notice. His every action is perfectly calculated. Yet at its foundation is pure sincerity.

Of course they'd end up liking him.

Unless you're a terribly cynical person, there's no reason not to. As I was thinking this, the guest of honor made her entrance.

She's as beautiful as ever.

The madam is quite advanced in years. Yet her elegant demeanor makes one feel her beauty more than her age. Her speech ended, and applause erupted from the hall. Beside me, Satou-kun was also sending his heartfelt congratulations with a bright smile. It wasn't a perfunctory social pleasantry, but a genuine blessing. Though he didn't know her, he thought the very fact that she and her husband had walked this path together for so long was wonderful. Yes, I was right to bring Satou-kun. Thanks to him, I can also celebrate her without any reservations.

"This is amazing."

"Right? One of my old classmates is a chef at this hotel."

"Oh?"

"She was a great cook even back in our student days."

"Who's better, you or her?"

"I wonder. Back then, I was number one in both academics and practical skills."

But there were more than a few times I thought she was about to surpass me. I'd say she's better now, still on the front lines and dealing with demanding clients. While we were talking, the madam, having finished greeting her other guests, made her way over to us.

"Mio-san! Thank you so much for coming today. I'm so happy you're here."

"Not at all, thank you for inviting me. I am delighted to be here."

"By the way, who is this gentleman?"

She's not even trying to hide her curiosity.

"He's a friend of mine."

This time, I prompted Satou-kun, and he gave a polite introduction. She must have been secretly watching us before the party started. The madam began chatting cheerfully with Satou-kun.

"My, so you've known each other since high school?"

"Yes. Differences in what we believed in... and our youthfulness, caused us to drift apart."

"I always sensed a certain shadow about you, Mio-san... I see. But you have such a wonderful expression on your face now."

The madam smiled, saying she was truly glad we were able to make up, and it made me think of my mother. I cut ties with my parents when I joined the True World and haven't seen them since. I wonder if they're doing well.

"Well then, I should be going. Please enjoy yourselves to the fullest."

As she left, the madam secretly whispered in my ear.

"He's a wonderful man. Don't let him get away, you hear?"

"Yes."

The madam gave a small laugh and then, this time, she was truly gone. But, well, what can I say? Having the man I'm in love with be praised by so many different people is...

To put it mildly, it's the best feeling in the world.

The food is just so incredibly delicious.
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			As I have explained before, the Mutual Aid Society handles a fair number of requests related to non-humans. This time, I, or rather, the Strikers, ended up taking a job involving a non-human. Though Takahashi and Suzuki are running a little late, so I have gone on ahead.

"I'm coming in."

When I opened the door to a reception room at the Mutual Aid Society headquarters,

"Oh. You are Satou... is that not Satou Hideo. It has been too long."

Setsuko-chan greeted me. She was the non-human involved in this particular job.

"You have only shown your face once or twice since then, so I was lonely, you know?"

"Sorry about that. I have had my own share of things keeping me busy."

I guess it has been about a month since we took her in. Setsuko-chan had earned the right to live in this world. That included treatment for her battered body, but what she needed most of all was the knowledge required to get by in this world. The Mutual Aid Society gave her lessons, and after she passed her final exam, they finally decided she was ready to be discharged.

Still, she was from another world, so the Mutual Aid Society was not cruel enough to just throw her out on the street with nothing. They gave her a considerable sum of money to get started, and on top of that, they hired me to help her get settled, with my payment covered by the society. I was likely chosen not just for my power, but also because they valued my experience in helping two other otherworlders acclimate to this world. Takahashi and Suzuki are coming along because they are the same gender as her. They are mainly here to support me.

"Anyway, Setsuko-chan, your Japanese has gotten pretty good."

She had been able to communicate thanks to my translation barrier, but if she was going to live here, that could not last forever. So once her body had healed to a certain extent, I literally hammered the bare minimum of knowledge into her head. Honestly, it was not a method I could be proud of. It puts a heavy strain on the mind and body. The reason I did it anyway was partly to smooth out her learning process... but also because her attempts to pick people up were getting out of hand. Her constant use of the barrier to hit on all sorts of people was deemed a problem, and it was taken away from her.

Though, it seems she was only ever trying to chat them up, not get into any deep relationships.

She is a monstrous fool who crosses worlds for her fetish, but her sense of chastity is surprisingly solid. Her hitting on everyone was probably... similar to a guy's shallow desire to get friendly with any girl he finds cute. Still, her behavior was a disturbance to public morals all the same, which is why her words were taken from her. But to get this good in just a month. It took the Arima brothers much longer to study.

"Well, that is just the nature of my profession."

"Oh, right. You are an archaeologist. I guess analyzing ancient languages is part of the job."

"Indeed. The sensation of letting fresh knowledge soak into you is something I never tire of, no matter how many times I experience it."

"Wow... that is amazing. I am not a big fan of studying. By the way, what did you decide on for a name?"

"Morimoto Setsuko is my new name. The given name is the same, only now written with kanji."

The Arima brothers were the same. Why do they pick such Japanese-sounding names when they look completely foreign? I am sure the Mutual Aid Society suggested some more fitting foreign names... Apparently she is passing herself off as half-Japanese, but she has way more than a half-Japanese look to her.

"Ah, yes. I will be in your care from now on, so I should properly introduce myself again."

With a little cough, Setsuko... Setsuko-chan placed a hand on her chest and slowly began to speak.

"I am Morimoto Setsuko. An elf who has come from another world in pursuit of knowledge. As I am a non-human from your perspective, you may feel hesitant to associate with me, but I would be happy if we could get along."

She smoothly extended her right hand, and I took it without hesitation. My illusions about elves may have been shattered, but that is that. It is also a fact that she is not a bad person, so I have no reason to refuse her friendship.

"I am Satou Hideo. A lot of my pals are non-humans. I am not going to get flustered over a mere elf at this point. It is nice to meet you."

"Indeed."

What a refreshing exchange with someone from another world. Listening to us, one might think so, but your eyes are gleaming, Setsuko-chan. I am not happy about it at all. Because being the target of her amorous glances means I am definitely not handsome. She comes from a world with absurdly high standards for beauty, so even an average person is... just thinking about it is depressing.

"Looks like my two pals who are coming with us are still going to be a while, so let's decide what we can for now."

"I am counting on you."

"First up is a place to live. Do you have any preferences? Not that you would know what to ask for."

Apartments, mansions, single-family houses. I took out my phone to show her some examples, but Setsuko-chan stopped me with her hand.

"That is fine. I have taken the liberty of doing my own research on a computer."

"How diligent of you. So, what kind of place would you like?"

Since she is a scholar, maybe a house? She will probably need space for her documents and materials. And maybe she would appreciate being near a library? I mulled it over, but,

"An apartment."

"An apartment?"

"I am a single person, and above all, my livelihood is not yet stable. It would be wrong to start with a house right away."

With the money from the Mutual Aid Society and her own abilities, she could probably earn enough for a house just by taking on a few jobs. The Mutual Aid Society would handle all the guarantor business and what not. Still, she is right that it would be getting ahead of herself. Choosing to rent is a sensible decision.

"It seems apartments and mansions are distinguished by their construction."

"Yeah, well, that is more or less the gist of it."

There is no legal distinction, but I have heard that is how real estate companies classify them. If I remember right, apartments are wooden or lightweight steel-frame co-op residences up to two or three stories tall?

"In that case, I thought it best to start with a familiar wooden structure."

"I see, that makes sense."

Making her new life as close as possible to her old one. I had overlooked that point of view. She is living in another world. There will be many times she struggles with the differences from what she has always known. It is only natural she would want her home to be a place where she can relax.

"Also, while researching the differences between apartments and mansions, I came across an interesting perspective."

"Oh?"

"They are apparently recommended for people who 'enjoy neighborly relationships where you can see each other's faces'."

"Neighborly relationships, huh."

Now that she mentions it, that might be true. In a small apartment building, it is easier to see the residents' faces, and you would likely get to know them naturally.

"I believe it would be perfect for me, as I wish to interact with a variety of people."

"I see. So, what about the floor plan?"

"I would like a four and a half mat room."

"A four and a half mat room?"

"I like the cozy atmosphere."

Are you just swallowing everything you read online? I think you will find a four and a half mat room pretty inconvenient in reality.

"Even if there are no properties I like at four and a half mats, I would like the room to be as cozy as possible."

"..."

"What is the matter?"

You know, I have been deliberately ignoring it, but... I do not think I can anymore, so I am just going to call you out.

"What is the real reason you want a small apartment?"

"...Hmph. It seems you possess the keen eye of a sage."

Wrong. It is because your words are shallow and your eyes are gleaming with lust.

"In that case, I shall reveal my true intentions."

"...Go on."

"I have learned that this country has a wonderful culture."

"...A culture?"

"Making love in a hot, humid, and cramped room, drenched in sweat..."

"That is enough, I get it."

This one is a hopeless case after all...
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			"I'm Takahashi Alice."

"And I'm Suzuki Mio."

"Hmph. Takahashi and Suzuki, is it? I am Morimoto Setsuko. You may call me what you like."

...No reaction. It seemed Takahashi and Suzuki were not Setsuko-chan's type. It isn't that she's into other women, but you know how it is with guys, right? There are times you find another man handsome. Like when you see an actor or an idol and think he's good looking. It was the same thing for Setsuko-chan.

(Well, for the person on the receiving end of that reaction, it's a bit of a mixed bag.)

After all, it means they think you don't have conventionally attractive features. But the goodwill she has, including her ulterior motives, isn't a lie, which makes it complicated. The person being admired might find value in having good looks, but Setsuko-chan doesn't see it that way. You can't just one-sidedly blame someone for a misunderstanding that comes from a difference in values.

"But... your ears really are long. I mean, for an elf."

"Fufu, from my perspective, it is your short ears that are more shocking."

"How should I put it, you look exactly like the elves we imagine. Can you use a bow and things like that?"

Takahashi and Suzuki knew about Setsuko-chan's personality. I told them before, when she acted as our personal hostess. Still, it looked like they were a little moved to meet a real, live elf.

"I am quite skilled with one. However, it is a curious thing. Despite our worlds being so different in culture, biology, and all else, your perception of elves is not so far from the mark."

Her inner scholar seemed intrigued, but unfortunately, I needed her to hold off for today. I had left my regular job early to come and handle this request, after all.

"Oh, I just got a reply."

"?"

"A friend from high school is the president of a real estate agency. He has a pretty good reputation."

I had asked him to look for a property that would meet Setsuko-chan's specifications. He said he had picked out a few places, so I replied that we were on our way.

"We're going to meet him at the station nearest to the first property... but my friend is a normal person."

"Understood. I shall be careful not to speak of underworld matters, but if things look dicey, I will count on your support."

"""Of course."""

We could have teleported, but we decided to take a few trains so she could get to know normal life. She had done a lot of research online, but I guess the firsthand experience was a big deal. Her eyes sparkled as she fired off one question after another, "What is that?" "And this?", making her look quite adorable. She was far older than us in terms of age, but...

'In this world, I am like a newborn babe. There is no need for you to be strangely considerate.'

She had told us that beforehand, so that's how we were treating her.

"Satou! Over here, over here!!"

"Hiura! Sorry to make you come all this way."

"Don't be a stranger. That's what friends are for."

My friend Hiura was waiting for us just outside the ticket gates at Sancha. When was the last time I saw him? May, I think? I was glad to see he was doing well.

"More importantly, you're something else, man. Bringing three beauties along with you."

"It's not like that. But for the company president to give us a tour himself... you got time on your hands?"

"I may be president, but my old man's still going strong. It's tough being the second generation heir, you know."

"You're not the type to care about that stuff. Anyway, let me introduce you. These are my friends Takahashi and Suzuki, and this other person is..."

After some light banter, I introduced the three of them, and we headed straight for the property. The first place was apparently an apartment in a cluttered back alley in the north side of the area.

"It has a toilet, but no bath. That said..."

"There's a public bath nearby, so it's not really a problem."

"Exactly. I think it fits with the desire for 'Japanese culture'."

A distant relative, a half-Japanese girl who lived abroad, was coming to live in Japan. But she had a slightly warped obsession with Japanese culture and said she wanted to live in a four-and-a-half mat room like you see in manga. So, could you introduce me to a property like that? That's what I asked Hiura. Hiura was worried about it, but I managed to convince him by saying Setsuko-chan was fine since she'd even done things like sleep outdoors for her university fieldwork.

"Wonderful! The atmosphere of the building, as well as the charm of the surrounding area, is exactly my ideal!"

"I'm glad you like it. There are vacant rooms on both the first and second floors."

"I will take the one on the second floor."

"You got it. But hey, miss, your Japanese is really good."

"I studied through culture such as anime and manga."

We followed Hiura's lead into the room. The layout was bigger than the four-and-a-half mats she wanted, but it still felt small to us.

"As you can see, if you put in a bed or something, the room will fill up in no time, so you'll have to use a thin futon..."

"Not a problem!!"

...Right. If you want to fulfill your desires, a thin futon on the floor has more atmosphere than a bed.

"Satou, I am thinking of choosing this room."

"It's only the first one we've seen, you know."

"It's a feeling. I felt a sense of destiny with this place. This room was chosen first, and it has splendidly pierced my heart."

What else could you call this but destiny? Hearing Setsuko-chan's words, I glanced at Hiura.

"...Well, it was just the closest one to the office. There's no other reason."

"Then that must be the will of the heavens."

She's unbeatable. Well, she's the one who wants to live here, so there's not much more an outsider like me can say.

"Hiura, let's go with this one."

"Seriously... I mean, if she's happy with it, I guess it's fine."

Still, just as a precaution, Hiura explained some of the potential problems with living here. That said, none of them were what you could call a problem for someone who could use superpowers. Thin walls or mice getting in because of the old building were things we could deal with in any number of ways. Setsuko-chan must have thought so too, because she accepted everything, declaring, "No problem!"

"Alright, let's head to the office and get the paperwork done."

And so it was decided. When we arrived at the office, his father greeted us, and we finished the procedures while reminiscing about old times. She couldn't move in right away since we still had to arrange for electricity and gas. However, because she was an acquaintance of mine, he said he'd get it done super fast, and she could move in three days later. Until then, Setsuko-chan would stay at a business hotel to get used to human society.

"Okay, so where should we start?"

"It has built-in furniture, so maybe just home appliances?"

"With that much space, she can only have the bare minimum of appliances... maybe a fridge and a combination oven and microwave?"

"The washing machine was shared, right?"

Well, as for appliances, she can store them using her powers, so maybe we could buy the type you just plug in when you need them... Ah, no, she's still not used to things, so it's probably safer to hold off on buying a bunch of stuff right away.

"Oh, but before that, doesn't she need clothes?"

"Now that you mention it... Setsuko-chan, what about your clothes?"

"I have only what I am currently wearing."

Then that's the priority. We could get appliances after she moves in, but she'll need clothes starting today.

"In that case, I would like to select undergarments first."

"""Undergarments?"""

"Yes, it seems this world has some very er... creative ones. Culturally, you see? In a cultural sense. I thought it would not be a bad idea to experience such things for myself."

...This woman is all about her lower half, from start to finish.
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			"Did we manage to get everything you need?"

We got home appliances and daily necessities. I think that's pretty much everything...

"I think this is enough, for everything I can think of right now."

"If you find you need something else once you're settled in, you can just buy it then."

That's true. We've bought the bare essentials for her to live a normal life. Anything more would be meddling. Shopping on her own will be a good learning experience too, so it's probably best we don't overdo it.

"Satou, Suzuki, Takahashi. Thank you for everything."

"Don't sweat it. This is our job."

"Takahashi-kun, that's a little too detached."

By the way, about the underwear... yeah, well, we bought some. No matter how you looked at them, they were all the kind of thing that screamed, "Are you going to make your move!? Right here!!". We were completely put off.

"Alright. We've secured a hotel, so before we split up... how about we grab a bite?"

Just saying goodbye now would feel a little anticlimactic. Besides, I already told Saku-chan I wouldn't be home for dinner tonight.

"Setsuko-chan, is there anything you want to eat? It's my treat, so anything's fine."

"Hmm, let me see..."

"Come to think of it, Setsuko-san, can you handle the food here?"

There are plenty of things eaten normally in one country that foreigners would find absolutely impossible. If that's true just between countries, it must be even more so between worlds. The Arima brothers got used to it so easily that I'd completely forgotten about that.

"That is not a problem. Humans and elves. Naturally, there are differences in our anatomies, but there are many similarities as well."

Because of that, she said, her sense of taste is naturally quite similar to ours. When she talks like this, she really seems like an intelligent elf. But the core of her personality is so unintelligent that I can't help but see glimpses of it.

"That said, when I switched from patient food to normal meals, I was a bit taken aback by how strong the flavors were."

"So elves do prefer lightly seasoned food. That's so fitting. I'm actually a little moved."

"Does that mean you're not a fan of strong flavors? In that case, maybe Japanese food would be good?"

"Oh, no, not really. I was a bit surprised, but I got used to it right away."

"Setsuko-chan, you adapt really fast."

Setsuko-chan gave a wry smile at my praise, saying that wasn't quite it.

"It is a matter of my profession. Being an archaeologist does not mean I lock myself in a room and pore over documents."

In fact, she said most of her work was physical labor. Come to think of it, that makes sense. You have to travel to sites and investigate things, so your body is your capital. Setsuko-chan's world seems to have been fantasy-based, so the dangers of her fieldwork were probably on a completely different level from here.

"So it's only natural to eat strongly flavored meals to replenish the energy you burn."

"Yes. Most of my meals were like that when I was out on fieldwork."

"In that case, maybe Chinese food is an option to get you more used to stronger flavors?"

"So what's it gonna be? We're not picky, so we're fine with anything."

"Hmm... This is difficult... I did some research on my own, but there are just too many choices..."

"Hey, take your time. Takahashi, don't rush her."

"You're right. My bad."

"Do not worry. I know you did not mean it that way."

She's a really good person, as long as it's not about her kinks.

"For now, why don't we just wander around? We might find a place that catches our eye."

"I am sorry for the trouble."

"Don't you worry about it."

...Well, if I'm being perfectly honest. Walking through town with three beautiful women in tow feels pretty good. I'm not in that kind of relationship with any of them, but getting carried away is just a sad part of being a man... huh?

"What's wrong, Setsuko-chan?"

She had suddenly stopped and started glaring into empty space. Was something there? I expanded my senses a little, but I didn't feel anything out of the ordinary.

"...This may not be the time to be cheerfully deciding what to eat. I sense the precursor to a great calamity."

"Is this some kind of special sense you otherworlders have? I don't feel anything in particular..."

"Same here."

It seemed to be the same for Takahashi and Suzuki.

"Even practitioners of your caliber cannot sense it? Especially you, Satou."

"Yeah. What exactly is happening?"

I tensed up a little. It was a pain to have my good mood interrupted, but I'd rather not ignore it and have things get even more troublesome.

"The boundary between life and death is beginning to blur."

"..."

We all stared blankly at her words, then...

"Is that all?"

The three of us laughed together. I got worked up for nothing. Seeing us, Setsuko-chan showed a look of panic and confusion.

"Wait a moment. Do you not understand what it means for the boundary between life and death to become ambiguous!?"

This is a grave situation!! she warned, urging us to be on guard. Well, I guess so. For someone who doesn't know, this would definitely seem like a huge deal.

"Listen. Life and death. They are one of the principles closest to the very source of..."

"Hey, hey, calm down. This happens every year."

"Yeah, yeah. It's not something we need to do anything special about."

"Every year!? You are telling me this happens every single year!?"

I explained Halloween to her as she trembled in astonishment.

"Sure, the blurring of a principle so close to the source might be a big deal, but the actual harm isn't that great."

Even if the boundary between life and death blurs, it's not like the living just suddenly drop dead. Evil spirits might come to our world, Aberrations might become more active, and some groups might try to scheme something. But it has never developed into anything on a world-altering scale.

"If anything, the fact that you washed up in this world is a bigger incident for us."

"..."

"Setsuko-chan?"

When I called out to Setsuko-chan, who had suddenly become lost in thought, she gave a wry smile and said, "Oh, it's nothing."

"It is just that I feel I now understand why I was able to arrive in this world."

"What do you mean?"

"The concept of other worlds existed in my world as well. However, there were no artifacts or people that had actually drifted over from another world."

It was a concept close to fantasy. There were some who tried to explain it with solid theories, but they never went beyond hypotheses.

"But in this world, though few in number, objects and people do drift here."

Like the Arima brothers, the fragment of a ruined world attached to Okutama Island, and Setsuko-chan herself.

"What is the difference between a world where things drift in from another world and one where they do not? I believe one answer may be the flexibility of the world itself. Normally, the boundary between life and death should never waver. It is an immutable principle, and if it were to waver, it would likely be a situation where the world itself is on the brink of collapse. If the boundary between life and death were to waver in my world, it surely would have started rolling toward its doom."

Seriously? That's nuts, other worlds are scary.

"Should I describe it as having some play in its structure? A margin, a blank space that allows for some principles to waver without issue. Perhaps because of that, this world can accept things that drift in from other worlds without any significant problems."

I see. So this world is just super lax...

"One could say it is a tolerant world, but that is also terrifying. It could invite an unimaginable disaster someday."

Um, could you please stop saying things that sound like a major story flag?
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			Today was the day for my comprehensive health checkup. Since September was insanely busy, and before things got hectic again toward the end of the year, the president ordered us to get our bodies checked. Participation is mandatory for anyone thirty or older. I guess for some people, the decline really starts to hit in their thirties. The company covers the cost, so almost all the employees whose participation is optional join in too.

But going for one of these checkups means you have to take at least half a day off, if not the whole day. If everyone went at once, the company wouldn't be able to function. So, starting after our busiest season, we've been going in small, rotating groups, and my turn has finally come. Our company's policy is to get the junior staff taken care of first, so my turn was put off until later.

"Still, I have to say. Seeing a line of old guys in these shabby medical gowns really makes you feel the impermanence of things, eh."

"Of all the things to suddenly start talking about..."

By the way, today it was me, the president, and then Nishijou-san and Azuma-san. The four of us. This is just how the schedule worked out, but the fact that I, at thirty five, am the youngest one here is already hell.

"Please stop, sir. These checkups are depressing enough as it is."

You can't eat anything after nine, and anything other than water is off limits. Then you go through a long series of tests, and you don't even get the results for about two weeks. I know it's necessary, but coming for these checkups always kills my mood.

"Depressing, you say? What do you mean by that?"

Azuma-san tilted his head slightly.

"Well, I've never been a fan of hospitals in the first place."

It's not just the unique smell. The very act of being examined makes me uncomfortable.

"I understand in my head that it's to check if there's anything wrong."

But when they use all those imposing machines to look you over. It just makes me think, what if there actually is something wrong with me? Even though I know I could use my occult powers to deal with whatever comes up, it still stirs up my anxiety.

"Ah... yes, I think I know what you mean."

"Satou-kun, you, Azuma-kun, and Nishijou-kun all worry too much. Me? I'm the type who actually gets excited."

"Ah, yeah, you see those kids sometimes. The ones who get all hyped up when they come to the hospital."

The feeling of it being out of the ordinary must be irresistible. Now that he mentions it, the president does seem like that type. He was obnoxiously energetic this morning, too.

"I've always been like that. You know, when you caught a cold as a kid and went to the doctor? I even looked forward to the medicine."

"The medicine... I hated it. To be honest, I'm still not good with the powdered kind."

"Same here."

"Me too, me too. I get that powdered medicine feels like it's more effective, though."

When it gets stuck in your throat and you start choking, it's nothing short of hell. And the aftertaste is the worst. That nasty bitterness just lingers in your mouth.

"Exactly!"

"Now that I'm an adult, well... I can tolerate it, but when I was a kid, I just couldn't stand it."

My mom would tell me, "Make sure you take all your medicine, okay?" but since I could never take it straight, I'd mix it into yogurt or something.

"I'd wait for a moment when my mom wasn't around, but of course, she'd always find out."

I mean, the yogurt would be gone right around the time I was supposed to take my medicine. I'd try to say, "N, no, that's not it! I just ate the yogurt to wash it down!" but it was no use. Mom would see right through my lies.

"And then I'd get a scolding."

"Happened to me too. I know exactly what you mean."

What is this, a medicine talk session? This is surprisingly getting lively...

"No, no, I'm not talking about powdered medicine. I mean the syrup. Syrup."

"Ahhh..."

Right, right, there was that stuff too.

"But Nishijou, what about that?"

"I disliked it. How about you, Satou-kun?"

"I couldn't stand it either."

Sure, kids like sweet things. And like most, I liked them too. But just because it's sweet doesn't mean it's good. There are good sweets and bad sweets.

"If kids just accepted anything sweet without question, then the amacha at the Flower Festival would be a huge hit with them."

"Amacha! Ah, it's been a while since I've heard that word."

"What's this, Azuma? You have memories associated with amacha?"

"Yes. My maternal grandmother was a devout Buddhist. She used to take me to the Kanbutsue events when I was little."

To put it simply, Kanbutsue is an event that celebrates the Buddha's birthday. It's also called the Flower Festival. It's like the Buddhist version of Christmas, but not nearly as popular. Amacha is involved in this. You celebrate by pouring amacha with a ladle over a statue of the Buddha inside a small shrine called a hanamidou.

"She'd have me drink it, saying it was a drink the Buddha himself favored... but I couldn't stand the stuff."

It's not actually the Buddha's favorite drink, but I guess that's how you explain it to a kid. Azuma-san rubbed his chin nostalgically. Despite his words, it seemed to be a fond memory.

"But my grandmother would be smiling so happily that I found it hard to say anything, so I never once told her I disliked it."

"Well, well. Isn't that a nice little story, my friend."

"No, it's not really a nice story. It's just a memory from my childhood, that is all."

"It's a nice story."

You couldn't say you disliked it because you loved your grandma, and you kept that secret until she passed away, right? It makes you sound like a good kid who cared about his grandma.

"Good grief, Azuma is always winning favorability points in moments like these. It is a problem."

"What kind of thing is that to say. And besides, haven't we gotten off topic?"

We have indeed. Though I guess I was the one who derailed it. What were we talking about again? Ah, right, the syrup medicine.

"That syrup is sweet, but it's disgustingly sweet, isn't it? Doesn't it sort of stick in your throat?"

"It does. I also hated how the smell of medicine was mixed in."

"That's it. I always thought they could just give it to me in pill form, but I'd end up pinching my nose and drinking it."

I know that feel. In contrast to us, who were hitting it off, the president, who hadn't gotten any agreement at all, was pouting. An old guy making a face like that isn't cute at all...

"What's all this, what's all this. Are you guys best friends now? Wait, don't tell me. Are you three forming a trio to plot a coup d'état?"

"Hey...!"

"Azuma-san and Nishijou-san aren't used to jokes like that, so please give them a break."

"Alright, alright. But it's true you've all been getting along well recently, isn't it?"

"Well, yes, we're sort of hobby friends... no, maybe a hobby master and apprentices? Something like that."

The two of them looked startled, but I gave them a look to tell them not to worry. Even I wouldn't tell the president about their idol hobby without getting their permission first. It's just that Azuma-san and Nishijou-san are so earnest. When the president points out how close we've been lately, they feel guilty, as if they're hiding something, even though it isn't really a problem.

...This is a problem. They were just starting to loosen up so nicely.

That's why I chose this moment to cut in.

"Hobby master and apprentices? Are you teaching them something?"

"Yes. It seems the two of them have taken an interest in mahjong."

"Ahh... Satou-kun, you're ridiculously good at mahjong, aren't you."

The president nodded in understanding. The hobby itself was a lie, but we were getting along through a hobby. Half a lie, half the truth. This was something the two of them could swallow.

"Your skill at cheating is almost pathological, my friend. You declared you were doing it, and I still didn't notice at all."

"Well, that's just a matter of practice. Oh, I'm teaching them normally, without any of the cheating stuff, of course."

When I said that,

"He has been teaching us the fundamentals very thoroughly."

"Even when it comes to games, his teaching is so good that both Nishijou and I are thoroughly impressed."

The two of them backed me up. Well, whatever works. We managed to cover it up nicely. Good, good.

...Still, what am I even doing in a place like this?

Aah, I wish this checkup would just end already.
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			"This took longer than expected, so let’s just call it a day!"

At the president’s command, we got the afternoon off as well. I suppose it made sense. If we went for lunch now and then headed to the office, we would get there at a pretty awkward time. And so, it was decided that I would eat with the three of them, and then we would part ways.

"I could go straight home and just laze around... but first, I think I’ll go pay my respects."

I made my way to an entertainment agency called Devil Promotion. I imagine it’s obvious who is signed with them. They had arranged tickets for me, but I had not yet thanked them face to face. It was not like they would mind if I did not, but I had the time now, and I figured popping in to kill a few minutes would not hurt.

"Well if it isn’t Sato-sama. What business brings you here today?"

Normally, you cannot just waltz into an entertainment agency, but this place was an exception. The idols they managed were, after all, who they were. Every single employee was a demon.

"Oh, nothing much. You all hooked me up with concert tickets, you see. I came to say thanks."

"I see. Lucifer-sa... Lucifer-chan and the others are out on a job, but the president is in."

"Yeah, pardon the intrusion."

I passed the reception desk and entered the office, where the president, Devil Sandayu, came to greet me. That was not his real name, of course. You know how some behind the scenes staff use stage names? It was the same as that. The only difference from that sort of person was that he had not chosen the name himself. Well, yes, it was Lucifer and her friends’ doing. For demons, things like sexual harassment or power harassment simply do not exist.

"Yo, Sandayu. Thanks for the tickets the other day."

"Not at all. For us, arranging tickets is a small price to put Sato-sama in our debt."

"Relax. You don’t have to spell it out, I’m not going to break my promise."

As a rule, I keep my promises. Though if I make one with an enemy, I might break it depending on my mood. So as long as Lucifer and her crew do not try to pick a fight with me, I fully intend to repay the favor this one time.

"It’s just some cheap tea, but please."

"Sorry for the trouble."

Green tea... he’s using some pretty good stuff. You can tell from the aroma alone. But I could see this fragrance was not just because he was using expensive leaves. It was the result of a skill that drew out the tea’s full potential. Sandayu, I had no idea you had a talent like that.

"Still, you guys have it rough, don’t you. Looking after Lucifer and the others must give you a killer stomachache."

The employees at DevPro, including Sandayu, were all low-class demons. The lowest of the low, small fry demons. You might wonder what such weaklings are doing supporting Demon Lords, but I want you to think about it calmly. The top brass of the demon world has already entered the country. If well-known, high-ranking demons were added to the mix, Japan would not be able to overlook it. Neither would other countries. That is why they use bottom-tier demons as DevPro employees.

"For us humans, it’d be like a new hire who just got their job offer being suddenly told to take care of the president and the chairman."

Being forced to look after people so far above you that you have never even met would give you stress at mach speed.

"...Having my situation explained to me so objectively is kind of depressing."

Sandayu gazed into the distance.

"Well, yes. It is a lot of trouble, but we get to taste the sweet nectar as well."

To Sandayu, who laughed as if to say the stress was a necessary expense, I wanted to say something. Wait, calm down, that’s their trap. Demons are cunning. And for a Demon Lord, their level is in a different league entirely. They are so exceptionally good at using the carrot and the stick that making you think you are winning when you are losing overall is a piece of cake for them.

"Sandayu."

"? Yes, what is it?"

"When you’re on the verge of dying of thirst in the middle of a desert, even plain water must taste like the finest ambrosia from the heavens."

"I suppose so."

"The nectar you’re sipping is the exact same thing, you know?"

When I said that, Sandayu chuckled, fu.

"Even if that is so, as long as I do not have to face the truth... Sometimes lies kill people, and sometimes lies allow people to live..."

"Sa, Sandayu!"

In that tragic escapism, I, a corporate drone, saw the soul of my people. I pressed my fingers to the corners of my eyes, tearing up. Sandayu smiled with the face of a Buddha. The indescribable atmosphere was shattered when the office door was thrown open with force.

"We’re hooome! Oh my? Sato-kyun★"

"Oh my, my, you were here? I didn’t notice at all."

"I think this every time, but it’s amazing how you can suppress that much power to this degree."

The power-harassing Demon Lords had returned. The very instant he recognized their faces, Sandayu began preparing tea, which made me want to cry even more.

"Sato-kyun, what brings you here today?"

Lucifer Hoshino sat down next to me as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Whoa, that's close. You're too close. This is the kind of distance you get at a hostess club where touching is allowed.

"Well, you know, you hooked me up with tickets, right? I came to say thanks for that."

"What about work? Playing hooky is a no-no, you know?"

Beelzebub Yasuda gently chided me, but who are you to talk? I did not want to be lectured about skipping work by you lot, who have tossed aside your jobs as Great Demons to pursue idol activities in Japan.

"I had a physical today, so I have the day off."

When I said that, Rofocale Saito nodded, impressed.

"A physical, huh. That’s a good habit. Health is the foundation of everything. A sound body doesn’t always harbor a sound mind, but a sound body is the minimum requirement if you hope for a sound mind."

Are those really the words of a demon?

"...Don’t you guys think you’re getting a little too swept up in the characters you created?"

They were going to make it as idols. Having overlapping character types was out of the question. They told me they had decided beforehand to go with different personas. Hoshino was the classic, cheerful, and innocent idol type. Her chest size was medium. Yasuda was the big-eater, gentle big-sister type idol. Her chest size was large. Saito was the cool, refreshing, boku-using idol type. Her chest size was small. They may or may not have taken into consideration appealing to various demographics.

"Jeez, Sato-kyun, you just don’t get it."

"Do you think it’s okay to let our guard down just because the fans aren’t watching?"

"An idol is an idol, even when the spotlight isn’t on her."

Their high level of professionalism is so annoying...!!

"...Is that so. My apologies, then."

"As long as you understand. By the way, how are those bosses of yours? Things going well?"

"When I told them I secured the tickets, they got all fidgety and looked super happy."

They were genuinely happy to have gotten the tickets. But that aside, they were probably still hesitant about the reality of actually going to a concert. Still, I had managed to break down their psychological resistance quite a bit. Once they get through the concert, they probably will not need my support anymore.

"I see, I see. That’s wonderful."

"On the day of the show, let’s do our absolute best so they have a good time, shall we?"

"Totally! Let’s go all out so not just the old guys, but all our fans go home happy!!"

"Yeah!" the three of them roared, full of fighting spirit.

(...What in the world am I being shown right now...?)
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			I checked the time as I left DeviPro. It was a little past four. A truly awkward time of day. I wondered if Saku-chan was home yet. Probably not. School should be over, but she mentioned something about studying with her friends in the library. Takahashi and Suzuki were at work, and so was Chika-san. Shunranman wasn't open yet either. What should I do?

"Maybe I'll go check on Setsuko-chan."

I told her to get in touch if she had any trouble after she started living in her apartment, but I hadn't heard from her. Perhaps I should go see if she was managing alright or just being reserved.

"No, I better not."

She probably wouldn't find it annoying. After all, I am her type looks-wise, and we communicate pretty well. Still, just showing my face to ask if she was having any trouble, when she hadn't contacted me herself, felt off. My regular friends and acquaintances were likely at work, and my contacts in the underworld, like the Arima brothers, were probably working as well. I couldn't think of anyone who would be free off the top of my head.

"At this rate, I should've just gone to work. No, no, I can't think like that."

I was given a day off, after all. In that case, I should be the kind of guy who mindlessly enjoys it with a big "Wahoo!". The president did tell me to let my hair down. This was no good. It seemed my chat with Sandayu had raised my social-cog-in-the-machine gauge.

"To lower that gauge, I'd say doing something stupid is the best course of action."

What to do? Should I go to one of those naughty establishments? I'd kind of stopped going since I started hanging around the kids. Ah, but still.

"I feel sort of guilty."

It wasn't like I was doing anything wrong. I didn't have a specific partner, and I wasn't going to any illegal places. Even so, the kids' faces kept flashing through my mind. I'd be totally fine with a hostess club or something, but I'm such a difficult person sometimes.

"It's not like I have to tell them I went, either."

In fact, I probably shouldn't, for the sake of their healthy development as youths. I could cook up any number of excuses, yet here I was feeling awkward all on my own. At this rate, I can't laugh at Saionji-san and Azuma-san.

"Oh, right."

I knew just the person for some mindless fun. Kawasaki. He wouldn't usually be on my primary list of people to hang out with, but for a time like this, he was perfect. He had a job, but it was like a lax self-employed gig. He might just have some time to spare. Thinking there was no time like the present, I called him, and he picked up on the first ring.

"Satou-san, is something the matter?"

His drawling, carefree voice was a comfort right now.

"Are you free? Not busy with work or anything?"

"Not at all. The job I had just got wrapped up this morning."

Kawasaki laughed over the phone, saying the budget for Kaiser's repairs and upgrades had increased again.

"What about you, Satou-san? What happened with work? I thought you were a salaryman on the surface, right?"

"Today the company ordered me to go for a physical."

I explained that I'd planned on taking a half day, but since the timing was so awkward, it became a full day off.

"Ooh! A surprise vacation! Congratulations!"

"Haha, thanks. Well, since I suddenly got the day off, I'm bored. If you're free, wanna hang out?"

"Of course! After all, you and I are best buds, Satou-san. Best buds!"

"Alright, I'll head over now."

"Okay, I'll be waiting."

I ended the call and took a breath.

"...Damn. I was just unexpectedly soothed by Kawasaki."

This is why I can't quit being friends with lunatics. He usually just drags me around, but every so often, he hits the nail right on the head. I bought a present at a nearby cake shop and flew over to Kawasaki's house.

"Welcome! Please, come on in."

"Thanks."

I handed him the gift and went inside.

"How is Robo Woman doing? It was my first time implementing the role of a TRPG Game Master."

"Ah, she's doing a great job. With the housework, too."

"That's wonderful. I'm sure maintenance is easy for someone with your power, Satou-san, but please let me know if you ever run into any trouble, okay?"

"Yeah, I'll count on you then. Oh, and thanks, Robo-Tai."

I patted the head of the Robo-Tai that brought me tea, and its eyes blinked happily.

"Say, Kawasaki. Are you interested in technology from other worlds?"

"Other worlds?"

Kawasaki tilted his head in confusion. He didn't know about the Arima brothers or Setsuko-chan, so his reaction was natural.

"Actually, about three people from another world have drifted into this one."

I'd learned some interesting techniques from the Arima brothers, and from Setsuko-chan as well. If I asked, they would probably teach me anything that wasn't too dangerous. I figured if I taught them to Kawasaki, it might help him in his fulfilling robot life. I wouldn't normally tell him unless he asked, but I was in a good mood today.

"Ooh, that sounds nice. When you say other worlds, do you mean a fantasy world of swords and magic?"

"Yeah, all three of them are from worlds like that. Are you into that sort of thing?"

"Absolutely! A robot rampaging through a fantasy world has its own unique charm."

Ah, that's true, there are stories like that.

"Modifying the skeleton of a giant into a robot. Using golem-like technology to build a robot. Stripping materials from monsters and giant insects to use as armor. It's all so wonderful!"

I was glad to see him so happy.

"So, about those unique otherworldly technologies. They might be useful for upgrading Kaiser, so please, tell me everything!"

"I'll pick out some techniques that seem like they'd be useful, then."

"Please do!"

We continued to chat, and when my teacup was empty, I stood up.

"Well, I'm feeling pretty satisfied. Shall we head out and have some fun? Is there anything you want to do, Kawasaki?"

"Hmm... I appreciate you asking, but today, I'll listen to your request, Satou-san!"

"Mine?"

"Yes. You're always so considerate of me! So today, I'll do whatever you want to do!"

Kawasaki puffed out his chest. "Just tell me if there's anything you want me to do!" Something I want to do, something I want Kawasaki to do for me...

I have one. To be precise, I just thought of one. But...

This is... hmm... Kawasaki is like a kid... No, but his actual age is well past adulthood. And he's an absolute beauty. An opportunity like this is rare. It would be far too wasteful to let it go. I looked down, conflicted.

It's not an unreasonable request... well, it is a little unwholesome... Mmm...

After a moment's hesitation, I made up my mind.

"In that case."

I voiced my request, a bit hesitantly, and Kawasaki accepted with a cheerful smile.
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			"Hohee, so this is a love hotel. This is what they're like, huh."

Without any shyness or embarrassment, Kawasaki looked around the room with childlike curiosity. Right now, Kawasaki and I are in a love hotel, but not to do anything lewd.

(Well, we will be doing something a little lewd.)

But on the level of a magazine for boys or young men, not an adult magazine. There's no reason to beat around the bush, so I'll be blunt. We came to this love hotel to have a cosplay show. I once talked about it with all the homeless guys under that bridge (they're all reintegrated into society now), but I love cosplay. No, it wouldn't be wrong to say I am in love with it. It wouldn't even be an exaggeration to say I love it 3000.

That said, I can only really enjoy cosplay through adult videos or pictures online. I'm sure I could feast my eyes on some amazing cosplay if I went to one of those events, but...

(I just don't have the time.)

My conscience would bother me if I took paid leave just to go look at sexy cosplay. And even if an event like that falls on a day off, I usually have other plans. I just never get the chance. I'm sure I could make an opportunity if I seriously planned for it, but I don't even have the opportunity to make an opportunity. With one thing and another, my only option was to enjoy cosplay on the other side of a screen.

(But now, an opportunity has presented itself.)

Kawasaki is beautiful. The highest class of beautiful. Chika-san, Takahashi, Suzuki, Rika-chan, Sarna-chan. I know a fair number of beautiful women and girls. But if we're picking based on looks alone, Kawasaki would probably be number one.

(Though her personality makes her feel human.)

She has a delicate, almost artificial beauty that seems detached from reality. Her emotional range is narrow. No, even if it were average, her overly perfect features would have given her the impression of a doll. To put it another way, when you think about it calmly, it's pretty wild that she needs such a quirky personality just to feel human.

And a woman like that, you know? She goes and says something like, "I'll do anything for you!" Of course I'm going to jump at that. Of course I'm going to take this golden opportunity to ask her to do all sorts of cosplay.

(Heh heh, I bought a stupid amount of costumes.)

We didn't come straight to the hotel. We stopped by several adult shops and bought a massive number of costumes. I even bought some inside the hotel. I made one of the most wasteful splurges in my thirty five years of life, but I have absolutely no regrets. That said, like I mentioned earlier, it's all stuff that stops short of being R-18. It's not like the mosaic required erotic costumes I had the Death Gods wear, so don't get the wrong idea.

"Well then, shall we start right away?"

"Hold on!!"

"? What is it?"

"It's not 'what is it'..."

I couldn't hide my alarm as Kawasaki suddenly pulled off her obi. I mean, we've taken a bath together before, but still.

"Getting undressed in front of a man."

"But it's you, Satou-san."

"Eh?"

"You're a gentleman I've opened my heart to, enough that I wouldn't mind going all the way, so I have no reservations about showing you my skin, you know?"

...Come to think of it, she said something like that before. Her favorability rating was skyrocketing through the roof, and I felt more terror than happiness.

"Could it be you thought I was the kind of woman who would show her skin to anyone? You're so silly, Satou-san."

Kawasaki cackled. This time, I felt a surge of irritation. What is this feeling. It's the same irritation you feel when an idiot calls you an idiot. I let out a small sigh and drew a magic circle on the floor.

"If you're going to change, do it on top of that circle."

"Like this... ooh!?"

An impromptu changing room materialized from the circle. It was a simple thing enclosed by a curtain, but it would be enough.

"I want you to start with this."

"Okay."

I handed her the first costume set, and Kawasaki went inside the changing room. ...You know, in a way, this is sexier than watching her undress live. I could see the silhouette of her taking off her kimono... and I couldn't help but gulp. Gokuri.

"Mmph!"

The curtain opened with a sha.

"A sailor uniform feels so new. I wore a blazer in both middle and high school."

The first order was a classic, a sailor uniform (summer version). But this was no ordinary sailor uniform.

"But this is short, isn't it. Both the top and the bottom."

That's right, this sailor uniform was a fantasy sailor uniform. The top was short enough to reveal a peek of her navel even when she stood normally, and the bottom was so short that any slight movement was an opportunity for a panty shot. On top of that, it was more sheer than usual, raising the odds of seeing her bra through it.

"...I'm glad to be alive."

"Eh, are you crying!?"

"Kawasaki... could you just, like, spin around for me?"

Gratitude for being born into this world, a sense of accomplishment for having continued to live. I sent my request while savoring the joy that life gives.

"Like this?"

Her long, lustrous black hair and her skirt flew up. A fleeting panty shot. But with my kinetic vision, I could even stretch it into an eternity. Seared into my memory was a pair of pristine white panties. From this day forward, I will never forget them, no matter what happens.

(And not just the panties.)

Her bra too. Not her bra showing through her shirt, you know? It was a bra flash. She raised her arms a little when she spun. I saw it through her sleeve. A bra flash. A pure white matching the panties below. A whiteness that seemed like it could wash away all the hate festering in the world.

(Is a world like this worth protecting?)

A question someone once threw at me. I think they were sneering at everything. At the time, I was trying to figure out what to have for dinner, so I ignored them and beat them to death. I don't even remember their name. To whoever you were, sorry I couldn't answer you back then. But now, I can say it with my head held high.

(It is. The world is worth protecting. It was worth protecting.)

Someone who tried to end the world, and me, who tried to let it continue. You really don't understand the meaning or significance of a battle until much later, huh. If that battle led to this present happiness (panty shot) and bliss (bra flash), then it had meaning. It had significance.

"Ring the bells!"

"!?"

"A blessing upon all living things!!"

God, for the first time in my life, I pray to you. Please make the happiness of this moment last for an eternity... Along with my prayer, I tinkered with my own structure, giving myself the function of a biological camera. It was an old trick I'd picked up. I think I was around twenty three or twenty four? I was really into bio-weapons that could alter their own bodies. So for a time, I seriously devoted myself to developing physical modification technology.

(But I got bored as soon as I finished it and haven't touched it since.)

It wasn't a waste. None of the paths I've walked have been a waste. It's all connected. The me of the past shaped the me of today. It's all connected. Not a single thing was wasted. I see. So this is life. Connecting feelings to spin the future. Ah, I understand. I understand everything.

"So fast! A, an afterimage with mass...!?"

Snap snap snap snap snap snap snap snap snap snap! I burned the image of Kawasaki into my mind from every conceivable angle.

"Pose! A pose, please!"

"L, like this?"

After I finished a full round of shooting, I stopped and created a small bathtub. Then I pinched one nostril and...

"Fun!!"

"Ueh!?"

I unleashed a torrent of blood from my nose.

"Sorry about that all of a sudden. I got a little too excited, so I figured I'd let some blood out."

If I get this worked up on the very first one, my body won't last. I let some blood to cool down.

"A bathtub full of blood... that should be impossible, given the nature of the human body..."

"Heh, my red blood cells are having a party."

"Are you okay in the head?"

"I might not be."

But every so often, a man needs a day like this.
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			...Phew, I've had my fill.

After getting my nosebleed under control, I took a moment to calmly admire her. My desire for the sailor uniform had been sated. I was confident I could be kinder than anyone else in the world right now.

"Next up, I'd like this one."

"You got it."

She was put off by the massive nosebleed, yet she had no particular reaction to the costume or to wearing it. It was like she lacked the self awareness of a young woman her age... but no, that was fine too. In fact, thinking of it as a sub genre of innocent lewdness made it even more exciting.

"By the way, Satou-san. You mentioned a full medical checkup, but do you ever get sick or anything?"

Talking through a curtain like this really makes your heart pound, doesn't it. Doki doki.

"Nah, but if the company says I have to do it, I've got no choice."

They're doing it for the employees' sake and even paying for it, after all. Though, it does feel bad making them spend money when there's nothing wrong with me.

"Being a salaryman sounds tough. I'm self employed, so I have it easy."

"Right, you did mention work. If you don't mind my asking, what were you doing?"

"I was involved in the construction of an artificial dungeon on a request from the Mutual Aid Society."

One for training, huh. Any member could apply to use that kind of dungeon, but they were mainly used to train rookies. They were even part of the curriculum at the schools in the Supernatural World. Hikaru and the others might end up diving into one of those places too, depending on their senpai's judgment.

"The Mutual Aid Society pays well, so I like them... whoops, changing's done."

Shaa. The curtain was pulled open, revealing Dr. Kawasaki in a school swimsuit.

"Ah... nice. Very nice. It's stimulating memories I don't even have..."

It wasn't one of the newer school swimsuits, but what's known as the old style. In elementary school we were free to wear whatever swimsuits we wanted, and my junior high didn't have a pool. I encountered school-designated swimwear in high school, but by then they were already the competition style swimsuits. So I've never seen the old style. But why, I wonder, do I feel this nostalgia.

"A nonexistent sentimentality and a youthful lust are now setting my heart ablaze."

"You're quite the poet, Satou-san."

"Anyone would get poetic. Not after being shown something like this. Hey, uh, can I get it wet?"

"Sure."

With Dr. Kawasaki's permission, I jettisoned the bloodbath into the sun and created a new, larger bathtub filled with water. I prompted her to get in, and Dr. Kawasaki entered the tub without hesitation.

"Could you dip under for a second and get your whole body wet?"

"Okay."

She really is obedient.

"Is this about right?"

"Yeah. Okay, get out... and hold that pose... sit with your knees to your chest right there."

I urged her to sit in a corner I'd recreated to look like the side of a pool. Seeing Dr. Kawasaki sit with her knees drawn up as I'd asked, I felt a violent pounding in my chest.

"...I, in that position... j, just turn your face toward me."

"Like this?"

Koten. She turned her gaze to me, tilting her head. That gesture, and the innocent smile that came topped with it!

(I can't... stop... my heart won't stop fluttering at her innocent smile...)

Incidentally, at this very moment, the artificial human camera SATO was still recording. SATO is a superior product with the highest image quality and no storage limit.

"............Dr. Kawasaki, could you let the water that's collected out?"

"Let the water out? Oh, so that's what this weird slit was for."

Looking impressed, Dr. Kawasaki hooked a finger into the slit, revealing her skin as the water streamed out.

"I... I want to become water... Nnh?!"

"!? Wh, what is it?"

"You... You...!!"

Dr. Kawasaki! Do you know what she just did!? She naturally, with her own finger, adjusted the part of her swimsuit that was riding up!! If it had been a calculated move, I wouldn't have been this shocked. But Dr. Kawasaki is a natural. A gesture that naturally teases a man's heart... How terrifying, what a terrifying woman you are, Dr. Kawasaki...!!

"...So my decision to form a friendship with you instead of making you an enemy was the right one after all."

"I don't really get it, but I can somehow tell you're saying something wacky, Satou-san!"

Don't call me wacky.

"You've shown me something great. Shall we move on to the next one?"

I dried her with my powers and made the suggestion.

"? Is it another school swimsuit?"

Dr. Kawasaki tilted her head as she accepted the costume I handed her. Man, she just doesn't get it. But I guess if it's a field you're not interested in, it all looks the same. To someone who doesn't know, different types of mass produced robots probably look pretty much alike.

"That's a new style school swimsuit. The swimsuit... right from the heart of my youth."

It was a one piece suit without slits, unlike the old style. It brings me back to my high school days. When I'd just graduated from junior high and started high school, I was so immature. Honestly, it's pathetic to air my dirty laundry like this... but back then, I had such a shallow understanding of swimsuits. Exposure equals erotic. How stupid is that. There was no way that was true, yet I never doubted it for a second. I was mistaken in thinking that a revealing bikini was the most wonderful swimsuit in the world.

The thing that changed my perception was the new style school swimsuit.

Summer of my first year of high school finally arrived. When our swimming lessons started, I was bewildered. There was the new style school swimsuit, enveloping my female classmates. It wasn't very revealing, and its navy blue color was plain. There was no reason I should feel any allure from it, and yet for some reason, my heart fluttered.

'There's no way, given the nature of swimsuits...!!'

Exposure equals justice. That's what I believed, so it was hard for me to accept it. To be aroused by a school swimsuit was something that just shouldn't happen. Such was my astounding immaturity, unable to admit my own lack of experience. That said, if I can defend myself, some of it was unavoidable. It's not easy to accept that something you've always believed in was actually a lie, right? My younger self was terrified by the feeling of the ground crumbling beneath my feet.

But even while I was scared, I faced it. Not to accept it, but to deny it. I suppose you could say my stubbornness paid off. Because I kept confronting it in order to deny it... I became unable to deny what a wonderful thing the school swimsuit was. By the time of the closing ceremony for the first semester, I had reached a state of mind where,

'School swimsuits are pretty great.'

So, you see, for me, the new style school swimsuit is a piece of swimwear I'm deeply attached to, one that sparked a turning point in my life.

"That makes even less sense, but well, if it makes you happy, Satou-san."

"I'm in your debt."

"I don't think you should feel indebted over something like this..."

As she spoke, Dr. Kawasaki finished changing and came out.

"Hk."

"?"

"Haha... Kuhahahaha!!"

I covered my face with my right hand, looked up at the ceiling, and laughed. I've lived a pretty laid back life, but not everything has gone my way. My falling out with Takahashi and Suzuki was one thing, but there was other stuff too. There were times I seriously hated everything. Even so, the reason I've made it this far is because I had "hope". No matter how down I got, I never stopped holding on to the faint hope that something good might happen tomorrow, and that's why I'm here now.

"Someday! Eventually, someday! It was all worth being led on by that sweet poison."

Seriously... People are the best!! Ahh, my happiness gauge is rising at a tremendous rate.

"This is one of the many days of human happiness! Dr. Kawasaki!!"

"If the masked man were as carefree as you, Satou-san, he wouldn't have gone that far... Wha?! Why did you suddenly get younger!?"

"You are the one who made it so!!"

Before I knew it, I was in DK (high school boy) mode. It was probably because the blue spring within me had been stimulated beyond measure. Which meant there was only one thing to do.

"Alright, let's go for a swim."

"A swim!?"

I expanded the space and repainted it, drawing the pool from my high school days. Squinting at the brilliant, pouring sunlight, I changed into the swimwear from back then, the school designated type.

"Let's have ourselves a little youth, shall we?"

"O, okay... Well, it looks fun, so I don't really mind..."
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			I had slowed the flow of time the moment we entered the room, so we were free to enjoy ourselves in the pool without a care. I have nothing but gratitude for Dr. Kawasaki, who played along with me as I got carried away reminiscing about my high school days.

"Phew… That was fun. But my desires are far from satisfied. Dr. Kawasaki, I’m going to need you to stick with me a little longer, alright?"

"That’s my Satou-san. Your faithfulness to your desires is a good thing!"

Dr. Kawasaki gave me a thumbs up, affirming my shamelessness. She was, after all, the woman who tried to rampage through the middle of Shibuya in a giant robot. She’s just too dependable.

"What will I wear next? I’m not sure what your pleasure points are, Satou-san, but I’ve started having fun trying on all sorts of clothes myself!"

Dr. Kawasaki laughed as if to say, "Bring it on." I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself too.

"Let’s see. For now, I think I’ll move away from the school-related stuff."

To be honest, I did want her to wear bloomers… oh, fantasy bloomers, you know? But we’d already done a sailor uniform and two types of school swimsuits, all school-themed outfits. If I added another school-themed item right now, it would be a bit much.

What should I do? I went on a shopping spree driven by pure desire, so now I have way too many options… Huh?

Something caught my eye as I was lost in a labyrinth of cosplay. It was a neatly folded kimono. The one Dr. Kawasaki had been wearing originally.

"This one’s up to bat!!"

"Oh? Ooh, so you have this kind of thing too."

Dr. Kawasaki entered the changing room, blinking with curiosity. To be honest, I thought I might get an earful, but it seems she’s not the type to worry about that sort of thing.

I thought she might be a proper young lady from a respectable family, so this could be bad.

She may be a woman with a few screws loose, but she does have a sensible side. I had considered the possibility that her upbringing would kick in and she’d demand to know what this was all about.

Did she see this as a different genre, or is Dr. Kawasaki just that magnanimous?

It’s probably the latter. I’m a lucky man to have befriended such a great woman.

"I’m changed. Are you ready?"

"Yeah!"

"Then behold!!"

An enthusiastic Dr. Kawasaki made her appearance. She was wearing Japanese attire… but of course, it was no ordinary Japanese attire. The biggest difference was… the degree of transparency. It was completely see-through. A sheer material. The first sailor uniform was also see-through, but not this blatant. The hem was short, too. Short enough to see her underwear without her doing anything. I think you can now understand the anxiety I was feeling earlier. If you presented this to someone who normally wears traditional Japanese clothes, you’d be met with an instant explosion of rage. I’m so glad Dr. Kawasaki is a woman of big character.

"If my mother saw a kimono like this, she’d probably get so furious a blood vessel in her head would burst."

Yeah, I figured she’d think that. Dr. Kawasaki might not mind, but for someone who reveres Japanese tradition, this would probably be enough to make them die of rage.

"There’s no limit to a man’s lecherous spirit."

"I mean, if it’s this revealing, wouldn’t it be faster to just take it all off?"

"You don’t get it."

Hmm, a normal explanation won’t do. I’ll use an analogy Dr. Kawasaki can understand.

"You know how some robots have add-on armor, right?"

"? Yes, there are many kinds."

"What if you saw one and someone said, ‘Wow, that’s lame. It looks so fat and pathetic’?"

"If it was a situation where I could kill them without consequence, I would."

As she spoke, Dr. Kawasaki’s eyes were perfectly clear. I can count on one hand the number of people I know who can wield such transparent killing intent.

"That’s exactly my point. For a man, there’s an eroticism that is stirred up by the act of wearing clothes."

"I see…"

"The eroticism of nudity and the eroticism of cosplay are two different genres."

"The state of being equipped with additional armor, and the natural state. You’re saying each one has its own appeal."

She’s nodding with a look of profound understanding, but I’m a little worried. Doesn’t this mean the bar for tricking her is incredibly low as long as I use robots in my explanation?

"Well then, Satou-san! Please enjoy High-Mobility Type Kawasaki III to your heart’s content!!"

"I gratefully accept."

After that, I had Dr. Kawasaki try on a variety of costumes. In a miko outfit (not an erotic version, but a truly traditional one), Dr. Kawasaki was breathtakingly beautiful. Dressed in a military uniform from some game (a male role), Dr. Kawasaki looked so dashing that I was spellbound. In an exotic dancer’s costume with a face veil, Dr. Kawasaki was so sexy I found myself breathing heavily. She went along with all the different cosplay requests without a single complaint, and by the time we were finished, my heart was completely fulfilled.

My ‘cog in the machine’ gauge has been fully depleted.

And I was able to rack up quite a bit on my ‘useless middle-aged man’ gauge. I’d say my original objective has been completely achieved.

"Fufu, it seems you’re satisfied."

"And then some."

I had returned the flow of time to normal, but we still had time left on our love hotel stay. Dr. Kawasaki and I sat on the bed and enjoyed a chat.

"I’m glad to hear that. You’re always doing so much for me, Satou-san."

She said she was truly glad to have been able to repay even a little of my kindness, but…

"You’re exaggerating."

"Not at all. Ever since I found such a wonderful and understanding person, my life has been on a constant upswing."

…………Look, I’ll admit I sometimes act with a calculated motive to get people to like me. For work and things like that. But when I do, the relationship usually settles right where I intended it to. Dr. Kawasaki’s reaction, however, is a little… no, it’s quite off. I was only trying to stay on her good side, so for her to like me this much is beyond unexpected.

Was my reading of the situation too optimistic, or was Dr. Kawasaki just that easy…

Probably both. Dr. Kawasaki is a high-difficulty target until you’ve built a relationship, but once you’re in her good graces, it’s smooth sailing from there. She’s the type whose affection skyrockets every time you pick the right option, as if there’s a double points campaign going on. And I, misjudging that, continued to have perfect communication with her.

"Still, today must have been rough, right? Having to change over and over again."

I’m truly sorry, and I’m truly grateful, I said, offering both an apology and my thanks…

"Rough?"

Dr. Kawasaki looked at me blankly. Then, tilting her head, she continued.

"Why would doing something for the person I love ever feel rough?"

"Wh-"

"――――Because I really, really love you, Satou-san!!"

As I looked at Dr. Kawasaki’s pure, beaming smile, I…

"Satou-san!?"

…melted with a *ju*! sound.

"…Sorry, I melted a little."

"I don’t understand how a person can suddenly melt… and where are you even talking from right now…?"

I… To a girl like this, I was excitedly… Dad, Mom… I’m sorry. I think I might be scum…
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			Drawing a Line

			"Private First Class Satou Hideo! I have returned, though I am ashamed!!"

He opened the front door and saluted, holding back tears. Satou Hideo had finally returned home, a whole half a day later.

"I wonder why Hero Uncle always throws these curveballs out of nowhere. Welcome home."

"Ahaha, welcome back."

"Oh?"

I tilted my head when I saw the face that emerged from the living room with Sakuya-chan. Why was Hikaru at my house? I mean, I’d heard we were supposed to take on a request together today. Apparently he’s been working hard lately to participate in the Halloween subjugation event. But that was beside the point.

"Well, it seems Hikaru has something on his mind. And considering what it is, I thought Hero Uncle might be able to help."

So she had invited him over on the way home. Hmm. Seeing as he didn't come to me directly, it probably isn't related to the Supernatural World.

"Fine by me. If I can help, I’m happy to listen."

"I’m sorry to impose."

"Don’t worry about it."

I handed my jacket to Sakuya-chan and went into the living room.

"Ah, were you two studying?"

"Sakuya-san was kind enough to help me with my homework."

"Teaching someone else helps you review the material yourself. It’s a win win."

This was bad. With Hikaru and Sakuya-chan here, the alignment of the Satou household was tilting heavily toward lawful good. And just yesterday, my secret games with Kawasaki had served as a fresh reminder of what a piece of scum I was.

"So, Hikaru, what’s this problem you have?"

"Actually, recently, we’ve been getting a lot of pushy salespeople and religious recruiters at our door."

"Oh? Pushy salespeople and religious recruiters, huh. It’s been a while since I’ve heard about that stuff."

"Come to think of it, we never get anyone like that, do we? Even though we don’t have any stickers on the door or anything."

"My name’s probably on a blacklist somewhere."

My words made the two of them jump.

"Still, it’s been nearly twenty years. You’d think they’d have cooled off by now."

"A b, blacklist? Satou-san, what on earth did you do?"

"As you know, I was a little bit rowdy back in high school."

"A little, bit?" they both repeated.

"It’s one thing to cause trouble in the Supernatural World, but doing it in the Surface World is a problem."

For the record, I don't have a criminal record or anything.

"Anyway, for a rowdy kid like me and my buddies, those types were great toys."

We had a whole lot of fun with them.

"But my story doesn’t matter. Let me hear yours, Hikaru."

"Ah, yes. We’d had those kinds of solicitors before, but it was never nothing. Lately, though, there’s been a lot of them. And they’re persistent."

Hikaru held his head in his hands, wondering why this was suddenly happening. Hearing his story, I knew the reason immediately.

"Well, the cause seems pretty obvious."

"Eh?"

"They’ve caught a whiff of money."

Hikaru started bringing money home after he began taking requests in the Supernatural World. Knowing the Akatsuki family, they probably weren’t living in extravagant luxury. But I doubted they were putting every last yen into savings either. They were likely buying the twins clothes, making up for all the times they had to go without. And knowing Hikaru’s personality, he had probably bought his mother some presents, too.

"Once your finances start looking up, you’re bound to attract attention."

That goes for the salespeople, but especially for the religious recruiters. I hate to say it, but to them, a single mother household is a prime target. Even a poor one is a mark, so one with money is like a mark served up with a side of leeks.

"W, why? Could it be because of the Supernatural World!?"

"No, no. They can figure it out just from what’s visible on the surface."

The clothes I just mentioned are a clear example. If you went from wearing the same few outfits over and over to suddenly having new things, well, you see?

"How should I put it. The information networks those people have are a mile wide and an inch deep."

They probably inferred the Akatsuki family’s financial situation from a bit of neighborhood gossip. Both Yuri-san and Hikaru are good natured people, and they aren’t the type to be assertive. It’s only natural they’d decide to push hard.

"I don’t know if they investigated directly or bought the information from someone who makes a quick buck selling it, but..."

"W, what should I do?"

"Honestly, you can’t completely stop some information from getting out."

Not unless you’re willing to kill every suspicious person you meet. But even that wouldn't be a fundamental solution.

"If you want to solve this, you have to make them think, ‘These people are a lost cause.’"

You have to make them feel that spending time on you won’t make them any money. If you can do that, you win. That’s what happened with me, after all.

"What specifically should I do?"

"Both you and Yuri-san are too kind. You probably find it hard to be firm with people who are being a nuisance. So the first thing you need to do is draw a line."

"Draw a line?"

"That’s right. You flip a switch in your head. ‘This person is an enemy.’"

You establish your own internal criteria for judging whether someone is an enemy or not. Then, once you’ve labeled them an enemy, you just need to resolve to be firm. If you act according to a rule you’ve set for yourself, you should be able to push back to some extent.

"Calling them an ‘enemy’ feels a little dramatic."

"If you don’t think of them that way, they’ll wear you down eventually, you know?"

The moment you think, "They’ve come all this way so many times, maybe I should listen just a little," it’s over. If you think about it calmly, all they’re doing is persistently bothering you without any regard for your inconvenience. But you and Yuri-san probably can’t be that detached about it.

"Do you ever find yourself thinking things like, ‘They have a life to live too,’ or ‘They’re only inviting me because they genuinely think it’s a good thing?’"

"Ugh."

"If you think that, you’ve fallen right into their trap. They’re professionals at making people spend money. It’s all part of their calculation."

What’s more, people like that won’t hesitate to step into legally gray areas if it suits them.

"That’s why you have to harden your heart and tell yourself that anyone who crosses the line is an enemy."

"And how should I set that line?"

"It’s simple. Just tell them, ‘I don’t have time right now,’ and see how they react."

If they back down, they’re still a nuisance, but for now you can let it slide since they aren’t an enemy.

"If they don’t back down and say something like, ‘This won’t take a moment,’ they’re an enemy."

When that happens, you scream this in your head and flip the switch.

"‘You’re taking my time right now, you bastard!!’ Yelling it out loud is also an option."

You’re seen as a good person who’s weak to pressure. A mark. You can use that to your advantage. If a quiet person suddenly snaps, the other party will get scared.

"That’s all it takes for them to be an enemy, Hero Uncle?"

"Of course."

They say they won’t take your time, but they are actively stealing it in that very moment. At that point, the person clearly has no problem inconveniencing you. They’re prioritizing their own needs.

"What else would you call a bad person who prioritizes only their own needs and steals another’s precious time, if not an enemy?"

"Ugh. I feel like I’m being tricked by a con man."

"For the religious recruiters, you can say this to them. ‘Does your god approve of bothering other people?’"

A persistent one will try to argue, but you can just push back with, "Well, I’m being bothered right now."

"Whether or not someone is being bothered is subjective. But if you feel that way, and they keep arguing with you despite that, what does that say? It’s like they’re broadcasting to the world that they have no consideration for other people’s feelings, right?"

There. Now you have no reason to feel bad. As long as you don’t break the law, you can do whatever you want.

"U, ugh. It really feels like we’re being skillfully manipulated somehow," they both said.

"If you can’t reconcile it with yourself that way, you can use a different logic."

The important thing is to create an excuse for yourself that gets rid of your guilt so you can be firm.

"W, well, even if I can flip the switch, snapping at them seems difficult, so is there a more moderate approach?"

"Get their affiliation and name. If they have a business card or something, demand it."

If they don’t, make them write their name and affiliation on a piece of paper or something. Then, while looking right at them, start fiddling with your smartphone right in front of their face.

"My smartphone? What for?"

"If you suddenly start doing that, they’ll ask what you’re doing, right?"

If they don’t ask what you’re up to, you can mutter something to yourself to hint at it.

"I suppose they would."

"‘A friend’s dad is a detective in the community safety division, and I heard there’s been a lot of annoying salespeople in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d send him the info.’"

That’s what you tell them. Any legitimate person will back off then. Even the ones doing shady stuff know what they are, so they’ll figure it’s not worth the trouble and retreat quietly. Some of them might just be making a temporary withdrawal, but you can deal with that when it happens. Next time they do something, just call 110 right there on the spot.

"With an adult, it’s a toss up whether the cops will do anything, but you’re a high school student, Hikaru."

If you act like you’re panicking from the aggressive sales pitch or recruitment, there’s a high chance the cops will respond. Yelling something like, "Why won’t you help me!? Help!" will make it even more effective.

"I, I see. Saying I have an acquaintance in the police force might work."

"Right? And if they still don’t leave, you can just call me."

"C, call you, Satou-san? No, I really couldn’t."

"It’s not just out of the kindness of my heart."

Listening to him talk must have reawakened some fond memories of fun times. I suddenly felt the urge to play with people like that again.

"I want to remind them that the man on the blacklist is alive and well!!"

I have a social standing to maintain now. So I can’t be as free as I was in high school. It’ll inevitably be a restricted playthrough, but,

"That just fires me up even more!!"

"…"

Wahahahaha!
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			A Morning of Resolve

			"Huh? Hero Uncle, you're awake?"

When I entered the living room rubbing my eyes, Saku-chan was in the kitchen preparing breakfast. The reason he was looking at me so strangely, even though this was our usual morning routine, was because,

"It's your special day off. You could've slept in."

I took a paid day off today. For what, you ask? A concert. A concert. The RabuPan concert is today. I didn't tell Saku-chan the purpose, but I let him know yesterday after Hikaru went home.

"I just couldn't help waking up."

Of course, that was a lie. The concert is at night, so frankly, I could go without taking the day off. The reason I went out of my way to get paid leave was for the sake of two shy old guys.

"No, you really don't need to take a day off for this."

"Indeed. The concert is at night. If work were to run late, I would feel bad, but I would simply ask to leave early."

That's what they said before I got the tickets, but I pushed them and put in a leave request for all three of us. And that was the right call. As of yesterday, the two old guys were already fidgeting nonstop. They probably wouldn't be able to focus on work today. Not that it would matter. They're both competent, one way or another. But it was clear they'd end up going to the concert without any mental preparation. That's why I decided to take the whole day off, so we could gradually get our excitement levels up, starting in the morning. The two of them are scheduled to come over later today, so I plan to help them relax completely.

"You're not usually like this on your regular days off. I wonder if taking paid leave feels different, even though it's still a holiday."

"You're right. My head knows it's a day off, but taking paid leave just feels different."

I waited for breakfast while we chatted like that. The smell of miso soup and other things wafting from the kitchen is pure poison to an empty stomach. After a short, restless wait, breakfast was served.

"Ooh... this looks delicious today, too."

"Hehe, thank you."

Piping hot white rice. Seasoned nori seaweed. Miso soup with tofu, and a rolled omelet. A small bowl held a dish of seasoned spinach. And the main course, teriyaki amberjack. I knew he had been marinating it since yesterday, and this was just irresistible.

"Itadakimasu!" "Itadakimasu!"

I flaked some teriyaki with my chopsticks, placed it on my white rice, and shoveled them both into my mouth together. The sweetness of the sauce, the seeping fat. It would be too rich by itself, but this was meant to be eaten with rice. Oh, the embracing power of white rice that envelops that richness. It's delicious, just so delicious. I chewed well and swallowed, then washed down the lingering taste with miso soup. The golden combination.

"By the way, are your midterm results out yet?"

"Hmm, not yet. I think they'll probably start coming back next week."

"I see. Well, you took those tests while things were chaotic with the change in your environment. Don't worry about it if you didn't do as well as you'd hoped."

"I'll be fine. I'm not so fragile that I'd get worked up over test scores."

The results of doing the best you can. If they aren't good, you just have to try even harder next time and make up for it. I honestly think Saku-chan is amazing for saying that so nonchalantly.

"More importantly, Hero Uncle, are you sure about lunch?"

"Yeah. I'll either get delivery or just whip up something with whatever's in the house."

We finished our morning mealtime while chatting. Naturally, I did the dishes. It's my day off, and I have the time.

"Alright then, I'm off."

"Okay. Go enjoy your youth to the fullest, in love, play, and studies."

I saw Saku-chan off and took a breath. Or rather, I had no time to breathe before starting on the next household chore. Cleaning, laundry. I did my chores while humming, and by the time I was done, the time was just right.

"Oh, they're here."

The doorbell rang, and when I went to the entrance, I found Saijou-san and Azuma, just as I'd expected. They weren't in suits today, obviously, but even their casual clothes looked sharp.

"Good morning. Thank you for having us today."

"This is just a little something."

"Well now. Please, come in."

I took the gifts from them and led them inside. I showed them to the living room and served tea. My tea making skills aren't that great, but the leaves are expensive, so it shouldn't be too bad.

"It does stir up a bit of guilt, relaxing like this while our subordinates are working so hard."

"Paid leave is your right, Azuma-san."

"I know that, but still, you know?"

"When my subordinates take leave, I think they should do as they please. But when it comes to taking it myself, it just feels different."

"You too, Saijou-san. It's not a bad thing to be strict with yourselves, but if you take it too far, you'll suffocate the people around you."

When I implicitly told them that I was the one currently suffering, the two of them lowered their heads apologetically.

"My apologies. It is out of line for me to complain when I have left everything in your hands."

"That was impolite of me. I am sorry."

"It's fine as long as you understand. Well then, shall we get started?"

The two nodded, so I placed a mahjong set on the table. When we were discussing what to do until the concert, they had asked me to teach them mahjong. It was probably because of the lie I told during our physicals. They really are serious to a fault.

"Have either of you played mahjong before?"

"None at all. We have only heard bits and pieces about it." they said in unison.

"I thought so. Well then, let's start with the absolute basics."

I placed the box of tiles in the center and began explaining the names while pointing at them.

"There are four types of tiles. The ones with characters like East and South are called honor tiles. By the way, this blank white one is also an honor tile, called White Dragon. The green, bamboo-like ones are the bamboo suit. The ones with circles and numbers are the circle suit, and the ones with kanji for numbers are the character suit. Each of these goes from one to nine."

The two of them nodded with sounds of understanding. They were probably thinking they had to take it seriously since they were being taught, but their intense gazes were a little intimidating.

"The basic winning hand is called four melds and one pair, and it looks like this."

I arranged the tiles to form the shape.

"Is the pair the one where two identical tiles are next to each other?"

"Yes. The pair can be any two identical tiles."

"And a meld is a combination of three tiles? Not just consecutive numbers, but three of the same number is also fine, I see."

"That's right. Incidentally, for melds, a sequence of numbers is called a chow, and three of a kind is called a pung."

"And what about the winning hands?"

"There are quite a few winning hands, you see."

I figured they wouldn't get it if I explained too much at once to beginners. So, it's fine if they only understand a few types at first.

"The first winning hand you should learn is riichi."

I created a hand that was one tile away from completion.

"This state, one step away from completion, is called tenpai. If you reach tenpai using only tiles you draw yourself, without taking any from your opponents, you declare riichi."

If you can win after that, the hand called riichi is formed, and you get points.

"Hoh." "Hoh."

"Another easy one to remember is the seven pairs hand. You see this pair? It's also called a toitsu."

Technically, the pair in a winning hand is called a jantou, but we can let that slide for now.

"So you assemble seven sets of pairs?"

"You got it."

"If that exists, is there also a hand for collecting pungs?"

"There is. When you complete pungs using only tiles you draw yourself, they're called closed pungs, and there are hands like three closed pungs and four closed pungs."

My mahjong lecture continued for a while. It got to be a good time, so we took a break for lunch. Today's lunch was delivery pizza. You might think pizza is an odd choice for bosses of our age, but it's not a problem. Both of them were serious athletes in their student days and have kept in shape at the gym as adults. Unlike me, they don't have potbellies, and they have quite the appetite.

"I have beer, but..."

"No, thank you. We want to be in peak condition for this. We think we'll refrain from alcohol," they said in unison.

"Oh, is that so..."

Where on earth do these people think they're going?
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			A Joyful Day

			"Right then, shall we get going?"

"Already? Even with the travel time from here to the venue, there are still over three hours until the show starts."

"What are you talking about. The merch table is part of the concert experience, you know."

"It still feels a bit too early."

"Nah, not at all."

For popular artists, it's pretty common for the merch sales to start five or six hours early. Some of the goods are limited edition, you know. Plenty of people are willing to queue up. Getting in line just an hour before they open is often too late. When I told them that, the two of them looked slightly taken aback.

"RabuPan is popular, after all."

Considering the time the merch sales start and the line that will form afterwards, it would be best if we left soon.

"If you want to shop without any stress, I think this is the best time."

"I understand. I'll follow your judgment."

"We're amateurs at this, after all."

"Oh, but before we go, do you have cash ready?"

"Of course." they both said.

"Have you broken down your large bills and prepared plenty of small change?"

"Naturally." they both said.

This wasn't an absolute rule or anything, just a small courtesy. Merch sales at concerts are basically cash only, and you can predict ahead of time that it's going to be crowded. It's better to make the checkout process as quick as possible. To that end, you prepare in advance so you don't need change, helping to smooth the flow of the line.

"Excellent. Well then, shall we go?"

We left the house, went to the station, and boarded the train. No one would ever imagine that these three old guys were on their way to an idol concert. It might not be so strange if it were just me, but Saijo-san and Higashi-san, just by their appearances... well.

"Satou-kun's judgment was correct." they both said.

After a few train transfers, we arrived at the venue, but it was already quite crowded at this point. I urged the two of them on as they stood there dumbfounded, and we got in line.

"Don't be so fidgety. Nobody's paying any attention to us."

"R, right. I know that in my head, but..."

"Yes. Looking at the crowd, I can see men our age, and I understand there's no reason we would draw any particular attention."

"Stop making flimsy excuses and stand tall! Be proud!"

"Yes, sir." they both said.

Now then, let's move on to an important topic. There was something I should have asked much earlier, but with so many other things to take care of, I had completely forgotten to ask.

"Do you two have a favorite member you're rooting for?"

"You're asking us to choose!? What a cruel thing to say!!" they both exclaimed.

Why am I the one getting blamed for this?

"So you support the whole group. In that case, let's split the cheering merchandise between the three of us."

Things like the fan signs and the penlights for each member's image color.

"I'll take Lucifer, so Higashi-san, you take Beelzebub, and Saijo-san, you take Lucifuge."

"Understood." they both said.

Since the three of us were supporting the group RabuPan together, they both agreed to the plan. After that, we just waited for our turn while idly chatting, and then it was time to shop.

They seem to have the momentum to buy every single type of merchandise they're selling.

They had been so antsy and restless, but now that the time had come, this was the result. They were scooping up merchandise with sparkling eyes, completely unconcerned with anyone watching them. They probably didn't even notice the high school girl fans who were murmuring with smiles, "Aren't those old guys cute?"

"Your first concert, your first time buying merch. What are your thoughts?"

"To put it mildly, it's the best!!" they both shouted.

"Glad to hear it. Well then, let's go put away the bulky merchandise."

We stored our goods in a coin locker near the venue and then headed straight to a nearby family restaurant. There was still time until the show started, so we had to eat now. At a concert, it's not just the performers who use a lot of energy, the audience does too.

"For now, I'll get the mixed grill and the sirloin with a large rice. What will you two have?"

"You eat quite a lot. But I suppose we won't have the stamina if we don't eat properly."

"I'll have the hamburger steak set, and let's add a side of fried chicken. Fufu, I feel like I've gone back to my youth."

"I wonder if that diner that always gave us extra servings is still in business?"

As the two old guys were engaged in their sentimental talk, a voice called out.

"Um, you were at the merch area earlier, weren't you?"

Three college-aged girls sitting at the table on the other side of the aisle had struck up a conversation with us. Saijo-san and Higashi-san sent me a look that said, "You handle this." Honestly, it wouldn't kill you to chat with some college girls.

"Yeah, we were there. Were these two old guys getting a little too excited and causing trouble for you?"

"Not at all! Actually, it made us feel happy too. Right?"

"Totally. Those old guys looked like they were having so much fun."

"Is this your first time coming to one of their shows?"

"That's right. It's my first time, but for these two, this is their first experience with a concert of any kind."

"Whoa!" they all exclaimed.

The two men looked down in embarrassment. Even a teenage boy losing his virginity wouldn't be this shy. This was a good opportunity. I'll have the girls help me out. After a quick round of introductions, I started.

"See how embarrassed they are? They're feeling self-conscious, thinking that men their age shouldn't be at an idol concert."

"What!? That's not a problem at all!!"

"If anything, isn't it wonderful to be able to find a new source of joy even at that age?"

"Well said! That's what I've been telling them, but these guys are just a couple of bashful boys."

"So cute!" the college girls squealed.

Well, that was bound to happen. They have the appearance of very capable men, after all. Men and women are both weak to that kind of contrast.

"But Satou-san, you seem much more used to this than the other two."

"Yeah. This is my first RabuPan concert, but I've been going to music festivals and stuff on and off since I was a student."

"So you're like their guide?"

"Yup. Though I'm a regular fan of RabuPan myself, you know. I was happy to take on the role since it seemed like a good opportunity."

"I see. By the way, what's the relationship between the three of you?"

"He's my boss, and he's my subordinate."

"You're all pretty casual with each other."

"This is our private time, after all."

Well, if they were the type to worry about hierarchy even in private, I would have handled it differently. Dealing with that type of person outside of work is a pain, so I probably would have been inwardly reluctant.

"Can we ask who Higashi-san's and Saijo-san's favorite members are?"

"Ah, well... we... you see..."

"Y, yes. It's difficult to narrow it down to just one."

Stop fidgeting. Honestly, what a pair of deceptively cutesy old men.

"So you support the whole group. I think that's totally okay!!"

"Of course, that's not to say that supporting a single member is a bad thing."

But still.

I never expected to end up chatting with cute college girls. This is a nice little perk.

Hey, I don't mean that in a sleazy way, okay?
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			"Higashi-san, Saijou-san, it's about to start!!"

"R, right."

"...I'm getting nervous."

"Ahaha, let's just relax and enjoy ourselves."

After that, we hit it off with the college girls and decided to enjoy the concert together. Honestly, I was grateful. Having the young ones so enthusiastically on our side seemed to have helped the two of them relax a lot. That aside, the time to witness Pure Love ★ Pandemonium live was fast approaching, so they were still completely stiff with anticipation. Even new employees at their company entrance ceremony aren't this wound up.

"!?"

Oh, the Demon Lords have made their entrance. I made eye contact with the two of them as we'd planned, and they nodded back repeatedly with incredibly stiff expressions. The leader, Lucifer, warmed up the crowd a little, and then the moment finally arrived.

"Luci! Fer! Chaaaaaaaan!!"

Well, it was just a simple fan chant. Still, I didn't want my half-hearted call to throw the two of them off their game, so I yelled from the bottom of my gut.

"Hmm? I can't hear you! Louder! With all your love!!"

≪Luuuuuuucifeeeeeeeeeer-chaaaaaaaaaan!!!≫

...For a second, just for a fleeting second, I wondered. What would happen if I hit them with a sonic attack, my ultimate Sugar Voice, right now?

"Higashi-san, it's our turn next."

"Ah, right."

His face was bright red.

"Belle-chaaaaaaaaan!!"

But still... something about this is hilarious when you know what's really going on.

"Louder!!"

≪Beeeeelle-chaaaaaaaaaan!!!≫

The three on stage. It must be because Halloween is coming up. Their stage outfits are little succubus costumes. A trio of unmatched great demons, all dressed up in the convenient devil look imagined by human males... you know?

"No repeats! Get it in one shot!"

≪Lookieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!!≫

"Excellent! That's the spirit!!"

It might be funny, but that's a separate issue. I'm a man who can compartmentalize. I'll just enjoy the slightly naughty spectacle.

(Beelzebub... she's got a great rack...)

Is it because she's the symbol of gluttony? Is that why they made her breasts bigger? I approve of that decision! If there were a like button, I'd smash it until it broke... whoa!?

Suddenly, my brain was shaken with incredible force.

【Satou-kyun, I'm your favorite, right!? You're staring way too hard at Bell-cchi!!】

Lucifer's voice echoed in my mind.

It's not like I put much thought into picking a favorite. Are you some kind of obsessive girlfriend, I sent back telepathically.

【But you like this clingy type of love, don't you?】

...Well, I don't dislike it. My affection for Lucifer just went up a little. And stop talking to one specific person during a concert. Get on with it.

"Nice, nice! I can feel everyone's passion! But it's not enough! I'm gonna make you all even hotter!!"

With that declaration, the backup band started to play. This melody... it's "Demonic Fantasy Love Song," the one Saijou-san likes!

"Hh...!!"

Saijou-san seemed to have realized it too. She brought a hand to her mouth, her eyes welling with tears. If she was that moved, I'm sure the performers would feel their efforts were all worth it.

(I wonder if my favorite song is on the setlist...)

The concert proceeded smoothly, and after the fifth song, they took a break for some MC talk.

"Whew, I think I messed up my pacing a little!"

"Ufufu, everyone's excitement must have gotten to you."

"Why don't we take a little break and have a chat?"

That was just an excuse, of course. There's no way these three would run out of stamina, even if they performed hundreds of songs in a row. It was probably to give the backup band and the audience a rest. They're so considerate, down to the last detail.

"Oh, right. Listen to this. Something really annoying happened the other day."

Lucifer started the story.

"So, you know that transforming magical girl anime that's on every Sunday morning? I watch it every week."

...Is that true? You're serious? She's the polar opposite of love, courage, and justice...

"Usually I watch it at home, or record it if I have work. But last Sunday I had work, and I happened to be at the office right when it was on, so I was there cheering them on."

She was cheering them on...

"Then, I noticed my manager glancing at the TV now and then? I was like, huh? Could it be that Manager-kun likes it too? I got all excited, thinking I'd found a kindred spirit. So I asked him if he wanted to watch it with me... and what do you think he said?"

Hmm, she's starting to mix in some lies... and this story, could it be...?

"He said, 'No... I'm a grown man.' Can you believe it!?"

Lucifer puffed out her cheeks, making it clear she was angry. I glanced over at Saijou-san and Higashi-san. Their faces were tense.

"I mean, come on! Who cares!? Whether you're a man or a woman, or how old you are! Yeah, sure, it's technically in the 'anime for little girls' genre. But so what? Does that mean boys can't watch it? Adults can't watch it? That's not right. I mean, if you're causing trouble by buying up all the toys at the store, that's one thing. But that's not what's happening, right? So it's wrong to deny what you love! It's tough when other people deny it, but the worst thing you can do is deny your own feelings!!"

Lucifer plays the part of a cheerful, slightly ditzy character. But that's not all. She also has the added trait of getting passionate at just the right moments. So it wasn't out of character for her to "get preachy" like this.

"There's no need to lie about your honest feelings! People who try to act cool or smart and hide what they love are the ones who are really pathetic!!"

But I knew the truth.

"Maybe some of you are like my manager, hiding the things you love. You might be embarrassed to show it. But at the very least, I won't laugh, and I won't judge you! We're all here to support what you love, so don't you ever forget that!!"

This was a special service for Saijou-san and Higashi-san. I had explained the situation when I got the tickets, so she must have told this story on purpose.

(...Damn, now I'm seriously in her debt.)

I knew she had ulterior motives, but even so.

"Alright! I'm getting fired up, so let's keep this going!!"

The intro to the next song began to play. I casually glanced beside me.

"!"

The two of them were crying. With serene expressions on their faces, they were shedding quiet tears.

(It was super effective...)

Needless to say, our first concert experience was a massive success.
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			"Well now… I never would have expected it from those two…"

During our lunch break, the president and I were eating at a chain udon restaurant. It was the kind of place where you add your own toppings and sides, self service style. He told me he had a sudden craving for it but said it would be lonely to go alone, so he asked me to come with him. I hadn’t brought lunch that day either and was planning to eat at the cafeteria or a shop near the company anyway, so I decided to join him.

"Hm? Who do you mean by ‘those two’?"

"I’m talking about Saijou-kun and Higashi-kun."

My eyes widened at his words. No way.

"Can you believe it? They came to see me first thing this morning. They said they wanted to apologize for lying."

"Ah…"

So they came out to the president too. Yesterday’s concert was also meant to be their graduation exam, a test to see if they could leave my support behind, but I never intended to push them that far. I just thought it would be nice if they could reach a point where they could enjoy themselves without feeling guilty around their wives or others, even if I wasn’t there. But what a surprise. Lucifer went and gave a speech that hit them right where it counted.

‘I feel as if the scales have fallen from my eyes. I’ll tell my wife the moment I get home,’ one had said.

‘Me too. Lucifer-chan is wonderful. For someone so young, she is far wiser than we are,’ the other added.

They had a full-blown awakening. They completely flew past the landing spot I had envisioned for them. By the way, Higashi-san, that Lucifer-chan is actually older than you are.

‘Satou-kun, I apologize as well. We have been a bother to you for quite some time,’ they had told me.

‘N, no… I was having fun too…’

‘It is also thanks to you that we were able to gain new insight. We will never forget this debt for the rest of our lives.’

That’s how we parted ways, but… to think they went to the president too… That trivial lie they told during their physical must have really been weighing on their minds.

"And you, Satou-kun. You could have told me, you know."

"Come on, if they wanted to keep it a secret, I couldn't just go and tell you, could I?"

I did tell Suzuki, but he has no reason to interact with those two. The president, on the other hand, sees them every day, so it’s a different story.

"I suppose that’s true… Still, I don’t think having an idol hobby is anything to be ashamed of."

"That’s because you think like I do, President."

It’s a high hurdle for two old guys who are serious to a fault.

"They’re so flexible in their thinking when it comes to work, though. I can’t tell if they’re skillful or just clumsy."

"Should we call it maintaining a strict separation between their public and private lives, or should we just say they’re unbalanced?"

"But for them to come and confess to me so openly… was the concert really that good?"

"You didn’t ask for details?"

I’m sure they would have been thrilled to tell him all about it if he had asked.

"Well, I was a little taken aback by how bright their faces and how clear their eyes were."

"Ah, right. In that case, I guess it couldn’t be helped."

Zururu, I slurped my udon. After a short pause, I gave him a brief rundown of what happened yesterday.

"They became friends with a college girl? Seriously?"

"That’s what you focus on?"

"Just kidding. But hmmm… I knew of Love-Pan by name, and I’ve heard their song in the commercials…"

The president nodded in admiration, perhaps thinking it was because they were young, or maybe precisely because they were young. Well, he wasn’t wrong. She said some good things. But from the perspective of someone who knows what they really are, my only thought was, "Who are you to be saying that?" They might be working as idols now, but their real job is to corrupt humans and steal their souls. There are countless people whose lives have been ruined by them.

It was thanks to them this time, but…

The reason I still see them through such a harsh lens is probably because I was once an indirect victim. I never dealt with them directly, and it’s not like they ever tried to do anything to me, but they were certainly a remote cause.

"It might not be a bad idea for the four of us to go to a concert sometime."

"What, you’re coming too, President?"

"Why are you so cold about it? Let me join! Let me be part of your group too!"

"But I mean, there are three of them in the group, you know?"

I’m a Lucifer fan, Saijou-san is for Lucifuge, and Higashi-san is for Beelzebub.

"That leaves one person left over, see."

"That hurts! Your utterly heartless words have deeply wounded my heart, you!"

"An old guy’s heart is full of scars anyway. What’s one or two more at this point? It’s within the margin of error."

"That kind of thoughtless attitude is what encourages bullying, you know! I’m going to fight! For the good of society!"

"Alright, alright, I was just kidding, so calm down. Whoa there, whoa."

"Am I a cow?"

This kind of laid-back banter with the president really is relaxing. There’s a comfort to it that’s different from when I’m with Takahashi or Suzuki. I was casual when I was with Saijou-san and Higashi-san too, but not completely. With the president, though, it’s just easy. The words come out on pure reflex.

It has to be because of his magnanimity, since he doesn’t even care if you throw his wig.

We were friendly even before that incident. We were, but I feel like I still kept a certain distance. In that sense, maybe Inoue-kun’s move was a fine play. Thanks to him, I gained another friend I can be myself with.

"The concert is a fine idea, but how about we go to karaoke sometime soon?"

"That sounds great. I’m curious to hear them sing pop songs."

"Right? Saijou-san and Higashi-san both have such good voices, it’s a waste not to."

"I was thinking the same thing. It really is a shame."

That said, I knew they weren’t comfortable with it, so I had never invited them before. But now that they’re into Love-Pan, I think they’d be happy to come along.

"I bet they’ll be really into it and sing their hearts out."

"I’m sure they will. Listening to your favorite artist’s songs is great, of course, but…"

"It makes you want to sing them. They’re probably itching to do it right now."

You find yourself humming your favorite songs without even thinking about it. That’s just how people are. I’m sure it’s the same for them. Especially since before this, they were the type who didn’t have much interest in the culture of music itself, let alone idols. Getting hooked on Love-Pan must have awakened a desire in them to belt out a song.

"By the way, Halloween is coming up, isn’t it?"

After we had our fill of talking about the Saijou and Higashi duo, the president brought up the topic of Halloween.

"That it is. Were you interested, President?"

"Not me so much… but my daughter. Apparently, she’s going to participate in that parade, or whatever it is, in Shibuya."

"Ah, right, right. So you’re a worried dad."

"Exactly! I don’t know much about it, but you’re an expert on these kinds of events, aren’t you? What’s it really like?"

"It’s not like the things you’re worried about never happen. But as long as she knows where to draw the line and stays away from the sketchy areas, she should be fine."

"Could you… make me a list?"

"I’ll write down the reasons why she should stay away, too."

"Sorry to ask."

"Don’t worry about it."

I took a bite of my onigiri and washed it down with udon broth. I really love this stuff.

"And what about you? Do you have any plans for Halloween?"

"I do."

They were supposed to be small plans, but… well.
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			(…So cute.)

It was October thirty first. That was probably why. A somewhat giddy atmosphere drifted through the school, and Hikaru felt a little giddy himself. Although, in his case, the reason was a bit different. Displayed on his smartphone screen was a picture of his sisters dressed in Halloween costumes. For Hikaru, his sisters enjoying Halloween was the main event. To be honest, he could not care less about the holiday itself.

(They're only in elementary school and they're already this adorable. They're my sisters, but their potential is terrifying.)

He usually acted strict with them, telling himself he should not spoil them, but at his core, he was a siscon. He genuinely thought, my sisters are seriously cute, if they go out dressed like this, all the guys won't leave them alone.

"Akatsuki, what do you think you're doing, getting your kicks so openly in the classroom?"

"I'm not doing that."

"Yeah right, you were making a pretty sloppy face there."

"I was just looking at pictures of my sisters."

"Your sisters? Oooh, they sure are little cuties."

"Right?"

"…Wait, making that face over pictures of your sisters… I've thought this for a while, but you're a pretty major siscon, you know that?"

"How rude. I'm not just their big brother, I'm a father figure too."

Hikaru declared that since he was both a father and a brother, it was only natural for his affection to be doubled.

"No, that logic is weird… but whatever. These are Halloween costumes, right?"

"Yeah. My mom managed to get the day off this year. She said the three of them are going to hang out in Shibuya."

"What about you?"

"I've got a prior engagement. It's a shame, but I had to prioritize that."

"For a siscon, you're pretty dutiful about stuff like that."

"I told you I'm not a siscon, you idiot."

Peshin, he lightly tapped his friend. In front of those older or younger than him, Hikaru consciously straightened his back, feeling he had to be composed. But with people his own age, he acted his age and let his guard down. If Satou or Rika, who had never seen this side of him, were to witness this scene, their eyes would surely go wide.

"So what about you?"

"I'm with my girlfriend, of course."

"Ooh, get a room."

"Don't tease me."

He joked around with his friend until the end of lunch break, then immediately shifted gears when the afternoon classes began. Hikaru listened intently through fifth and sixth periods, finished his cleaning duties properly, and went straight home.

"I'm home… Are Ai and Midori here?"

"They already went out."

"I see. Well, that's convenient, I guess."

That was because he needed to get ready for the night ahead. He could not be doing all sorts of things in front of his sisters, who did not know the situation.

"By the way, Mom, you have that thing I gave you yesterday, right?" Hikaru asked as he started on the early dinner his mother had prepared. Yuri nodded that it was fine and opened her collar slightly. There lay a brand new rosary.

"OK, OK. I explained yesterday, but it'll activate if you crush the little gem-like protrusion, so don't forget."

The rosary was a type of talisman Hikaru had bought at the Dark Market the day before. It was not powerful enough to ward off strong Aberrations, but it was an item that could repel weaker ones and most troublesome things from the Surface World. That said, its effect only lasted for about a day after activation… but that could not be helped. With Hikaru's level of skill, items that produced long lasting, powerful effects were out of his reach.

"I'm happy you're worried about us… but are you going to be alright?"

Yuri had heard a little about the circumstances. Halloween was a day when Aberrations became more active, and because of that, he would be hunting monsters all night.

"I can't say I'll be perfectly fine. This is the world we live in, after all. But I have zero intention of dying."

"..."

Yuri gazed at her son with a complicated expression. Hikaru understood his mother's anxiety… but this was the path he had chosen, so he intentionally said nothing more.

(This world is so filled with danger it's almost laughable. That's why I have to get stronger.)

He had learned the truth. The everyday life he had taken for granted was as thin as ice. He wanted to get stronger. Strong enough to protect the people he cared about with his own two hands. That was the reason Hikaru still remained in the Supernatural World.

(...And for the money, too.)

Until last year, Halloween costumes had been unthinkable. It pained him, but thinking about his sisters' futures, he had no choice but to have them endure. But after he started taking requests in the Supernatural World and earning money, their life had become much more comfortable. For the sake of his mother and sisters, so they would not have to struggle, Hikaru resolved to work even harder.

"Ah, speaking of which, Mom. You were home all day today, but…"

"Oh, it was fine. No pushy salespeople or religious recruiters came by."

…They really did stop coming all of a sudden, didn't they, his mother said with a wry smile, and Hikaru smiled wryly back.

"I wonder just how infamous Satou-san is…"

It had happened the day after Satou taught him the repelling technique. He had been relaxing at home when, right on cue, some annoying people showed up. As instructed, he first started by assessing them, asking "I don't have time." When they replied, "This won't take any of your time," he flipped the switch, just as he was told. Then, as he tried to get their names and affiliations… a thought occurred to him.

'Excuse me, do you know a Satou Hideo?'

It was a complete whim. But the effect was immediate and dramatic. The first was a religious recruiter. It was a pair, an elderly woman and a younger woman in her twenties. He thought the older one might know the name, and when he asked, her face instantly went pale. Then, without even trying to compose herself, she grabbed her partner's hand and fled. The same thing happened with the pushy salesperson who came a little later. He was a middle aged man around fifty, and the moment Hikaru asked, he ran off.

"I wonder what on earth he did."

Yuri herself had not lived a very praiseworthy life in her youth. It would be fair to say she had been quite the delinquent. That was why she was so curious about Satou's past exploits. Something like this would not happen over just anything.

"He says he swears he has no criminal record."

"In a way, that's even more terrifying."

He was feared among unsavory types, but it was not as if that had any negative impact on him. As a young department head at a large, well known company, he could be called a social success. Even if someone were to dig into his past, there would likely be nothing to find. Otherwise, he would never act so brazenly.

"He's an extraordinary person, in both the Surface World and the Supernatural World."

"...I don't really know much about the Supernatural World, but is he really that amazing?"

Having suffered a great deal, even if it was her own fault, Yuri had developed a good eye for character. She had a vague sense that Satou was a man of considerable stature. That was why she had been able to entrust her son to him, but Yuri was, at the end of the day, a person of the Surface World. She did not know the circumstances of the Supernatural World, so she could not grasp exactly how incredible he was. It did not help that Hikaru himself rarely spoke of it.

"Let's see."

Hikaru thought for a moment, then offered an example.

"Imagine a tournament was held to decide the strongest being in the world, gathering humans, beasts, gods… every single existence."

"And?"

"He's so far beyond the norm that he'd win without even entering."

"..."

"If Satou-san is the standard for 'strong,' then only Satou-san fits into that category. Everything else would be classified as weak."

In the arena of power, no one could possibly match him.

"...He's already impossible to handle with just simple violence, and on top of that, he's cunning too."

"Yeah, well, there's no other way to describe him but 'insane'."

Despite not using any violence against those malicious recruiters, he still got that result. If violence were added to the mix, the word 'hell' would start to feel lukewarm.

"When you put it that way, I almost feel a little sorry for them."

"He'll mess with people just for fun if he has a good excuse, so he's really got a nasty streak."

He respected Satou, but that was that. This was a separate issue.
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			As Hikaru prepared for the night, the junior high combo was also getting ready at Sarna’s house. A massive amount of food covered the table. One might mistake the scene for an eating contest, but for them, this was a perfectly normal portion. Unless they intentionally restricted themselves, people from the Supernatural World inevitably became big eaters. This tendency was more pronounced the stronger they were, and these two promising girls were quite the gluttons themselves.

"I get that we have to eat a lot and store up energy, but... even though it’s for me, this amount is honestly a bit much."

"Ahaha, I agree. As a girl my age, it feels like my sense of normalcy is getting a little warped."

Every bite they took was stored as surplus energy. Tonight would be a long haul, a series of battles with no time to rest, that much was certain. Considering this, the decision to store as much energy as possible to enhance their endurance was the correct one. However, that was a judgment made as people of the Supernatural World. From a young maiden’s perspective, it was understandable to feel a little conflicted.

"Right? I’m kinda scared that when I change back, my stomach will have stretched out and I’ll end up eating more than before."

"I know what you mean."

Even as they spoke, their hands never stopped moving. Despite the fear and guilt, the pleasure of eating as much as they wanted was an irresistible temptation.

"By the way. If this is how much we eat, I wonder what the max is for Oji-san."

"Hideo-san…"

If capacity increases with strength, then just how massive was Satou’s storage tank?

"He said he hasn’t been truly full since he let himself go around the age of eighteen."

"Yeah. He said he tried to find his limit, but it was endless, so he just gave up."

"We’re chowing down right now, and even we can feel ourselves gradually getting full."

"And he doesn’t feel that at all. I wonder how that’s even possible."

"I doubt even all the food on Earth would get him to eighty percent full. It might not even get him to ten."

"Oji-san, wandering the cosmos, devouring star after star in search of a full stomach…"

"Sounds like a final boss, doesn’t it?"

If you had to say whether such a final boss existed or not, it probably did. After chatting and eating for an hour, the two of them finally put down their utensils.

"Okay, let’s get changed."

"Right."

Without a moment’s hesitation, they stripped off their clothes. It was only natural, since they were the only two there, but the way they disrobed was far too boyish. It was so brisk you could almost hear a crisp *shupan!* sound effect.

"So, Sarna-chan, which costume did you pick?"

"I… chose this. You might laugh and say it’s uninspired, though."

Sarna pulled a skull mask and a black cloak from a paper bag.

"A Death God! Well, it’s straightforward, but I think it’s good, don’t you?"

"What about you, Rika-san?"

"Me? I got this."

Rika took out a red, hooded poncho.

"…Little Red Riding Hood?"

"Yup! Though, it’s been given a horror twist."

Looking closely, the poncho was spattered with black stains that looked like dried blood. And the red of the poncho itself was a dark, somber shade, like congealed blood.

"Still, it’s pretty generous of the Mutual Aid Society to lend out costumes for free."

"Rika-san, it’s not like this is just for cosplay, you know."

"I know, I know. But you can’t deny it gets you in the mood, right?"

They were changing into these costumes not merely to enjoy Halloween night. Every year, members who participated in the Halloween subjugation were provided with free rental costumes from the Mutual Aid Society. The purpose was camouflage. They cloaked themselves in disguises to blend into the festive atmosphere of the city, and more importantly, to deceive the eyes of supernatural beings. The former was easy enough to understand, but what about the latter? It was a conceptual matter. In the original traditions of Halloween, people wore costumes so that demonic beings would not recognize them as human. The costumes the two girls now held were created using this very concept, imbued with an effect that would grant them a high degree of concealment for this one night only.

"Besides. I’m sure the folks at the Mutual Aid Society are thinking about more than just practicality."

"W, well…"

Sarna was at a loss for words when she saw the next item Rika pulled out. A ridiculously revealing dirndl and a pair of fishnet stockings. If asked whether these were absolutely essential, it was no wonder she was speechless.

"I bet yours is something like that too, isn't it, Sarna-chan?"

"…………Yes."

The underlayer to be worn beneath the cloak, that was the problem in Sarna’s case. Dejectedly, she pulled it from the paper bag. It was a fishnet, bondage-style inner garment. Her shoulders, chest, and sides were completely exposed, and the sheer fabric covering her stomach was perversely suggestive. No matter how you looked at it, this was… something else.

"The guys’ costumes are normal, but the ladies’ are almost always like this, right?"

Rika’s observation that their personal desires were peeking through was not wrong. It was the absolute truth. This was the result of the artisans in the Mutual Aid Society’s creation department, both men and women, deciding, "We gotta put some erotic elements in these!" The upper echelons had expressed their disapproval at one point, saying that was going too far, but…

"‘Fine, then. We’re goin’ on strike.’"

The craftsmen, regardless of gender, abandoned their work. As a result, management had no choice but to accept their demands. The craftsmen’s stance was that if you didn’t like it, you could pay up and get something made elsewhere, and they refused to accept any complaints. What made the situation so egregious was that the performance of these costumes was actually quite high. To procure something of the same level would require a considerable sum of money. For that reason, most of the female members who participated in the Halloween subjugation event simply,

"‘…Well, if it’s just for one day.’"

They accepted their fate with a sense of resignation. That was the current state of affairs.

"…Anyway, Rika-san, are you okay with this? Something so…"

"Well, I’m not a fan of strange guys staring at me, but…"

A glint appeared in Rika’s eyes.

"Oji-san seems to like cosplay. I was thinking I might have a shot."

"What, Hideo-san likes cosplay!?"

To defend Satou for a moment. He may be a man with a few screws loose, but he possessed enough common sense not to discuss lewd topics in front of children. He had never once revealed his personal proclivities in front of Rika. So how did she know? The answer was simple.

"Yeah. When I went over to his house, I secretly went through his PC history and bookmarks and found out."

Satou Hideo, a devastatingly careless mistake…! He never would have thought! That the sweet junior high school girl he doted on would do such a thing… he would never notice! Not a single shred of a clue! Satou was sharp, yet dense. He could sense the affection from those close to him, but he was incapable of noticing when romantic feelings were mixed in. He could pick up on it from someone at a distance, but when it came to those in his inner circle, he was completely useless. If he had noticed Rika’s feelings, his deeply affectionate nature might have prompted him to be more cautious, but it was too late now.

"Oji-san thinks I’m just a kid and underestimates me, but with the erotic cuteness of Little Red Rika-chan… fuhehe."

Rika was dense. Like any girl her age, she loved talking about romance, but she was completely oblivious to the subtleties between men and women. Even in situations where it was obvious to anyone that one person liked another, she was the type to be genuinely shocked, saying,

"‘Wait, really!?’"

That was the level of her denseness.

"…"

Therefore, she had no way of noticing the meaningful look Sarna was giving her own costume.
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			The Real Me

			...

I stared intently at my reflection in the full-length mirror in the living room. On my head sat a wide-brimmed, black, pointed hat. Over my school uniform, I wore a black cloak that fell to my ankles.

"No, seriously, the difference between the men's and women's costumes is just too much."

Beshi! I smacked my own reflection as I made the retort. Yes, this was the costume I had borrowed from the Mutual Aid Society, just like Rika and Sarna. In stark contrast to the needlessly elaborate designs for the ladies, mine was this simple. There was nothing but the pointed hat and cloak. And even those two items had zero decoration. The quality of the equipment itself was good, so its performance was comparable, but I could clearly feel the difference in the amount of effort put into them.

"…Well, it's not like there's a problem with it as is, but."

I glanced down at my feet, and after a moment's hesitation, I took it out. It was a long, black lace one-piece dress with a large slit down the side. Paired with the pointed hat and robe, it would surely make for a very witch-like appearance. But I, Sakuya, am a boy. It's not that I have a hobby of cross-dressing. It's because, in my heart, dressing as a woman is what feels right.

You see, Ayase Sakuya is what you would call transgender.

We live in a diversified society. The concept is widely known to the public and more accepted than it once was. That said, it is also true that this is something quite difficult for the individual to bring up. I have never told my parents, my friends, or anyone at all. Keeping a secret is stressful, but... my circumstances were fortunate. When I said I wanted to learn how to do housework, no one looked at me strangely, and when I grew my hair out, they readily believed me when I said it was for a vow. I was able to find release through these small things, so my mind was never troubled, and the stress remained at a manageable level.

Furthermore, let's suppose I did reveal my truth. I had faith that my parents and relatives, though surprised, would face the matter with sincerity. The knowledge that things would be okay even if I reached my limit played a part in reducing my stress. You might wonder why I don't just tell them then, but that's one thing, and this is another. Even if I believe they will ultimately accept me, it's still a difficult issue to bring up.

"…Just for today, maybe… would it be so wrong?"

That was the Sakuya I was, but coming to Tokyo and living with Satou had brought about a change of heart. Learning about the Supernatural World, and knowing there was a way to completely change my sex, had caused my self-restraint to loosen just a little... just a tiny bit. "Worst case, I can just ask Hero Uncle to make me a woman." Satou would probably do it if asked. But I haven't realized that if I were to say only those words out of context, he would panic tremendously. Let's get back on topic. With my self-restraint already loosened, being lent such a terribly plain costume made me go out and buy clothes. It was a complete impulse buy. I only came to my senses after I had paid and left the store.

...

The time was just before five o'clock. Satou wasn't back yet. Before I knew it, I had taken off my clothes and slipped my arms through the sleeves of the one-piece. I hadn't just bought the dress. I also bought a pair of tights with an alluring design to add a touch of witchy flair.

"…This is quite something."

After I finished changing, I untied my hair and looked in the mirror again. I possess the kind of looks one would appropriately describe as an Akita Beauty. The women's clothing suited me. A touch of rouge would likely make me even more alluring.

"Yes, this looks good."

It was at that moment.

"Time for a raid, ya punks!!!!"

The sound of the front door being violently thrown open echoed along with a furious shout.

"Wha!?"

My mind went blank from the suddenness of it all, and then the living room door opened and Satou came in, a handgun held at the ready.

"We've got the goods on you! Don't make any sudden moves!!"

"H, Hero Uncle..."

It was one of his occasional joke-style "I'm home" greetings. But I was in no state to play along. What do I do, what do I do, I thought, panicking...

"Hmm? Hey, a witch costume. Not bad. But weren't the men's rentals from the Mutual Aid Society super half-assed? Just a hat and a robe, right? Which means you bought the dress and tights yourself. Looks like you're getting into the spirit of things, Saku-chan."

As Satou made finger guns with both hands and wiggled about, I could only stare back at him with a dumbfounded look on my face.

"? What's up."

"Uh, well... you know, I'm cross-dressing... so, your reaction is kind of..."

"It looks good on you. You're a beauty, Saku-chan."

"No, it's not that... A guy dressing like this is..."

I was sure he would be sincere if I confessed my truth. But I had always thought that if he didn't know anything...

"Whoa, whoa, Saku-chan, aren't your values a little old-fashioned? Guys cross-dressing for events are pretty common these days. I mean, even I did it back in high school."

Here, he said, holding out his smartphone. On the screen was a picture of Satou (in his sixteen year old form) wearing gyaru makeup and a midriff-baring sailor uniform.

"Don't you guys do it for the cheer dances at sports festivals or for the school festival?"

"A, at the high school I went to... we didn't..."

"Really? But you're cross-dressing now, so you must have wanted to get in on that kind of fun, right?"

"W, well, yeah, but... you know, it's one thing when it's a stranger, and another when it's someone you know..."

"It's no different."

His reaction, which seemed to say "What are you talking about?", made the tension slowly drain from my shoulders.

"Well, yeah. But I get how you feel, Saku-chan. You get swept up in the festive mood and just do it, but then you feel embarrassed when you calm down. But who cares? Cast your shame aside. It's okay to act like an idiot during a festival. We're only human, after all."

Satou laughed, adding, especially since you're a beauty, Saku-chan.

"Besides, you think I'm the kind of guy who'd be prejudiced against cross-dressing? My spiritual oasis is an okama bar, you know."

That wasn't something I needed to hear, but I decided to ignore it.

"And I'm a regular at a few places with genuine newhalf girls, too."

Newhalf girls. To Satou, they were probably just simple words. But his natural consideration made my cheeks soften into a smile. He properly recognizes them as girls, I thought.

"There are lots of cute girls, and they used to live as guys, right? Maybe that's why, but they're incredibly good at capturing a man's heart."

"Oh... by the way, Hero Uncle, why are you home so early?"

"Hm? Oh, the president let us clock out early today since it's Halloween."

"Uh, is that really okay?"

"It's not like he just did it on a whim out of the blue."

He said the president had checked the work progress of each department and did it because they had leeway.

"And you know, last month was pretty hectic. This is also a way for us to blow off some steam before things get crazy at the end of the year."

"I see... being a working adult sounds tough."

"It is. But there are fun things that only working adults get to enjoy. You'll understand when you're older, Saku-chan."

Saying that, Satou took off his hat and patted my head. I looked a little embarrassed, but happy nonetheless...

"And I've got my own preparations to make. So this is a big help."

"Preparations?"

...

Suu, Satou's body began to turn transparent.

"H, Hero Uncle?"

"Fufufu... fufufufu..."

Leaving behind an unsettling laugh, Satou vanished. He had probably returned to his room.

"...I, I have a bad feeling about this."

The warm feeling from just a moment ago had completely vanished.
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			The Beginning of the Long Night

			"Whoa! Sacchan, a witch!? That's awesome, totally awesome!"

"You look very beautiful."

"Wow... Sakuya-san, it really suits you."

"Haha, thanks. All of your costumes are wonderful too."

It was six in the evening. The kids had gathered at the Mutual Aid Society facility they regularly used. The place was more crowded than usual, and with everyone in costume, the scene looked nothing like a facility for the Supernatural World.

"...Man, at this rate, I probably should've prepared something of my own," Hikaru muttered. His costume was that of a vampire, but it only consisted of a black cape and a pair of fake fangs. He was wearing it over his casual clothes to look the part, but compared to Sakuya's outfit, he couldn't shake the feeling that it was a lazy effort.

"The guys' lack of effort is just incredible. Are you only motivated by your ulterior motives? That's the level we're talking about here."

"W, well, the performance seems to be on par, so..."

"If the performance was bad too, there'd be no saving you."

It was a perfectly valid comeback.

"I was feeling a little festive, so I prepared one... but our clothes could get dirty or torn in a rough fight."

"Hmm... I guess you're right."

Hikaru, a man of thrift, was easily convinced.

"Ah, it looks like registration is starting."

"We've got to get in line!"

The registration for the Halloween subjugation event's quests had begun, and the kids joined the queue. With it being a prime time to earn money, everyone had a greedy glint in their eyes, which in turn fired up the kids' own fighting spirit.

"Everyone, are your phone batteries okay?"

"All charged up!"

"I brought a portable charger too."

"I have a spare battery."

When they had registered for the event beforehand, the Mutual Aid Society had told them to download a special Halloween-only app. They were to use that app to grasp the current location, danger level, and rewards for the Aberrations that would appear one after another, and then subjugate them.

"Wait, won't this turn into a race? I'd hate to get to the location only to find it's already been defeated."

"It seems that once a quest is accepted, it disappears from the list."

"And it looks like kill-stealing is impossible. If you defeat one without accepting the quest, the reward goes to the person who took it."

"Rika-san. You really should read the instructions properly..."

"Hey, I'm the type who uses electronics and stuff by feel."

As she was making excuses that were not excuses at all, their turn came. Since they had pre-registered, the process went smoothly, but...

"What's with this badge?"

The receptionist handed them a badge shaped like a jack-o'-lantern. Rika looked at the other three, wondering if there had been any mention of receiving something like this, but they also shook their heads.

"It seems some kind of spell has been carved into it, but what could it be...?"

"It's like... a proof of participation for this large-scale subjugation event. It's important, so please be careful not to lose it, okay?"

They felt something was off, but it seemed there would be no further explanation. With a line forming behind them, the kids quickly left the queue.

"What should we do with this?"

"Can't we just stick it somewhere random?"

"..."

"Sakuya-san? Is something wrong?"

"Oh, no... I just remembered that Hero Uncle was giving off a strange, unsettling vibe before we left."

"..."

A brief silence fell.

"No use thinking about it, so let's just ignore this matter for now."

"Rika-chan, I think that ability of yours to switch gears so fast is amazing."

"Well, Rika-san is right. For now, let's focus on the quest in front of us."

"Y, you're right... Sorry for saying something weird."

As they were talking, the time finally came. The moment the clock's hands pointed to seven, quests began to trickle onto their phones. The barrier that suppressed demonic forces, deployed in various locations only on days when a massive outbreak was predicted, had begun to weaken.

"How about this one?"

"It's far, but... today they have that, what's it called..."

"The teleportation portals set up by the Mutual Aid Society are open for free use, so it's all right."

"Right, that's it!"

"Then I'll use teleportation magic."

The first quest was the excision of a small-scale alternate realm that had just formed. The target was a queen-class Aberration, but they judged it would be fine based on the listed danger level.

"...This looks fun."

"Yes. Let's finish this quickly so we can protect this atmosphere."

The town they teleported to was also alive with a festive Halloween mood. There were people in costume here and there, so the four of them didn't seem out of place as they headed to the point of origin and plunged into the alternate realm. The moment they entered, an Aberration lunged at them, but they were used to this. Hikaru drew his high-frequency blade and cut it down in a flash.

"We have a long night ahead, so let's conserve our strength as much as possible."

"""Roger."""

They fought their way through the swarming small fry, heading for the deepest part of the alternate realm. Perhaps because it had just formed, it hadn't fully expanded, and they reached their destination in about ten minutes. The master of the realm was a giant spider. As soon as it spotted Hikaru and the others, the great spider spewed a massive amount of silk to capture its prey. But this was not enough to faze them. Sakuya and Rika burned away the threads with flames.

"My instant death ability... it doesn't look like it will work directly on this one."

Chaki, Sarna readied her great scythe as Hikaru nodded.

"Sakuya-san, please provide support. We'll be the attackers."

"Understood."

"It looks pretty tough... but it's the type with an exoskeleton, so we should be able to get it if we aim for the joints," Rika murmured, cloaking her right hand in a blade of wind.

"Here it comes!"

They couldn't capture it unless they weakened it first. The spider, having reached this conclusion, attacked at almost the same instant Sakuya, who had retreated to the rear, cast enhancement magic on everyone. Nimbly dodging the massive charging body, the three of them split up and began their assault. They separated to prevent the spider from focusing on a single target.

"A regeneration ability!?"

The flesh where they had slashed swelled up, and the wounds repaired themselves in an instant.

"Sarna-chan!"

Hikaru blocked an attack and shouted. Sarna gave a small nod and imbued the tip of her scythe with the authority of death. It was a technique taught to her by Satou, one used by her father, Hades.

"Hyaah!"

The authority-infused blade tore through flesh. Just like before, the flesh began to swell, but with a dry pop, it burst. It seemed the spider lacked the power to do anything about a wound that had been killed.

"If that's the case, then me too!"

Rika was a being known as a Star Priestess. Born from absorbing the power of the Earth, a Star Priestess has an extraordinarily high affinity for nature. This makes them skilled in arts that manipulate nature... but nature is not limited to just wind and fire. The poisons that exist in the natural world are also one of the powers a priestess can command. She imbued her wind blade with countless toxins and slashed. It wasn't enough to completely negate the regeneration, but it was clearly slowing down. The spider was likely diverting resources not just to heal its wounds, but also to expel the toxins.

"Don't let up! We'll crush it in one fell swoop!"

And so, after about ten minutes, the great spider fell. The kids had suffered no major injuries, and their stamina was not significantly drained. It could be called a complete victory.

"Phew... Let's take a short break, then move on to the next one."

"""Roger."""

The night had only just begun.
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			The Main Event

			"Money. Money. Moneyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!!!"

"Every time you open your mouth, it’s about money! Have you no shame!? Nonnnnnne at allllll!!"

It was 11:44 PM. The subjugation event was nearing its end. The excitement of those who had joined for the money was reaching its peak.

"Hahahaha! They’re ten-thousand-yen bills! They’re like walking, talking ten-thousand-yen bills!"

"I wonder how much I’ve made already!? I don’t know! I have no idea! But I’m so happyyy!!"

The point of Halloween costumes is to hide one’s identity from demonic beings. But looking at this scene, you had to wonder if costumes were even necessary. You could not blame someone for calling them monsters driven mad by greed. That said, not everyone was losing themselves to avarice.

"Phew... Shall we call it a day around here?"

Having finished annihilating the Aberrations infesting the ruins, Hikaru made the suggestion, and the other three agreed.

"We still have some strength left, but we’re also still inexperienced. I think it’s best to be extra cautious."

"I feel a little bad since there are probably still monsters running wild all over the place... but hey, it can’t be helped!"

"It would be utterly foolish to bring about our own ruin by overreaching."

Besides, they were not the only ones taking part in the subjugation. Sarna added that the other participants were surely doing their best.

"Yeah, that’s true. By the way, Sarna-chan, you sound like you’re speaking from experience."

"You must be imagining things. More importantly, I’m tired. Why don’t we rest a little before heading back?"

"Good idea. We’re in the middle of nowhere, so no one will see us."

They sat down on the ground of the ruins and began to relax in their own ways.

"Still, we defeated quite a lot. I wonder how much our reward will be?"

"...!"

Hikaru’s hand, which had been about to open a sports drink he had pulled from his spatially manipulated pouch, froze. The three girls tilted their heads as he suddenly went rigid.

"What’s wrong, Hikaru-kun?"

"...N, no... I was trying not to think about it... but how much money we made... just today..."

Rika, it went without saying, was the daughter of a company president. Sakuya was not from a particularly wealthy family, but with both parents working, she grew up in a household with some financial leeway. Sarna, too, had never experienced any monetary hardship. Unlike the three of them, Hikaru had grown up in a struggling family, so a large sum of money was both a joy and a terror to him.

"We’ve been at it since seven... so about five hours? And in that time... even with a very low estimate, that’s at least five million yen per person..."

As Hikaru trembled, saying his sense of money was getting warped, Rika spoke up.

"Hikaru-kun, try to look at the bright side, okay? For now, just think, ‘Yay, we made a lot of money!’ That’s good enough, right?"

"Yeah, but..."

"If you feel like you’re going off the rails, you have people who will scold you, don’t you? So it’s fine."

What they should be thinking about now, Rika continued, was how to use that money.

"Even if we put most of it into savings and expenses for the Supernatural World, we still earned all that. Let’s use some of it on things we like. You know, you could take your little sisters and your mother out for a slightly fancy dinner!"

Sakuya and Sarna jumped on that idea.

"That’s a great idea. Maybe I’ll get something for Hero Uncle to thank him for everything."

"As for me... perhaps I will use it to treat myself for all my hard work. Ah, going on a dessert tour sounds fun."

At that, Hikaru finally seemed to relax. The tension left his face. He leaned back on his hands, looked up at the ceiling, and let out a breath.

"I’d want to eat sushi... but Ai and Midori would probably say they’d prefer Western food."

"Don’t you think it’s okay for the big brother to be a little selfish once in a while?"

And with that, they fell into cheerful, idle chatter. The atmosphere was truly pleasant. However, an "abnormality" shattered it all. Just a few minutes before midnight, the badges they had been issued suddenly began to flash.

"Huh, what’s this, it’s glowing? And in a really creepy way!!"

"Damn it...! It won’t come off!? What is this thing!?"

"...Since the Mutual Aid Society provided it, I doubt it’s meant to cause us harm, but..."

"! There’s a flash of light...!!"

The moment the clock struck midnight, their vision was flooded with crimson light. A short while later, their sight returned, but...

"Where the hell are we!?"

Spread before them was a land of withered trees and towering gravestones. In the distance stood an unnervingly spooky old castle. The sky above held a red moon. All those who had been forcibly teleported to this deeply unsettling landscape screamed in unison.

"...Is everyone here one of the people who took the subjugation request?"

"Seems like it. The badges were glowing like crazy before we were teleported."

"Well, our lives don’t seem to be in immediate danger, so everyone calm down!"

Those who had recovered their composure the fastest began to assess the situation while calling out to the others. While there were inexperienced people like Hikaru and his friends, there were also seasoned veterans among the crowd. Thanks to their proactive calls for calm, the others gradually began to settle down.

"Hey, so. We were all brought here by teleportation, right?"

"I don’t see any portals around."

"For what it’s worth, I really tried to resist the teleportation, but it was no use."

"............Isn’t there only one person from the Mutual Aid Society who could pull off something this absurd?"

Just as a single face surfaced in everyone’s mind, a clap of thunder echoed. They looked up at the sky in unison to see black clouds writhing, morphing into a sinister silhouette.

"I am that which emerges from the darkness in human hearts, and to that darkness I shall return..."

A ghastly voice boomed.

"...My name is Satou... Demon King Satou!!"

"It really is Satou!!!!"

Everyone reflexively shouted the retort.

"Huh? Hey, who do you punks think you’re talkin’ to so casually? Hah? There might be some of ya older than me, but there ain’t no seniority in the Supernatural World, ya get me? Power is everything. So, with that in mind, I’ll ask again. Who d’you think you’re talkin’ to? Hey, come on, say it."

His sudden shift into a punk persona sent words laden with a physical pressure raining down upon them unreasonably.

"Just kiddin’! It’s a joke, a joke! More importantly, I gotta explain. See, I got a request from the chairman a little while back. Asked me to put on a finale for the Halloween subjugation event, like an overtime round. We haven’t had any huge, all-out battles that drag everyone in for years, right? That’s what’s got the chairman worried."

Taking on requests suited to one’s abilities. That was important. But sometimes, one had no choice but to throw oneself into a battle with no clear path to victory. Huge periods of turmoil naturally provided such opportunities, but there had been none. Any worldwide crises or chaos had been stamped out by Satou before they could become major conflagrations.

"So basically, uh, you know."

The evil silhouette grinned bashfully.

"...Let’s have a raid battle! I’ll be the boss!!"
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			Demon King's Army

			To be honest, I wasn't that into it at first. It just seemed like a pain. If all I had to do was obliterate the enemy, that'd be one thing, but that's not what this was, right? I had to hold back while also calibrating my attacks so they'd serve as nourishment for the Society members. It was beyond tedious. But if the kids were going to participate in a Halloween subjugation event, then I couldn't exactly ignore it. A battle on the scale of several hundred people would be a valuable experience for them. So, I agreed to be the raid boss.

And then, while I was thinking about this and that, I started having fun.

At first, I was just mechanically thinking up gimmicks. But gradually, the little boy's heart inside me started to stir, and before I knew it, I was completely absorbed. How about this? This is good! No, no, what if I do this instead? It was that kind of thing.

"Alright everyone, don't look so glum."

I spoke to the Society members while still seated on the throne of Magic Castle Sugar the Great. I get how you feel, you know? You've been working so hard up to now, and then you're told there's an overtime round. Of course you'd groan. And even if I say it's to strengthen your fighting power, you're just thinking that's my problem, not yours. But this isn't such a bad deal for them either.

"It's not like participation is mandatory. If you want to back out after the explanation, just take off your badge and you can leave."

So listen to the end, I told them, and began my explanation.

"Okay everyone, take a look next to your faces. See the meter floating there?"

It was a gauge that showed their contribution level in the raid battle. The Mutual Aid Society was set up to give out rewards based on that contribution level. As I rattled off some specific monetary amounts, the look in their eyes gradually began to change.

"It goes without saying, but support actions are properly counted toward your contribution, so don't worry."

Also, it's important not to get the wrong idea. What matters in a raid battle is cooperation. Trying to grandstand to earn points won't actually increase your contribution much. Despite that, if you keep showboating and trying to earn points bit by bit, it'll start going into the negative, so be careful. The objective this time is to fight an enemy you see no chance of beating and to gain experience. But that doesn't mean you have to do it alone. There might be situations where you're forced to fight by yourself, but this time you have allies. I want you to bundle your individual strengths and maneuver skillfully.

"If you want to earn contribution points efficiently, you need to work in sync. If a team move makes us go, 'Ooh, not bad,' you might even get a special bonus to your contribution."

Incidentally, that judgment call is handled by staff from the Mutual Aid Society. The very same sensory-type staff who were so active during this Halloween event. The system works with me buffing them so they can track everyone's actions in real time and add to their contribution scores.

"And this is just an event, after all. You're not gonna die in this battle."

Even if you take what would be a fatal level of damage, you won't die. You'll just be unable to move on the spot. Continues are also possible. That said, if you guys just use zombie tactics, it'll defeat the purpose for the Mutual Aid Society.

"The respawn time is five minutes. During that time, you won't be able to move a single finger, and you'll have to experience all the pain that a fatal wound brings."

Still, it would be pointless if your spirit was completely broken here. I am accepting give-ups. If you just think it in your head, you'll be ejected outside.

"Just be aware that in that case, your contribution reward will be cut by more than half."
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			Raid Battle

			"...This is a battle of mental attrition."

So said Nakajima, one of the society members who, while not talented enough to break into the top ranks, had earned a degree of respect from the more powerful players. This was the first stage. He spoke because he had seen through the true nature of the skeletal army swarming from the graves in a matter of minutes. He used a voice amplification art to ensure everyone could hear him, then began his explanation.

"To put it in terms the younger ones will understand... you know those action games where you mow down hordes of small fry?"

His expression was truly bitter as he spoke, all while kicking away the swarming skeletons.

"They are a simple genre of game, but one guaranteed a certain level of success. The key to those kinds of games is the feeling of exhilaration. You have to be able to mow down everything but the boss without any stress. If you do not get that part right, the game bombs. And our current situation is a perfect example of that failure."

To be blunt, the skeletons were small fry. But they moved in an exquisitely annoying way. If one hit kills were impossible, we could have just shifted our mindset, but that was not the case.

"They are designed so that one hit kills are possible. A little less than sixty percent of the time, I would say."

Because of that, our rhythm was thrown completely off. If it was simply a matter of us not playing well, we would never fully get into gear.

"A trivial hassle. But when it piles up, it turns into irritation and robs you of your composure."

These mobs were designed with that philosophy in mind. Satou had no intention of making participants drop out here. This was only the first volley. He was trying to amplify the effects of his second and third volleys by letting an invisible debuff, a mental burden, accumulate.

"So what? You are saying the right answer is to blast them with high firepower?"

"I wonder about that. Forcing us to exhaust ourselves physically might also be part of his plan."

We did not know what awaited us in the stages ahead. Should we choose mental exhaustion, or physical exhaustion? There was no way to say which was correct.

"Hey!"

"Making us hesitate like this is exactly what the Demon King wants."

Therefore, there was only one right answer for this situation.

"Let's take a vote! We will decide by majority whether to crush them bit by bit or all at once!!"

If we did not know which form of exhaustion was the correct choice, then we would discard one with our own will. As long as we felt we had chosen, not that we had been forced to choose, the damage could be minimized. Whichever was decided, we would accept it without complaint once the choice was made. He made everyone agree to that promise, and under his leadership, the vote began. Crushing them all at once was chosen.

"Looks like we made the right call."

"Contribution points."

"I see, so they are not just a simple barometer of how much money you have earned."

After clearing out the swarm of skeletons, they checked their contribution points. After realizing what was happening, Nakajima had intentionally reduced the number of enemies he defeated. He did this to check the contribution points after getting through this stage. Even though he had cut back his kill count, his contribution points had increased the most.

"A proposal, leadership, even if it is the wrong choice, as long as it helps with cooperation you will probably get a bonus."

"You mean the size of the increase?"

"Yeah. Looking at the size of the increase compared to the others, it seems we at least chose the correct answer from their perspective."

The children who were listening to the veterans’ conversation thought,

"...Amazing."

"...Yeah."

"Is this what you call the gravitas of a veteran?"

"How should I put it, he has a different kind of reliability from the Old Man."

It was not that Satou lacked that sort of gravitas. He excelled at insight, decision making, and psychological bargaining. In fact, those were his true strengths. Everyone who knew Satou before he became so overpowered understood just how troublesome he was. But the children's eyes were inevitably drawn to his overwhelming power. For that reason, the existence of a superior warrior who lacked innate talent was a very fresh and powerful inspiration to them.

"We should learn from this. While we have the chance."

...But despite this pure-hearted resolution, the mean spirited stages continued.

"What is this thing!? It is melting just our clothes!!"

"It is a pervert monster!!"

A monster that one could only assume was a product of someone's personal desires.

"Damn, it is actually strong! After all those curveballs, he throws a fastball!!"

"...My apologies. I cannot defy the boss's orders."

"Satou-chan is truly pathologically skilled at messing with people's heads just for fun, isn't he."

An enemy that was just plain strong.

"We are neither Takahashi nor Suzuki. We are Takagi!!"

"They fused!?"

"And it looks just like Baron Ash●ra!"

"Isn't the fusion supposed to take the best parts of both!?"

An enemy that was not only strong, but also equipped with a gimmick designed to fluster them. Overcoming numerous trials, the heroes finally reached the Demon King's throne.

"You have done well to make it this far. For mere lower life forms, I shall praise your efforts."

Satou, seated on the throne, clapped his hands with an arrogant attitude.

≪...≫

"Hey, say something."

"Oh, no... I was just thinking this must be the next gimmick."

"You will just turn younger after we shave off a certain amount of your HP, right?"

It was Satou, but he had the appearance of an old man. Well, even for an old man, he was the defiant type you sometimes see and think, "This guy isn't going to die anytime soon."

"There's a rumor that the form the Demon King usually shows is a false one."

"We don't need that advice! Just look at him and you can tell!!"

"This helper character is exquisitely useless!!"

"I hear that attacks don't work on the Demon King. Apparently an invisible barrier blocks everything."

"We figured that out too! The Four Heavenly Kings dropped items that were obvious hints!"

"And before that, the stage was set up so we could avoid fighting the Four Heavenly Kings in the first place!"

"That was obviously a trap! If we had skipped them, we would have paid for it later!"

Watching their reactions, Satou shrugged his shoulders with an annoyed look, as if thinking they were a bunch with no sense of fun.

"Oh? You are starting already? Once you use that thing to get rid of my invincibility barrier, the fight begins, you know."

But his eyes went wide when Nakajima, now the group's leader, took out an item.

"...You truly are a nasty piece of work. If we do not use it, the battle will not start, allowing us to rest."

And by doing so, he "tries to make us rest," Nakajima said.

"We are certainly exhausted. But mentally, we are in a good 'hyped up' state. If we rest now, that feeling will definitely fade. That is your aim, is it not? And while I am at it, about the helper character, Saionji-san. Is she not one of the gimmicks as well?"

A grin spread across Satou's lips.

"A helper character. I never specified who she was a helper character for, did I? Saionji-san's advice was not worthless. Oh, there were times when it was useful. But proportionally speaking, forty or fifty percent of it was the kind of stuff you would get from a game NPC that does you no good in a real situation."

Everyone must have thought the same thing. She gave the bare minimum of advice needed for a fight, but her role was fundamentally one prepared for Satou's amusement.

"After instilling in us that she was that kind of character, she made that last comment. Even if she suddenly starts talking about false forms and what not, it just seems like another one of your pranks. It was all a setup to create a flow that would relax the atmosphere and naturally lead to a suggestion that we should rest, was it not?"

A stir spread through the other members at Nakajima's deduction. To think that Satou had laid a trap where even his clownish behavior was part of the calculation.

"Bravo, great detective. You are absolutely right. But when it comes to being nasty, you are not half bad yourself, are you? If resting would kill our motivation, then what do you call this little deduction time? You explained my intentions with a tense narrative to keep everyone's spirits from flagging, all while letting them get as much rest as possible."

The reader being read. This must be the true pleasure of such bargaining. There was nothing more to say. Satou and Nakajima declared at the same time.

""Now, let the final battle begin!!""
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			The Possibility Called Youth

			Just one more hit. In our world, it is a common tale for that last hit to feel impossibly far. If you looked at the gauge displayed beside me, you would see I have only 1 HP left. A single strike will take me down.

"Damn it, he's so stubborn...!!"

"So this is the final hurdle!"

I have set the specifications so they cannot defeat me without coordinating at over ninety percent, if not a full one hundred. Right now, their coordination is at about eighty four, maybe eighty five percent. It is impressive they can manage that much when some of them have never even met. But it is not enough. It may sound harsh, but that kind of unfairness is the default when you are facing an overwhelmingly superior opponent.

"...I will create an opening."

The one to suggest it was Rika-chan. I could not believe it. Did she think she could exploit my feelings for her to create an opening because we were close? No, that is not it. It does not feel like that.

"The graphics for medicinal herbs and antidotes look similar, so be careful!!"

"Shut up, Mama! You just have to bring up a confirmation screen before using them! Besides, I don't even have any medicinal herbs or antidotes in the first place!!"

Replying so earnestly is hilarious. Meanwhile, Chika-san continued to offer advice, nimbly dodging attacks amidst the chaotic battle. From their perspective, she must have been incredibly annoying. Rika-chan fired a bolt of lightning at Chika-san, driving her back, then opened her mouth as if she had resolved herself.

"https"

Huh? Not just me, but even my allies were confused. What is https? Oh, a URL? Does she mean https? But why, at a time like this... I seriously do not get it. I continued to deal with the demon king subjugation squad's attacks while tilting my head in confusion.

"dosukebe.otokonosaga..."

...No, wait. It suddenly hit me. The words she was calmly reciting were from...

"The review blog for wind-based services I'm so indebted to!? Wh, why... no, don't tell me, Rika-chan, you went through my bookmarks...!!"

In that instant, an impact shot through my back. When I turned around, I saw Hikaru and Sarna-chan, having just swung their sword and great scythe.

I see... so it was Saku-chan. Teleportation, even if it was just a short distance.

I had not taught her that yet. I thought it was too soon, that she would not be able to use it. Well well, I see.

"Heh, my defeat was caused by my underestimation of the potential of youth."

"Hey, hold on. You're trying to make it sound cool, but that's not what created the opening."

"I am not satisfied with this."

"You gotta be kidding me, it ends like this?"

Aah, aah, I cannot hear you. And you should not get cocky just yet. You may have defeated me, but it is too soon to claim victory.

"Gah!?"

For dramatic effect, I was now just skin and bones, looking like I was five seconds from truly kicking the bucket. But hey, pay attention to my right hand. See that ridiculously huge, jet black sphere of light? The demon king's final, desperate struggle. Even if I die, I'll take you all with me... It is a classic, right?

"Have you forgotten, you fools? I am one born from the darkness in people's hearts..."

"So it's that kind of thing! It looks like a long speech, so he's giving us time to prepare! But if we let our guard down, we'll definitely all be wiped out here!!"

The members who could erect barriers began preparing a compound barrier, while those who could not started acting as batteries.

"Frustration with a tactless father, irritation at a convenience store clerk who carelessly hands over change."

The hate for a husband who says anything is fine for dinner, but then complains "not this today" when it is served. An annoying boss who gets too personal. A neighbor's noise, just loud enough that you cannot ignore it. A teacher who plays favorites.

"Th, that's the demon king's self destruct technique... the Discomfort Orb! A destructive beam of negative energy condensed from the darkness in the human heart!!" "The darkness in his heart is so lame!? And he's going with that until the very end!?"

"If I'm going to die, I'm taking you with meeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!"

Well, yeah, they blocked it. Just like that. I said taking them with me was a classic, but I know how to read the room. If they had let their guard down, I would have mercilessly given them a game over screen with a "don't underestimate me," but they were able to block it normally by getting serious.

And so, the raid battle came to an end. They had magnificently succeeded in subjugating the demon king. I left the minor details to the Mutual Aid Society staff and sent them all back to the Surface World.

"Once again... good work, everyone."

"You can say that again."

"Making us do such a stupid thing..."

"I have plenty of complaints, but let's just get this job over with."

"You're right. It's getting late."

It was a little past three in the morning. We were all gathered in a room in Sugar the Great that had been renovated to look like a faculty office. As for why, it was time for grading. The Mutual Aid Society was conducting its own evaluation, but they had also asked for our perspective as people who had fought directly. It was a pain, but since I had accepted the job, I could not just phone it in.

"The MVP would have to be him. Nakajima, was it? There's no doubt he was the cornerstone of the group."

Everyone nodded in agreement with Yanagi's words. There were no objections. Nakajima Shigeru. He was thirty, five years younger than me. He was originally from the Surface World, but he came to this world late... when he was twenty, I think.

"In terms of current combat ability and potential, he isn't exactly blessed, but that boy knows his place."

"You can't move like that unless you really understand your own limits."

"Yeah. The fact that he doesn't despair and calmly assesses what he can do before taking action is a big plus."

"He's good at directing the group, too. It would be a blessing to have someone like him in an organization."

Onisaki, Takahashi, Suzuki, and Chika-san listed off his merits one by one. I had no objections to these points either. I felt it was exactly as they said. No matter how much Nakajima struggled, he could never become an outstanding individual. He had already reached his growth limit. This is a world where it is common for some kid to pop up out of nowhere and instantly surpass someone who has been training for decades. The veterans have come to terms with it, but not completely. Somewhere in their hearts, they harbor envy and jealousy. But Nakajima has none of that. He accepts that fact for what it is and has cleanly separated himself from it.

"A guy who can cleanly make calculations without letting his emotions get in the way is a tough opponent. He's a similar type to you, Yanagi."

"That's true. However, in a way, he handles it better than I do."

"That's because you never bothered to hide how detached you were."

Someone who can act without considering their own feelings often appears detached to a third party. But when that person is exceptionally skilled, that detachment can work in their favor. It becomes a kind of charisma. Yanagi, who excelled at everything, was that type, but Nakajima is different. He acts in a way that prevents others from sensing that detachment. His smooth command is proof of that. Just as Chika-san said, he is the kind of person you would be grateful to have in an organization. I would even want him as a subordinate.

"If I had to point out his one and only weakness, it's that he has exquisitely bad luck."

"Oh my, Satou-chan, you know him?"

"Yeah. We're not that close, but we have enough of a connection that he diligently sends me mid-year and year-end gifts every year."

The reason for that is...

"I was the one who saved him when he was on the verge of death."

"Oh, you were? Do tell the story. It will be a nice snack to go with my drink."

Yanagi urged me on while chugging his beer. It is not something I need to hide, so I do not mind... but seeing this guy drink beer still feels weird. You are definitely the type to be elegantly swirling a wine glass.

"It was about ten years ago. I was doing my rounds when I found a small-scale Alternate Realm."

I sensed a human presence, and leaving them to die would have left a bad taste in my mouth, right? So I quickly entered and quickly slaughtered the master of the place. Nakajima was in critical condition at the time, so I gave him some basic treatment and tossed him to the Mutual Aid Society. I could have healed him completely, but I chose not to. It was because the unconscious Nakajima's face was twisted in terror and agony. He must have gone through something terribly frightening and tasted despair to his fill. That is why I did not heal him.

"Just because your body is fully healed when you wake up doesn't mean the emotional scars you got on the brink of death will fade."

"A disconnect between the mind and body."

Yanagi muttered in response to my words. Nakajima has the aptitude. Therefore, his options are limited. He has to fight in the Supernatural World until he can acquire the skills to defend himself. How would he feel if he were told that while his emotional wounds were still fresh? He might manage on the surface, but the mental toll would surely pile up. The Mutual Aid Society knew of such cases, so they did not perform any major treatments after bringing him to one of their affiliated hospitals either...

"...But that created its own set of problems."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, at the time, he was in a two year vocational school and right in the middle of job hunting."

While everyone around him was securing job offers, Nakajima was apparently getting rejected left and right.

"And get this, the day after I rescued him was supposed to be the day of the final interview he had finally managed to land."

"""""Ugh..."""""

Companies have to consider the other job applicants as well. They might be able to wait a day or two, but several weeks is impossible.

"The Mutual Aid Society might investigate his identity and contact his family, but they don't look into the details of his personal life, do they?"

So you can imagine Nakajima's despair when he finally woke up...

"As it happened, he woke up right when I went to visit him. I ended up hearing his story, and... you know?"

He was someone I saved, after all. I thought I would go see him at least once, and that is what I walked into.

"Even I felt sorry for him. So I gave him some advice here and there after that."

After Rika-chan got dragged into the Supernatural World, I shifted my focus, but things were different back then. I spent overwhelmingly more time living on the Surface, and I rarely showed my face except for dangerous cases. I felt bad for him, but I am not so nice that I would take care of his every need.

"So Nakajima-chan is your disciple, is that it?"

"It wasn't anything that grand. I just taught him a few crafty ways to handle things."

"But don't you think that's how he sees it? That's why he's so diligent about sending you year-end gifts and things every year, right?"

"Having him feel strangely indebted to me is actually more awkward, you know."

Even though I keep telling him he does not need to be so considerate. I could understand it if he saw some value in using me, but that does not seem to be the case. He is a man who can make detached calculations. He understands me as a person to a certain extent. So he must know it is meaningless... He is a conscientious guy.

"Getting back on topic, his bad luck started from the very beginning, but he's got plenty of other episodes like this."

If he suffered because of something that was his own fault, then it cannot be helped. But in Nakajima's case, misfortune befalls him through no fault of his own. And those incidents can only be described as truly bad luck.

"He's had it rough."

"Yep. But well, he's come to terms with it and is handling it well, so he's an amazing guy after all."

I am human too, you know. I have my unlucky days. But I have power. The power to beat down any misfortune. If it comes down to it, I can even improve my own luck. So even when things are not going my way, I can take it easy, but Nakajima has nothing like that. That is why I think he is amazing for finding a way to deal with it and live his life.

"Alright, next, let's talk about who gets to be the runner up MVP."

And so, our night wore on.
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			Devotion

			The day after Halloween.

It’s normal to feel a bit burnt out and lethargic after a big celebration. Today, everyone at the office was working diligently, but you could tell their minds were elsewhere. It would be a problem if this continued, but we are all working adults. We would likely be back to normal by tomorrow. It is not so bad to bask in the afterglow for a day, though it would be a different story during a busy season.

"Chief, you seemed to be in a good mood today."

One of my subordinates spoke to me as I was getting ready to leave. I looked around and saw the other staff seemed curious as well, subtly listening in on our conversation. I had not thought it was something worth broadcasting, but since she brought it up, maybe I would let myself brag a little.

"Yeah, well. Since the end of August, I’ve had a young relative of mine boarding with me."

"I know. Isn’t he a straightforwardly good kid, so much so that it’s hard to believe he’s related to you?"

Who started that rumor.

Well, whatever.

"You bet he is. And that kid told me he’s taking me out to dinner to thank me for always taking care of him."

He had apparently been thinking about it for a while but could not seem to find a good restaurant. A few days ago, however, a place his classmate’s family had gone to caught his interest. After looking it up, he thought it was the one. With his extra pay from Halloween in hand, he decided now was the time to act. That was how he ended up inviting me this morning. I thought it was unlike him to ask so suddenly on the day of, but…

‘I’ve been secretly checking your schedule for a while now.’

That is what he said. Now that he mentioned it, I had a vague feeling that might have been the case, but my memory was not clear. He probably sounded me out when I had been drinking.

"He said he’s been secretly saving up money little by little from a part time job. For me! For me!!"

I had to mix in a lie since I could not explain the details of the Supernatural World, but that part was not important. What was important was that it was for my sake! Yes, for my sake! Saku-chan planned all of this!

"Ugh… that’s a max level smug face…"

"Still, for a high school kid these days, that’s incredibly dutiful of him."

"Right? Right? Riiiiiight!?"

He has the looks. He has the brains. He has the personality. He is a flawless nephew with all three qualities. To be precise, he is my grandnephew, but that is not a very common term.

"Anyway, this old uncle is off to dinner, so bye byeee!!"

In high spirits, I left the office and went to our meeting spot, where Saku-chan was already waiting in his casual clothes. I had thought this for a while, but Saku-chan’s casual outfits make him look like a student from a good university. It is a trait unique to boys his age, myself included, to sneak something edgy into their style somewhere. Saku-chan has none of that prickliness at all. He just looks effortlessly stylish.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"No, it’s fine. Shall we go?"

"Sure."

Following Saku-chan’s lead, we transferred trains a few times and were led to a yakiniku restaurant somewhere in the city. Just from its appearance, I got the feeling it would be a winner.

"Hero Uncle, you like meat, right? So I thought this would be a good choice… oh, maybe you already know this place?"

"Nope. This is my first time here."

Sure, I know a number of delicious restaurants, but I have not covered them all. So I was a little excited at the prospect of discovering a new place. When I said that, Saku-chan’s face broke into a soft smile, and he let out a relieved, "Good."

"Excuse me, I have a reservation under the name Ayase."

"Ayase-sama, correct? This way, please."

Guided by the waiter, we were shown to a private room. I had figured a pricey place like this would have private rooms, but I did not expect him to go out of his way to get one for us.

"It’s more relaxing to eat this way, right?"

"You’re right. Thanks for being so thoughtful."

"I heard that besides beef, pork, and chicken, this place also has some unusual options like alligator and deer."

"Oh?"

"And they also focus on their vegetables, sourcing a selection from all over the country."

"Nice. Personally, I find that places that don’t cut corners on the side dishes have a high probability of being a hit."

I opened the menu, and there was quite a variety…

"For starters, I think I’ll go with your recommendations, Saku-chan. You’ve put a lot of thought into this, right?"

"Of course!"

He is the kind of kid who plans these things out properly. I am a pretty big eater myself, and Saku-chan probably intended to eat a lot today too. We ended up ordering a considerable amount right from the start.

"How was yesterday? Oh, I put up a barrier, so feel free to speak your mind."

"Yeah. Let’s see… I don’t know, I haven’t fully processed it yet, but… I learned that there are all kinds of strength."

Oh?

"There are so many strong people around us, right? Starting with you, Hero Uncle, then Rika-chan’s mother, Takahashi-san, Suzuki-san…"

"That’s true. They even call your Hero Uncle a living forbidden card, you know."

"Ahaha… Because of that, I tended to focus on simple measures of power, but I was made to realize how naive my thinking was."

To put it plainly, most of the people there lacked talent. They could only go as far as hard work alone would take them. So does that make them weak, or worthless? Not at all.

"They can even turn their own weakness into a weapon at times… It’s truly amazing."

"If you understand that, Saku-chan, you can become even stronger from now on."

Though you will probably return to the Surface World before that happens.

"Oh, about that."

"Hm?"

"I was thinking of staying in the Supernatural World until I at least graduate from university."

"And your reason is?"

"There’s the fact that I want to save money to broaden my future options, but."

"But?"

Saku-chan seemed to be searching for his words, his gaze wandering. There was no reason to rush him, so I waited while sipping my beer.

"I can’t quite put it into words, but I feel like there’s something here that I can only find here."

"I see… Well, I won’t deny any decision you’ve made after careful thought, Saku-chan."

However, just as I was about to continue, Saku-chan smiled and said it was okay.

"I’ll talk to my mom and dad about it myself. Maybe when I go home at the end of the year."

"I see. As long as you understand, then that’s fine."

"Yeah. Thank you."

As we were talking, the meat started to arrive, and we placed it on the grill.

"By the way. Afterwards, I was talking with some of the members during a break."

"Oh, that’s great. It never hurts to make some connections."

"And I heard all sorts of stories about you, Hero Uncle. You’ve really been through a lot of life-or-death situations, haven’t you."

Saku-chan laughed, saying he never noticed at all. Well, we only saw each other once a year, so of course he would not.

"They were all stories I’d never heard before. It made me realize again that I know almost nothing about the Hero Uncle of the Supernatural World."

"So you want to know more?"

"Yeah. If you don’t mind, Hero Uncle."

"Well, as long as I exclude the stuff that’s not for minors, I can tell you most things."

"Then let’s start right away. Tell me about a fight you had that was strong or scary or left an impression on you."

"Let’s see."

That one guy sounds like he would be an interesting story.

"Saku-chan, do you know about the ‘do not look’ taboo?"

"You mean the motif you see a lot in myths and folktales, right? Like The Grateful Crane."

"Exactly. You must not do it. It’s human nature to want to do something precisely because you’re told not to."

I have that side to me as well, and I am sure Saku-chan has had that experience too. It is not anything special. It is something quite common.

"But there was a fool whose common human nature swelled up so much that he nearly destroyed the world."

"…………Huh?"

"He had the personality of a mischievous little kid."

He was the type who got excited thinking, what would happen if I did this? Or this? That alone would have been fine… but the problem was, he was a powerful person. Or rather, perhaps it is more accurate to say that he became strong because of the sheer intensity that nature of his possessed.

"The trouble was, he didn’t have a single shred of malice. If anything, he even felt guilty about doing something he wasn’t supposed to."

He wanted to do what was forbidden. Aside from the intensity of that nature, his sensibilities were those of an ordinary person.

"When I faced him, I thought from the bottom of my heart. There’s no hierarchy when it comes to feelings."

What might seem trivial to others can destroy the world, depending on the passion poured into it. A noble cause, bottomless malice, a minor personal quirk… when taken to the extreme, they can all stand on the same stage. If that is the case, then perhaps there is no superiority or inferiority among feelings and wishes.

"...Maybe you’re right. But that’s a little sad, I think."

"Hm?"

"His sensibilities were those of a normal person, weren’t they?"

"Yeah."

"And yet, he was swept up by an intensity he couldn’t control, and Hero Uncle had to…"

"Wait, wait. I never said I killed the guy."

"Eh?"

I mean, think about it. It would be a waste to kill someone that interesting, right? I did beat him down once to make him stop, but I did not kill him.

"He’s one of my unhinged friends now. He’s even in my address book."

"You’re the unhinged one, Hero Uncle…"
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			A Cruel Truth

			As I believe I’ve mentioned before, my company is a great place to work. After all, the president founded it so he would have a pleasant place to do his job. The benefits are substantial as well. While many are available to all employees, the president himself is a family man, so the provisions for those with families are especially generous. One of these is a small autumn excursion, or a short trip. It’s for the employees' families, or more accurately, it’s targeted at their children.

Even at a great company, we have busy seasons where things get hectic. There are even times we can't make it home. Autumn is one of them. As the end of the year approaches, it’s inevitably going to get busy. When that happens, time with family dwindles, and the kids start to get frustrated. It’s not a huge problem if middle or high schoolers miss out on an outing, but for the younger ones, it’s a different story. So, in place of their busy moms and dads, the company takes the kids on an excursion or a short trip. It doesn't completely resolve their complaints, since we aren't their parents, but it does let them blow off some steam before we wrap up work for the year. Whether it’s an excursion or a short trip depends on the budget and how many people sign up. If the group is small, it’s a day trip, but if it’s large, we do an overnight trip for two days on a Saturday and Sunday.

Looking after the children are former daycare workers and teachers hired by the president on a short-term basis. He seems to have connections in that area, so we get applications from women who have become homemakers or elderly people who have left the field of education but still want to interact with children. One person from our company is also sent along as a supervisor... and unless it’s a busy period, that’s usually my job. According to the president,

"Since they’re participating, I want them to have fun. I know I can count on you to liven things up for everyone, adults and children alike. Besides, you’re the type who doesn't mind this sort of thing, right?"

And that’s that. Just as the president says, I am the type who doesn't find it a burden, even when it’s work-related, and it adds a little extra to my paycheck, so I have no reason to refuse. I actually enjoy it myself. The little getaways are nice, but I also like seeing the kids. There are times I think, "Oh, you're here again this year, good to see you!" and then there’s the opposite. It’s become a secret pleasure of mine to notice things, like when a child has gotten too old to join in on events like this. And so this year, once again, I found myself serving as supervisor and guide.

(...We got a pretty big turnout this year. About half regulars, half newcomers.)

On the bus, I looked over the children inside while warming up the atmosphere with some conversation. Was this about a full class worth? With this many, we were on a short trip this time.

(The regulars are fine, no problem there.)

Some of them are familiar faces, so they’re all relaxed. The new kids, on the other hand, are clearly a bit tense. But from the looks of it, there don’t seem to be any who are introverted and have trouble interacting with kids they don’t know. At this rate, they should warm up to each other nicely within a few hours. Looks like I won’t have to worry too much about that this year.

"Mister, Mister!!"

"Yeah, what is it, Daiki-kun?"

"Did you finally get a girlfriend this year?"

You little brat... You ask me that every year, don't you?!

"Oh, I know. My mama said you're getting along really well with the president of a client company."

"Looks like I'll have to schedule a meeting with your mama."

If I remember right, that kid is from Izumi-chan in accounting, right? What is she teaching her child?

"Stupid, the mister doesn't need a girlfriend. My dad said so. He said Manager Satou is the king of playboys! He was saying how you’re so popular and he's so jealous!"

It seems I need to have a talk with your dad, too. And did your wife happen to overhear that? Are you sure? Your dad isn't getting beaten up at home?

"Don't be silly. Finding fulfillment in playing around with women only lasts for so long."

"For all we know, he might already be finding himself envious of the warmth of a family in his unguarded moments."

How old are you kids?

(...Setting aside the fact that this stings a little, nice assist, you little brats.)

The precocious kids who spoke up have already participated several times. They were pretty open from the first time, but they must have become certain of it last time. They know I won't get mad over something like this. I'm just some adult from outside their family, not even a relative. It's natural for them to be a little tense even after warming up. But because they were sure it was okay as long as they didn't do anything bad or dangerous, they lost all their reservations.

(The first-timers must feel a bit more relaxed now, too.)

That said, the possibility has now emerged that they'll get carried away and cause trouble. I’ll have to lecture them if that happens, but as long as I follow up properly, it should be fine. It won't just be me, the part-time chaperones and the other kids who’ve had the same experience will probably help out, too.

"Did I hit a nerve? Did I, Mister Satou?"

Might as well let this play out.

"You're damn right you hit a nerve! You know, um. Your moms and dads, right? They brag about how cute their kids are. And in those moments, you know. I find myself trembling with the loneliness of being single and getting super jealous of the warmth of a family."

When I said that,

"No way! My dad's super scary."

"Guys like that are the ones who are all soft and gushy behind the scenes."

"Huh? What's that about? Is he the type who thinks a father's role is to be strict?"

"That kind of thing isn't really popular these days."

So harsh... But I wonder why that is. Not all fathers end up that way, but for some reason, we tend to think like that. Is it their family environment? But in this boy's case, his own father doesn't seem to be like that. Is that it, maybe he's unconsciously trying to create the ideal family he envisions?

"Well, that aside. I feel that sadness in all sorts of other situations, so since we have the time, how about I tell you all about them?"

"Tell us a more cheerful story!!"

"Nope, not happening! You're all stuck listening to Satou Hideo's sad single stories until we reach our destination!!"

A chorus of buu buu and boos went up, but contrary to their words, their faces looked happy. They were just playing along. They must have trusted that I would tell them an entertaining story. And I had no intention of telling any stories that weren't genuinely funny. I would limit myself to anecdotes that a third party could have a good laugh at.

"Do you all like miso soup?"

"I do! I like tofu miso soup!"

"I think I like wakame seaweed."

"Cabbage miso soup!"

"I see, I see. Well, everyone has their preferences, but I love miso soup too. What I like most is the miso soup my mom makes."

It's a miso soup with fried tofu and burdock root. My mom's food is good, but she's not an exceptionally skilled cook, yet sometimes I get an intense craving for it. It's not that I'm unsatisfied with Saku-chan's cooking. It's perfectly good. It is good, but it's somehow different from my mom's. So, I figured I'd try making it myself.

"I started learning to cook around summertime, so I thought, I'll try making it myself, and I did. But it wasn't the same. It was good, but something was missing. As I was wondering what it was, my mom whispered in my head.

'Hideo, it's not because you lack the skill,' she said. Then what is it, I wondered, and my brain-mom continued."

It was a truth that was far too cruel.

"'The most delicious miso soup is one made with sincerity by someone, for someone. That's why, Hideo. You need to find someone who will make miso soup for you, pouring all her love into it.'"

It’s not that Saku-chan's cooking lacks sincerity. But my brain-mom insisted that a wife or a mother is different. Well, that hurt. It really tore my heart to shreds. I never expected my own brain-mom to tell me to go get a wife already...

"That's just you overthinking things and getting hurt all by yourself, isn't it?!"

"Alright, on to the next episode!"

As it turned out, my sad single guy talk was a huge hit.
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			Deicide

			"My, isn't this one on quite the rampage."

"It's a pathetic sight when they get like this."

"Putting it out of its misery is probably the kindest thing we can do."

That night, Chika, Suzuki, and Takahashi were on a job from the Mutual Aid Society to subjugate a vengeful god. Before them was something like a mountain-sized black slime, endlessly spewing curses. Though it was hard to believe, it was a genuine deity. Fallen gods, for the most part, tend to lose their form. It was originally a mountain god enshrined on a certain peak, but a combination of factors, such as declining faith and environmental pollution, had led it to this state. Countless withered trees jutting from its body only added to the pitiful sight.

"Still, it's amazing it swelled up to this size."

"Yeah, this is definitely too much for an ordinary member to handle."

Fallen gods often possess terrifying power. This is because even a deity that was not particularly strong to begin with can absorb the negative energy drifting through the mortal world after falling, thus increasing its power.

"Just askin', Saionji, can't you do somethin' about it with your power?"

Chika was the Star Priestess. Her affinity with the Earth, with nature itself, was second to none. If this was a god that personified nature, couldn't she excise only the corrupt parts? In response to Takahashi's question, Chika shook her head.

"If it were only starting to fall, I might be able to do something, but once it's progressed this far, it's helpless."

"I see."

"This isn't pleasant, but shall we begin. Ah, I'm sure you already know, but."

"We won't go all out."

"The collateral damage would be too great if we did."

When a fallen deity clashes with those powerful enough to face it, the battle is naturally fierce. The only ones who could erect a barrier strong enough to completely contain a full-powered battle between these three and the god would be the top experts in that field. That, or assembling a large number of specialists in barrier magic. But the Mutual Aid Society had a budget to consider. They had been unable to prepare a barrier capable of fully suppressing their fight.

If the three of them went all out, the subjugation would be over in a short time. However, the damage to the surrounding area would be immense. Being deep in the mountains, they did not have to worry much about human casualties, but restoring an environment that had been polluted and utterly destroyed would cost a significant amount of money. If left alone, it would become a breeding ground for Aberrations, and the contamination would spread endlessly. From a cost perspective, the cheapest option was for the three of them to combine their powers moderately within the barrier and take a reasonable amount of time to subjugate the god.

"The sealing chains are breaking. Are you ready?"

"Of course."

"Yeah."

The moment the two nodded, the seal binding the vengeful god burst apart. They could have actively dispelled the seal themselves, but there was a reason they had chosen not to, instead chatting away right in front of it.

"Looks like its attention is firmly fixed on us."

The goal was to build hate. One of the reasons the mountain god had fallen was humanity. Therefore, this vengeful god despised humans from the bottom of its heart. If it prioritized escaping this place to kill as many humans as possible, things would get a little troublesome. So the three of them had chattered away in its presence, continuously emitting a subtly irritating aura to draw the vengeful god's hatred. For a human, it would be like having someone chew disgustingly right next to your ear.

"Whoa!"

While slicing through the black tentacles raining down on him with blades of repulsion, Suzuki sharpened his senses. He was searching for the core of its being, the quickest way to kill a deity.

"Takahashi-kun, any luck on your end?"

"No good! I can't find it!"

Everything was obscured by the roiling miasma of curses. Takahashi turned to Chika, who was incinerating tentacles with her flames.

"Saionji, can't you dive into its body and look for it?"

Even twisted as it was, nature was still nature. If so, Chika might be able to merge with its body using her powers. But Chika herself scowled in disgust and replied.

"I could, but it's like diving into a muddy, heavily polluted river. I'd rather not."

It was not just a matter of feeling.

"Besides, if a foreign object like me entered its body, it would probably just move the core, don't you think?"

The inside of its body was the vengeful god's domain. Given its massive size, Chika would likely be unable to keep up with a moving core.

"So we have no choice but to chip away at it for a while."

Suzuki's grim expression was understandable. As a nature deity, it could absorb the power of nature to strengthen and heal itself. They were currently in the mountains, on its home turf. It was not hard to imagine it would be incredibly tough.

"Dammit, what a pain of a job this is!"

"It would have been easier if Satou-kun were here."

He could put up a perfect barrier and finish any repairs in an instant. Or rather, he could just paint over the space itself so nothing would be affected at all.

"No use complaining. Let's get to it."

A battle of attrition began, to wear down the vengeful god's massive form.

The three of them said nothing.

It had been about thirty minutes since the battle of attrition began. They were making steady progress chipping it away, but the expressions on all three of their faces were as grim as could be. Why? Because for the last twenty minutes, notification sounds had been blaring nonstop from Takahashi's and Suzuki's smartphones.

"SHUT UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUP!!!!"

The two of them snapped.

"You should know we're busy when we're not responding this much! Knock it off for a bit!"

"This has to be Satou-kun, right? This exquisitely annoying behavior is definitely Satou-kun!"

The two of them simultaneously took out their phones, tapped the notifications, and launched their messaging app. It was Satou, just as they thought. Annoying messages and photos were being uploaded one after another without end.

"Is he some needy girl looking for attention?!"

"Wait, didn't that guy go on a business trip? Who are these kids?"

Satou had only said he was going on a short trip for company business. They had assumed it was a business trip, but the photos he was sending suggested otherwise. There was a photo of him with some elementary school-aged kids against a backdrop of autumn leaves, and another of them washing each other's backs like monkeys in what looked like an open-air bath. There was no way this was a business trip.
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			Take This When You Can No Longer Bear the Pain

			"Welcome back, you three. Good work on the subjugation."

After defeating the curse god, the trio returned to the Mutual Aid Society, where they were greeted by the chairman. He offered them tea with a beaming smile, but...

"Um, was there some kind of problem?"

"Oh, don't mind us. We're just a little, you know, unreasonably pissed off at Hiro-kun," Chika said with a wry smile, seeing that the chairman seemed to have noticed Takahashi's and Suzuki's blatant irritation, though it had nothing to do with him.

"You mean Satou-san. Come to think of it, he did say, 'I'll kill you if you contact me today for anything other than a real emergency'."

"And after telling others that, he goes and pulls that stunt!!" they both roared.

"Hye!?"

For the uninvolved chairman, it must have been unbearable. Feeling a little sorry for him, Chika decided to get the report over with quickly.

"We tried to keep the damage to a minimum, but there was still a fair amount."

"Well, that can't be helped. When a divine being of that magnitude goes on a rampage, some damage is inevitable."

"Oh, right. About that curse god. It was stronger than the preliminary report suggested."

She pointed out that while they could handle such a discrepancy, for anyone else it could have been fatal. The chairman frowned at Chika's words and asked for confirmation, just in case.

"Did it... grow stronger during the fight..."

"No, it wasn't anything like that. It was a pure observational error."

"...I see. My sincerest apologies."

"It's fine for us. We're powerful enough to manage. But if you keep doing such sloppy work, you'll get your members killed for nothing, you know?"

It wasn't that Satou disliked him, but he didn't feel any particular attachment to the chairman. They were less than friends, but close enough to make small talk for ten minutes if they happened to run into each other. Although he had received various favors, Satou's own contributions to the Mutual Aid Society far outweighed them. He would go the extra mile for people he cared about without a second thought for profit or loss, but he was quite strict with business-like relationships. Chika, however, felt a decent amount of gratitude to the current chairman for his help when she was leaving the Supernatural World. That was why she dared to offer her harsh criticism, for the good of the Mutual Aid Society.

"Maybe you've gotten complacent, thinking it's fine to be careless since the dangerous jobs tend to go to Hiro-kun anyway?"

"That... may be the case. Thank you. I will begin working on improvements immediately."

"Please do."

Chika drained her tea and prompted the other two.

"Come on, let's go. We'll run out of time if we just stand here grumbling, right?"

"You're right."

"Well then, we'll be taking our leave."

With a brief farewell, the three of them left the Mutual Aid Society. They headed straight for a nearby convenience store. The plan was to have a drinking party together. Tonight's theme was to splurge at the convenience store without worrying about a budget. The three of them began tossing products into their baskets, following the whims of their desires.

"I love convenience store onigiri. It's not that they're exceptionally delicious or anything."

"I get it. I totally get it, Saionji-san."

The first to agree was Suzuki.

"Onigiri from a bento shop are higher quality, and you could even make them yourself."

Suzuki was a pro. The onigiri she made herself would likely be cheaper and of a higher quality.

"But it's different. That's not what it's about. Right?"

"Exactly! It's good *because* it's convenience store onigiri! Though I can't really explain what's so good about it myself!"

"I believe that while it is onigiri, it belongs in a different genre in a way."

Suzuki put forth her theory that, while being onigiri, it deviates from the genre of onigiri. Therefore, it couldn't be compared to handmade or bento shop onigiri.

"Perhaps one could call it the subtle flavor of mass production. The advantages that come from it not being handmade might be what stands out."

"Spoken like a true pro."

"Hmph, I still have a long way to go. My research on convenience store onigiri is still in progress."

It was a theme worth dedicating a lifetime of research to, Suzuki claimed.

"...Stop talking nonsense and let's get shopping. We're not just hitting one place."

"You're right. It's almost ten, so some places will probably start pulling their hot snacks."

"Let's hurry."

They were going to splurge. Of course, they had no intention of stopping at just one store. Hot snacks, sweets, bento boxes, each convenience store offered something different, so it was only natural. The three of them finished their convenience store tour in about thirty minutes and headed directly to Chika's apartment.

"Oh, welcome back! Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san are with you."

"We're about to have a few drinks... which reminds me, Rika, you..."

In the living room, Rika was doing a handstand on an exercise ball with her legs spread wide. And she was only in her underwear. Chika began to reprimand her, questioning if this was appropriate for a young girl.

"It's fine, we're at home. Right, Takahashi-san?"

"Why are you dragging me into this?"

"Huh? Well, I mean, out of everyone here, you definitely seem like the type to dress sloppily at home."

"...Damn it, I can't even argue with that."

"Ahaha. Still, it's impressive that you're training even at home."

When Suzuki said that, Chika quickly corrected her.

"She's been like this since she was a kid. She's the type who likes walking on the curbs of sidewalks."

Playing on the exercise ball was just an extension of that, Chika explained.

"She's just like Satou-kun."

"Yeah, he used to do stuff like only stepping on the colored tiles in shopping arcades."

"Well, she's just a kid and a girl, so I think it's fine for Rika-chan, don't you? It's cute."

"In Satou's case, he still does it now as an adult when the mood strikes him."

And he felt absolutely no shame about it. The three of them chatted idly as they took their haul out from their spatial storage. The table was quite large, but it was quickly overrun.

"Well then, to both of you, good work today."

"Yeah, good work."

They toasted with beer, praising each other's efforts. Beer first. For drinkers, this was the most classic of classic choices. When you're hesitating, when nothing seems to fit your mood, it's the one option guaranteed to score a solid 70 or 80 points.

"You want some too, Rika-chan?"

"Yes, yes!"

"It's good to see you so energetic. Here, eat up."

"Honestly... Hiro-kun is the same way, but you two spoil Rika too much."

"What's wrong with that?"

"Exactly. Satou-kun would say that getting snacks from the adults while they're drinking is a classic part of being a kid, right?"

Although she voiced a complaint, it seemed Chika had no real intention of stopping them.

"By the way, Rika-chan, have you guys graduated yet?"

"Mmm, Yoshino-san comes with us less often, but we're still in training."

"Back in our day, they just let us loose after about a month."

"I guess the Mutual Aid Society has changed. Rookies get extensive training now."

And there was another reason for the delay.

"Apparently, there's a shortage of suitable jobs dealing with humans. It seems the other groups besides ours are falling behind too."

"So it's like a required subject for graduation?"

"I seem to recall being thrown into some pretty dangerous jobs right away without any special consideration back in the day."

"The old Mutual Aid Society had its moments like that, but it was different for you two, wasn't it? The higher-ups back then hated you."

The adults blossomed with talk of the old days. Watching them, Rika, who was nibbling on some cheese, muttered under her breath.

"...You guys sound like a bunch of old ladies."

"Ugh!?"

The three of them guzzled their beer as if to numb the wound to their hearts.
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			An Act of Youthful Folly

			"So, Saionji, why are you a company president anyway?"

"I've never asked before, but I've been curious about that too. I didn't think you were that type of person."

Chika silently kept gulping down her drink, and once she felt her wounds had healed nicely, the idle chatter resumed. Takahashi and Suzuki brought up something they had been wondering about for a while. The Saionji Chika, or rather, Saionji Chikage they knew, was more of a subordinate than anything else. She was the type to calmly carry out orders from above, and they couldn't quite imagine her taking the lead.

"Um, well... about that... how should I put it..."

"What? Is it something you can't talk about with me here?"

"Oh, no, it is but it isn't. Um, let me ask you, Rika. Why do you think Mama started a company?"

"Well, you must have had some kind of lofty ambition, right? People who start companies are all like that, aren't they?"

Not everyone who starts a company has such a noble goal. Still, it was only natural for a child like Rika to see a company president as someone from another world entirely. Chika knew her daughter thought this way, which was exactly why she found it so hard to say. It wasn't something she could hide forever, though.

"Unfortunately, I had no magnificent ambitions or anything of the sort."

Chika sighed in resignation and began her story, dangling her can.

"It was kind of... on a whim?"

"""On a whim!?"""

The three of them stared in shock. And for good reason. It was completely out of character for Chika. Acting on such a motive was Satou's territory.

"Hey, hey, acting on a whim is the complete opposite of who you are."

"...That's so unlike you. You're always so earnest."

"Yeah, really. You always say it, Mama. 'Everything requires a plan.'"

Chika nodded at their words. It was certainly true.

"The younger me... or rather, the me who had just started living in the Surface World wasn't like that."

"""Hmm?"""

"Hiro said it to us before, didn't he? That we're not suited for things like surprises."

"He did say that."

"Ah, this is bad... I'm getting mad just remembering it."

Chika continued, calming down Takahashi who was simmering with irritation. After all the trouble they went through to plan that for him, the reason he was down was, of all things...!

"Basically, he was saying it's just pathetic when a gloomy person tries to act all cheerful and get on that vibe, right?"

"I don't think he went that far."

"...Well, he's not entirely wrong, though."

"That's exactly what I used to be like."

It was partly a way to escape her fear of Satou and her guilt. But even without that, Chika herself had longed for a life in the sunlit world.

"Everything was so new, I must have thought it'd be a waste not to be doing something. So I tried my hand at all sorts of things. But well, I was just a naive little girl who didn't know the first thing about the world, you know? And on top of that, the ideal person I admired, or rather, wanted to be like, was none other than Hiro."

Satou would fearlessly charge into anything, she thought. He'd be able to laugh off even his failures. With that in mind, Chika threw herself into all kinds of challenges.

"No way, that's impossible. His sense of balance is a natural gift."

"His actions are a product of his personality. It's just painful if anyone else tries to imitate him."

"Uncle is a natural-born extrovert, so I think it'd be a pretty high bar for you to copy him, Mama."

Hit by a barrage of blunt criticism, Chika's cheeks twitched, but since they were absolutely right, she didn't argue.

"Anyway, just assume that's what I was like back then. That's why I got involved with a stupid man... but well, let's leave that aside. I think it was about a year or so after Rika was born? I was just doing the normal full-time housewife thing."

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to her.

"Huh? Isn't raising a child easier than people say?"

"""Don't you dare underestimate child-rearing."""

"I, I know that now... I really did cause Rika a lot of trouble..."

But that wasn't what she meant.

"You know how you often hear about things like postpartum depression and stuff?"

"Ah... so that's what you mean. True, that's something we'd never have to deal with."

Stories of not getting even an hour of sleep because of a baby crying through the night were common. However, even though Chika had sealed her powers, they weren't completely suppressed. In terms of physical stamina, she still had about as much as a low-tier superhuman.

"I could probably raise a child for a week without eating or drinking and be fine. The mental side is the same. I lived in a world where the threat of death was always close, so little things didn't faze me, you know? The pressure of protecting a weak life, a baby... well, it wasn't like there was none, okay? But you know, I also had the mental safety net of knowing I could rely on my supernatural powers if it came to it, right?"

And so, she explained, the burden of child-rearing was extremely light for her.

"When you have that much extra capacity... you just start to think. Isn't it a waste not to be doing something?"

She was finally enjoying her long-desired life in the Surface World. If she had the leeway to try something else, shouldn't she do it? It was a completely misguided notion. If Satou heard, he would have surely given her a lecture.

"I get it now, you know? That there's a certain charm to just enjoying idle time for what it is. But I was in my early twenties... I hadn't even been living in the Surface World for ten years, so of course, you know?"

It was around that time.

"I had a chance to have a meal with a friend from junior college. We were all catching up and getting excited about what everyone was up to, when one of my friends who worked at a company said something."

She said that for now, she was biding her time. But once she saved up enough money, she was going to start her own business.

"She spoke with such passion that I was really impressed. So I raised my hand and said, 'In that case, why don't I be your sponsor?' The money I had earned in the Supernatural World was usable in the Surface World as an inheritance from my fictional parents, and I hadn't touched much of it."

So she thought she might as well help a friend's dream come true. When Chika spoke up, her other friends there also offered to help. So they all agreed to give it their all with a big "Yeah!", which was great, but...

"At first, I was just planning on providing the money and helping out with some of the minor administrative tasks, but."

"""But?"""

"Just as we were about to set sail on the rough seas of society! The girl who started it all said something."

She said she wasn't cut out to be a president or the face of a company. She was better suited to working behind the scenes. So they turned to another friend, but she was met with "Me? No way," and "You've got to be kidding me," as the others also refused. But it was too late to call everything off. Everyone turned their expectant gazes toward Chika.

"So I said, 'Well, I guess I have no choice...' and that's how I ended up here."

Incidentally, those friends are still supporting Chika as executives today.

"""How did you ever manage to make it work!?"""

"Well, you know, I had a good role model for that."

"""A role model?"""

"Hiro."

He regularly led Takahashi and Suzuki, and not just them. Large-scale subjugation requests carried out with other members, the coup d'état at the Mutual Aid Society, the final battle against the Chaos Army of the new world. Satou always stood above others, leading people. Chika had watched him up close all that time, so she decided to use him as a reference.

"And when I actually tried it, it went surprisingly well. Hey, of course not everything was a success, and I made mistakes, okay? Yes, it wasn't all smooth sailing."

But through it all, she said, she grew and established her own way of being a leader, moving beyond mere imitation.

"Woah... but it's kind of funny that the uncle you used as a reference is a company employee while you're the president, Mama."

"Having the aptitude for something and actually using it are two different things."

Satou only did it because he was forced to by necessity. Otherwise, he was the type who was more suited to taking it easy.

"To be such a standout individual yet also be strong leading a group... when you think about it again, that guy's just not playing fair, is he?"

"It's amazing we fought against someone like that."

"Well, Hiro wasn't quite off the charts yet at the time of the final battle."

"""But he turned us into girls with some weirdo technique?"""

Chika offered a polite smile.
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			During lunch break on the day after our short trip, the parents of the children who had participated were gathered in the large room we use for training seminars. It was for the debriefing session we always hold after these trips. At first, it was just me saying a thing or two to the parents of the kids I was personally concerned about, but before I realized it, this had become a regular event.

"Alright, it looks like everyone's here, so for the debriefing... but before that."

The moms and dads all tilted their heads with a quizzical "Hm?", and I spoke up.

"Hey, um, when you run out of things to talk about, can we stop using Satou-kun as the go-to topic?" ≪Ugh≫

The parents who knew what I meant averted their gazes awkwardly. It was just as I'd expected. Or rather, just as I'd feared. They were the slightly clumsy type of employees. They have no problem talking with other adults, though.

"I get it. I get that you don't know what to talk about with your own kids. So I can sort of understand why you'd want to use me as a common, easy topic of conversation."

But that's no good. I mean, it's fine by me. If it helps lubricate communication, then whatever. But you can't rely on it completely.

"It gets old, you know."

"B, but... it's a surefire way to get them all excited..."

"That's because, lucky for you, I happen to be a guy who never runs out of things to talk about."

But you know, people usually get tired of the same topic being brought up over and over. They start thinking, oh, this again. My stories might work for now, but if you overuse them, eventually they'll just become boring.

"Th, then what am I supposed to talk about with my son!?"

"Figure it out yourself, Dad... is what I'd like to say, but just leaving you hanging would be a bit harsh, so I'll give you a few pointers."

First off, all of you who are struggling for topics to discuss with your kids are overthinking it. You try too hard to get a laugh, and that just complicates things. Conversations with family aren't something where you have to aim for a hit every single time.

"For example, let's see, you could talk about food."

"Food, you say?"

"That's right. Like, 'Dad had a katsudon for lunch, and it was delicious. How about you? What did you have for school lunch today?'"

Something like that. It doesn't matter if what you had was a miss instead of a hit. You could say, 'You know, Dad tried a new place, but it was a total bust... How about you? Was today's school lunch any good?'

"I, I see."

"We all ate school lunch too, so you can use that as a common topic, right?"

Things might be different now compared to back in our day. Well then, you can expand the conversation by talking about those differences.

"You can spin it any number of ways with stories you have in common. Like, 'You know, whenever we had fried fish for school lunch, I'd get so bummed out. So many bones, and it had that fishy smell... But if you didn't finish it, the teacher would get really mad, right? So I had to pinch my nose and eat it.'"

You can take it in either direction, with favorite meals or disliked ones.

"B, but Manager Satou... isn't talking about food you dislike a bit bad for their education?"

"Yeah, yeah. It's like saying it's okay for moms and dads to have been picky eaters too."

"You idiot, that's where you embellish the story a little."

Say something like, you really hated it, but you never left it on your plate. Why? Because there was this kid who would taunt you, saying things like, 'What, you can't even eat that?'

"So you worked hard to eat it because you didn't want him making fun of you, and before you knew it, you weren't a picky eater anymore, or something."

I lectured them on a few other patterns for expanding a conversation using disliked foods as a theme.

"...This guy's methods for developing a conversation are insane."

"Now that he says it, it makes sense, but the fact that it comes to him so naturally just proves how crazy his communication skills are."

"Satou-kun, what else have you got?"

"Yes, please! I want to build a structure deck I can use for parent-child bonding talks!"

Why do moms and dads become so clumsy when it comes to their own kids? You guys aren't that incompetent.

"Have your kids give a presentation on something they like." ≪Have them present on something they like...?≫

"Talking isn't just about you bringing up topics."

The joy of speaking, the joy of listening, that's the real pleasure of conversation.

"Let's see... raise your hand if you used to read a lot of manga back in the day, but at some point you just stopped."

A few hands went up in response to my question. This is your chance. This is totally your chance.

"In that case, try asking them this. 'What kind of manga are kids these days reading?' or 'Hey, do you have any manga you like?'"

...Maybe I should flesh out the opening a little more.

"If they ask, 'Why all of a sudden?', you can answer like this. 'Well, I had to go to the bookstore for something, and I stopped by on my way home. I happened to notice the manga section, and it made me think about how I used to read a lot, but I haven't in a long time.'"

And from there, you say that it made you want to read some manga for the first time in a while, but you don't know what's popular these days. You thought about looking it up online, but you figured hearing it from a real person would be more helpful.

"...No wonder he gets all the attention at hostess clubs."

"...He's got money, and on top of that, he's a smooth talker."

"...There are quite a few girls in our department who say they think the Manager is nice, you know."

"Alright, alright, I'm going to continue the lesson, okay?"

Having your kids present something they like. I'm sure you can all understand this if you think back to when you were children yourselves.

"Didn't you ever desperately try to tell your parents about a manga, anime, or tokusatsu show you found interesting, even though they didn't really get it?"

"Well..."

"Looking back on it objectively now, your dad and mom probably didn't understand it all that well, but they had gentle smiles on their faces, didn't they?"

A child, trying their best to convey what they love with a clumsy explanation. Even if you aren't interested in the content of the story itself, it warms your heart, and your expression naturally softens.

"Oh, but even if you're not interested, make sure you remember the details of what they say, okay? It'll connect to something later."

"Later?"

"Yep. Wait a week or so, and then buy some merchandise from that series and bring it home."

Tell them you happened to see it at a place you stopped by. That you bought it because you remembered them saying they liked it.

"You should check beforehand if they already have it, but if you do end up getting a duplicate, this is what you do. If they say 'I already have that,' look all dejected and say, '...Sorry. I just got excited and bought it on impulse without checking.'"

Now, go back to your childhood self and think. If you saw your parents acting like that when you were a kid, what would you think?

"...I'd probably think, 'Well, it can't be helped,' and my heart would feel a little warm."

"Right? If they don't have it, they'll be happy. If they do, you can still salvage the situation. Oh, and it goes without saying, but don't overuse this tactic."

"Well, yes. Giving them too many things isn't good for their education, after all."

"There's that, but if they start taking it for granted, this kind of approach loses its effectiveness."

It works because you do it once in a while. That's why it makes them happy.

"Oh, right. Make sure you talk it over with your wife or husband beforehand. Explain that this is your intention, that it's an expense for a communication tool and not you spoiling them. And when you give it to the child, have your partner play the bad cop. Have them scold the thoughtless mom or dad. But nothing too harsh. A light jab is enough. It's best to end it with a wry smile, like, 'honestly, what am I going to do with you.'"

It's not good to create a gap in affection between the mother and father. And it's also a problem if things get tense between the couple.

"...You know, I feel like the Manager could charge a fee for his talks."

"He could probably make a killing if he started giving seminars on this stuff."

"Hey, no private conversations over there!"

...Seriously, what am I even doing at my own company?



		
		
		
			Chapter 198: Right, I Forgot
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 198

			Right, I Forgot

			"Alright, let's wrap up the talk-related stuff for now and move on to the reports."

In the first place, everyday conversation isn't something you can make a template for. The other person's reactions change in real time, so you have to adapt as you go.

...That said, I wonder if my conversation IQ will suddenly drop once I become a parent too.

When I think of it that way, I can't laugh at the moms and dads who were so diligently taking notes. You never really know until it happens to you, and it's not like there's zero chance of it happening to me.

"Okay, let's start with the classic Christmas presents."

It wasn't like this at first. I just happened to find out what a kid wanted for Christmas during a conversation, so I told their parents. But before I knew it, I was the one finding out all the kids' Christmas present wishes...

"Minakata-san."

"Y, yes!!"

Three years my junior. Minakata-mama from the office staff shot to her feet, memo in hand. I don't think she needs to be so wound up... maybe she's nervous since it's her first time participating. For the record, I'm just picking people at random. I'm calling on whoever catches my eye.

"It looks like your son wants the new enhancement item for Ultra Mask that came out a little while ago and is getting released next month."

The mid-season form, the final form, they have plenty of opportunities to make money. It's only natural they'd make one of them the centerpiece of the Christmas shopping season.

"Also, this is a little tricky, but he wants the one for Number Two, not for Number One Mask, so be careful."

Apparently, they're releasing enhancement items for both the main hero and Number Two, but he wants the latter. It's not that he dislikes the main hero, but he's just not feeling the current enhanced form.

"If you buy him the Number One item here... you get what I mean, right?"

"It's not that he wouldn't be happy, but he'd feel a little conflicted, wouldn't he. I have memories like that too..."

"Well then, do your best not to let your son taste the bitter memories of your youth."

It's not just about getting something you don't like. It's the part where you realize your parents don't understand you that stings in a subtle way. Judging from Minakata-san's reaction, she probably doesn't remember it herself. But from what I heard from her son, she should have heard him say that Number Two is cool a few times. For her to bring home a slightly off-the-mark present after that would be a little... you know?

"Alright, next up, Kitahara-kun. Your daughter wants some clothes, it seems."

"Clothes, huh... It's not character merchandise or anything, is it..."

"Nope. Not that kind of fan merchandise, she wants them for purely fashion purposes."

"Seriously... She's only in second grade..."

"No, no, Kitahara-kun, she's a girl. The early ones start caring about fashion even sooner than that."

"I think I was around the middle years of elementary school."

"Pardon me as I pass through, a girl who didn't care about clothes at all until I was in high school."

Alright, alright, that's enough talk about your fashion awakenings before we get sidetracked.

"From what I heard, she seems to want something in a girly style. I've gone ahead and picked out a few candidates from some online shops, so I'll send them to you later."

"...I appreciate it."

"Just to be clear, you should get other opinions too, okay? I'd be glad if all you ladies could help him out as well."

"Yes!!"

"Everyone..."

"Hate to interrupt while you're feeling moved, but when you ask for opinions, don't forget to show them a picture. They can't choose anything if they don't know what the girl who'll be wearing them looks like."

"Okay, next, Shiozaki-san. This is your chance!"

Shiozaki-san was one of the people who was just worrying about conversations with his kid.

"A chance, you say?"

"That's right. Your son wants a video game."

"A game... I mean, well, I used to play games back in the day, but it's been about twenty years..."

"I know. You quit cold turkey when you started studying for your university entrance exams, right? Well, just hear me out."

Shiozaki-san is three years older than me, and he said he graduated from gaming around the fall of his second year of high school. Still, since our ages aren't that far apart, we sometimes get excited talking about nostalgic old games.

"We talked about a bunch of stuff at that drinking party before, remember? The thing is, the vibe of the game your son wants seems like it would be right up your alley."

I can't say for sure, but he might feel a sense of nostalgia and get hooked. You know what comes next, right? I asked him with my eyes, and he nodded eagerly.

"...A chance to create a shared topic of conversation."

"Exactly! And if you're lucky, you could recommend something you used to like and expand the conversation even further."

For a kid today, it would probably seem old fashioned. But sometimes, retro games can be a surprisingly big hit with children. That's probably even more true if you have similar tastes and can enjoy the same kinds of things.

"You'll have to buy them secondhand, but it's not a bad deal for you either, is it, Shiozaki-san?"

They're from nearly twenty years ago. As long as they haven't become collector's items, you can get the console and the software for less than ten thousand yen.

"...You're right. This might be a good opportunity to play the games I used to love again after all this time."

"And in that case, since it's coming out of your own pocket money."

"I'll have a good excuse for my wife. Thank you!"

After that, I continued sharing information about presents and other personal matters that needed a little attention, and the report meeting ended on time. Lunch break was over, so I had to get back to work... but first, a smoke. We started the regular meeting with barely enough time to eat lunch, after all.

"Hey."

"President..."

"It looked like you were running long. I figured you might stop by before heading back to work."

The president offered me a cigarette. As I put it to my lips, he lit it for me with a practiced hand.

"Thanks for all your hard work again this year. You've been a great help in many ways."

"Not at all. Besides, I do this because I like it, and on top of that, you've been sweetening my paycheck for it."

It's true that there's work I can't turn down. But being a guide on the short trips is a job where I have a choice. And while I might use peer pressure to my advantage, I'm not the type to get swept up in it, so I can say no if I don't want to do something.

"No, but really, I think I should be paying you more, including the aftercare."

"Well, building smooth interpersonal relationships is part of the job too."

When you help someone out, it has a way of coming back to you. In fact, the employees with kids are always looking out for me when I'm busy. And by helping each other out, we can have fun chatting even on normal days, so it's all good.

"The way you say that so naturally... you're a rare talent. My insight for hiring you back then must have been too brilliant."

"I suppose so. You are quite brilliant, President."

"Isn't your gaze a little strange?"

"Not at all."

"Be that as it may."

"What is it?"

The president seemed to be choosing his words carefully, as if he found it hard to say. I urged him to just spit it out.

"...Well, you see... you came to me for advice before, didn't you?"

"?"

"Y, you know... about that hypothetical situation... right?"

Ah... right, right, he means Rika-chan. Everything worked out perfectly after that, so I'd completely forgotten about it. Right. Now that I think about it, I never told the president anything.

"It's fine, it all worked out. We have a good relationship now. And not in a weird way, you know?"

"I know that! But I see, that's a relief."

He looks incredibly relieved... I see, he was that worried about it. He probably wanted to ask about it when we hung out during the Obon holiday too.

...My bad, President.
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			I just gave a high-and-mighty lecture to some parents struggling with their kids, but... well, yeah. I'm hardly one to talk. I have my own share of worries when it comes to children. And they are very much ongoing.

"..."

"Hiro, let's calm down, okay?"

Chika-san soothed me as I paced restlessly around the room. We were in a private room at the Mutual Aid Society facility, waiting with bated breath for the children to return. Yes, the time had finally come. It was here. The time for their graduation. They had certainly acquired a suitable level of skill, but their graduation kept getting postponed because they never had an opportunity to face truly rotten people.

But suddenly, no, that's not right. A subjugation request with just the right difficulty for a rookie isn't something you can just wait for. You can only rely on chance. And by chance, one had finally arrived. And because the children were under my wing, they were given priority to choose...

"We'll do it. It's a path we can't avoid."

That's what the leader, Hikaru, apparently answered, without a hint of hesitation. The other kids felt the same. They were not just going with the flow. They accepted the subjugation request of their own free will and headed to the site. Chika-san and I came to the Mutual Aid Society as soon as we received the report.

"I know, but still."

"Of course, I understand why you're worried, Hiro."

The targets for subjugation were a group running a human trafficking ring. Not that they were a large-scale organization. They were more like what you'd call semi-delinquents in the Surface World. Their operation wasn't that big either. Just a bunch of small-timers, working secretively so they wouldn't attract the attention of the Mutual Aid Society or the forces of order.

However, the only reason we can dismiss them as worthless scum with nothing to say for themselves is because we're so deeply entrenched in the Supernatural World. No matter what, the children will be scarred. I can't stay calm when I think about it. And yet, I can't keep them away from it either. As Hikaru said, it's a path they can't avoid. My head understands that. But even so, my heart is in turmoil.

"But..."

"Rika-chan, Hikaru, Sarna-chan, and Saku-chan are all perfectly normal people."

"That's..."

"They're different from us, you know."

Chika-san was a native of the Supernatural World from the very beginning. She had already experienced taking a life long before she ever met me. And as for me, Takahashi, and Suzuki... well, maybe those two are different. I was always a detached person. I don't intend to make light of human life. But if I kill some disgusting piece of trash, so what? That's where it ends for me. The same goes for people who aren't like that. If our interests clash and one of us has to die, I can accept that. I'd feel a strong sense of revulsion if it was someone I cared about, like Takahashi or Suzuki, but my heart wouldn't ache in the slightest if it was an enemy.

Come to think of it, even if it were Takahashi and Suzuki... let's say the TS Divine Fist was never created and killing them was the only way. I'd be hurt, of course. But in the end, I'd probably get over it.

"You've seen it too, haven't you, Chika-san? What happens to those whose spirits break on these kinds of requests."

If they don't die, the test ends there. They get the option to live in the Surface World, so they leave the Supernatural World behind. But it's precisely because they fled the Supernatural World after touching human darkness that the light of the Surface World stings them so much. If they can completely avert their eyes, it's not a problem, but being able to completely run away from unpleasant things is a talent in itself. Most of them become mentally ill. A person purely of the Surface World could rely on a psychiatrist, but that's not an option. They can't talk to people from the Surface World about what happened in the Supernatural World. So what about a doctor from the Supernatural World? Would someone who became sick in the mind from their experiences here want to get involved with it again, even for treatment? Very few can do that.

"Fortunately, those kids have us adults nearby, and we know their circumstances."

So, well, we can probably offer them counseling. But even so, if their spirits do break, I think it will take several years for them to recover. It's truly unbearable to think of them wasting their precious youth because of some scum.

"You're right. Everything you say is true, Hiro."

"See?"

"But, knowing all that, I'm going to say this anyway. Let's believe in the children, okay?"

Her expression was not that of the naive child she once was, nor that of the woman who once tried to have an affair with me. The face Chika-san showed me as she reasoned with me was that of a "mother". When she looked at me like that... there was nothing I could say.

"All right, I get it."

I sat down in a chair and leaned back.

"But I guess I'll make what preparations I can."

"Wait, what? After all that?"

"No, no. I'm not going to interfere directly. I'm talking about what to do after they get back."

Even I can read the room. If I did something to the kids while they're out there fighting right now, I'd be a completely clueless idiot.

"Looks like they're back."

About an hour later, the four of them returned. I sent a telepathic message to Yoshino-san, asking him to bring them to our private room, and he replied, "I'll see to it." As expected of my senpai, he gets it. Now that he's a father, he probably understands even more.

"...Ah, Mama."

"Welcome back, Rika. And everyone else, too."

The four who entered the room had dark expressions, but it didn't look like their spirits were broken. Each of them seemed to be feeling things a little differently, but that's fine.

"Um, excuse me... what did you want with us? We haven't even finished our report yet."

"Senpai will take care of the report. Why else do you think he brought you straight here?"

"To be honest, I'm not really in the mood for a chat right now."

Both Hikaru and Saku-chan's words were sharp. They must have gone through something harsh enough to make them act this way.

"I don't plan on talking your ears off either. Let's get right to the point. I'm sending you all to Okutama Island."

"Huh?"

"You can't go back to your daily lives with faces like that, can you?"

Even if they slept like a log for a night, it would still weigh on them. What they needed now was time.

"I've messed with the flow of time on Okutama Island. A year can pass over there, and it'll only be around dawn tomorrow back here."

"..."

"If you want it extended further, just ask this guy."

I produced an artifact I had just made in a pocket dimension and placed it on the table with a don!

"...Hm?"

"Just tell it you want an extension, and the message will get to me. Ah, but that's not its primary function..."

"W... wait, please wait. Satou-san? Uh, what is that?"

"A bust of Fukuzawa Yukichi, is it?"

"And it's solid gold..."

"Well look, my secret base has food, entertainment, and all sorts of things. But if you're going to be there for a long time, it won't be enough, right?"

That's where this Super Yukichi-kun comes in. It's a means of communication with me, but that's just a bonus. Its main function is something else entirely. For the record, I considered making it a bust of TINTIN Teieiichi-kun, but I decided to stick with the familiar Yukichi-kun.

"If it's something money can buy, just make a request to this thing and you can get as much as you want. Oh, and don't worry, I'm not getting it all for free. The system deducts the money from my bank account, forces the result of a purchase, and procures the goods from somewhere."

This means that once my account is empty, it won't be able to do anything, but... that shouldn't be a problem. If just the four of you can manage to spend all of that, I'd actually be impressed.

"No, we really can't..."

"It would be wrong to just spoil you for no reason, but doing nothing at a time like this would be wrong in its own way, right? Isn't that right, Chika-san?"

"You have a point. I'd be a little worried if it was just Rika, but with three reliable kids with her, I suppose it's fine for just this once."

"And there you have it. Go get some rest, body and soul."

The children still looked like they wanted to say something, but I ignored them and teleported them to the secret base on Okutama Island.

"Well then. How about we go to Shunranman, Chika-san?"

"Don't you think you're moving on a little too quickly?"

"We're supposed to believe in the children, right? Then let's believe and wait."

When I said that, Chika-san laughed as if she couldn't help it, and nodded.
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			...

The children sent to the Satou residence on Okutama Island looked at each other, wondering what to do. It was only natural. They had been dropped here suddenly with little explanation. Under normal circumstances, they might have handled it a bit better, but today was different. So much had happened, truly so much. A murky, unsettled feeling lingered in their minds. After a short silence, Rika was the first to speak.

"For now, let's take a bath, shall we?"

"Ah, yeah, you're right. I'll use the shower by the pool, so Rika-chan and the others can use the large bath."

"I'm not really in the mood for a long soak either. I think I'll use a private one."

Hikaru and Sakuya said their pieces and started toward the private shower rooms set up near the pool.

"Wait a second. What about a change of clothes...?"

What are we going to do, Rika was about to ask.

"Whoa!"

The eyes of the bust of Yukichi that Hikaru was holding, Super Yukichi-kun, suddenly lit up. Apparently, it was telling him to use it. It was only then that Hikaru, to his horror, realized he had been about to take it with him to the shower. He was shocked that his mind had been that out of it.

"O-okay, well, I'll try making a request."

Hikaru spoke to hide his inner turmoil, placing Yukichi-kun on the table and addressing it timidly.

"Um, a sweatsuit, a shirt, and underwear... please?"

"Do you have a preference for color or brand?"

"N-not really."

As soon as he answered, a brand new sweatsuit and underwear appeared. He wondered if the size would be right, but it seemed fine. Apparently, it could figure that out without being told.

"Looks like it works, for now. Okay, my turn."

"W-wait a second."

Even if it was new and sealed, a girl's underwear was still awkward. Hikaru tried to say so, but Rika paid him no mind and stated her request briefly. The items appeared just like before.

"Oh, so it's considerate like that."

They had appeared inside a paper bag so the contents were not visible. Seeing that it wouldn't be a problem, Sarna made her request as well, and the two of them headed to the bath, clothes in hand.

...

"The bath here is so convenient, isn't it? It fills up with hot water in an instant."

Rika started the conversation while undressing in the changing room. She too had been scarred by this mission, but she felt Sarna was in worse shape, so she was trying to be considerate.

"Yes, it is. It's so convenient... I'm a little scared of going back to my old life."

Sarna gave a slightly awkward laugh. Unbeknownst to Rika, Sarna Diadokos was a being far more deeply immersed in the Supernatural World than she was. If you were to ask then if her current absentminded state was an act, it was not.

I'm supposed to be much closer to the darkness than everyone else, and yet...

On this mission, Sarna had lost herself. She flew into a rage and was about to wield her power over death before Rika stopped her. She had tried to kill someone who couldn't fight back, all in a fit of emotion. That was something a Death God should never do. She understood that logically, but she couldn't control her feelings. Weakness. Fragility. Sarna's rational side perceived this failure as such, but that was not the case. It was a product of her many interactions with others and the growth of her heart. It was not something that should ever be denied.

...

They rinsed off and submerged themselves in the large tub. The warmth that enveloped their exhausted minds and bodies felt somewhat unpleasant right now. Even so, they lacked the energy to quickly wash up and get out.

"I thought I understood, you know."

Rika murmured, staring up at the ceiling.

"Uncle said the Supernatural World was like something out of a manga or anime. So I figured it would have all the usual tropes... Yeah, I really thought I understood."

The darkness of humanity was a classic, time-honored wall for protagonists to run into after a smooth journey.

"We were so protected."

"Even now, they are still protecting us, aren't they."

"Yeah."

Neither Chika nor Satou had said much. Not even a word of comfort. All they said was the simple fact, "You can't go back to your everyday lives with faces like that." But in a way, that was a relief. If they had been offered some clumsy platitudes, they surely would not have been able to remain calm.

"We're so lucky."

"Yes."

The conversation died. It was about an hour later when they finally got out of the bath. When the two returned to the living room, Hikaru and Sakuya were already back, sitting on the sofa and staring blankly at the ceiling.

"Should we get something to eat? We still haven't had dinner."

"You're right. I'll make something then."

"No... I don't think I could taste anything elaborate right now."

"How about some cup ramen?"

Everyone agreed to Sarna's suggestion. They shuffled over to the kitchen and opened the cupboard reserved for instant foods, finding it jam packed with ramen and udon. Normally they would have cheerfully debated which one to pick, but they were in no mood for that. The four of them grabbed something at random, poured hot water in turns, and returned to the living room with drinks in hand.

"What was the right thing to do?"

Hikaru began as he ate his ramen. To an outsider his words were insufficient, but the other three understood what he meant without him needing to say more. This time, the four of them had neutralized the kidnappers without killing them and handed them over to the Mutual Aid Society. Criminals handed over to the Society are eventually released, unless they are exceptionally vile. That is because even scum has its uses. But what if they commit another crime after being released? Shouldn't they have been killed? The Mutual Aid Society does implement measures to prevent recidivism, but even those are not absolute. There are plenty of loopholes.

"The Mutual Aid Society does not condemn killing. The authority over life and death is entrusted to the members who handle the situation."

Yoshino had not commented on the rightness of their actions, only telling them that.

"How to face the pain of choosing. I suppose that is the challenge we've been given."

The Surface World is simple. You just have to live according to the rules. It's not that you're never faced with important decisions, but the choice between life and death rarely comes up. To make it in the Supernatural World must also mean to keep on choosing.

"I wonder if the ideal would be to completely break their spirit so they never think of committing a crime again."

"Like Uncle?"

Rika's response to Sakuya's words was met with a curtain of silence. The various acts of retribution by Satou, chronicled in the gossip magazines of the Supernatural World, were all about breaking spirits without killing. But was the goal to prevent the perpetrators from reoffending? No, absolutely not.

"Yeah, no, not that."

There was so much they didn't understand, but some things were certain.
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			The kids managed to recover after about a month in island time. Their wounds had not healed completely, but they wore the expressions of those who had swallowed a bitter pill and resolved to move forward, so I figured they would be fine. They might stumble in the future as old wounds reopen or new troubles arise, but when that happens, we adults can just lend them a hand. So for now, it was a happy ending.

(...Except it wasn't going to be that simple.)

On my way home from work, I met up with the kids at the Mutual Aid Society and we visited Okutama Island. Late last night, Saku-chan, who had just returned to our side, reported finding something strange. It was late, so I told her to get some sleep for the time being, putting it off until later.

"So, we went to the mountains to camp before heading back. And then Sarna-chan..."

"While we were setting up the tent, I felt a faint presence of death."

The presence of death, huh. Okutama Island is a diorama, but it has its own wild animals and insects. This was likely unrelated to them, though. She wouldn't have bothered mentioning it here otherwise.

"It felt strangely off, so I went to look for the source, and..."

Ah, it seems we've arrived. Sarna-chan pointed, su, at an empty patch of ground. At a glance, it looked like ordinary soil, but... I see, this was indeed strange.

"...It's over there. From that spot, I felt thousands, tens of thousands... no, even more deaths."

"Yeah, I get it."

The presence of death. I see, that's one way to sense it. Now that she mentioned it, it made perfect sense. An entire world had perished. It wouldn't be surprising for such a vast amount of death to be seared into this place. Sarna-chan must have sensed it with her Death God powers.

"Hero Uncle. We don't really understand."

"Hm, right. Maybe this will help you see."

I sent a light burst of my power at it, and the thing that had been blended into the ground revealed itself. A crystal orb suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Ignoring the startled children, I picked it up.

"Satou-san, what is that?"

"I've told you before. Okutama was once overwritten by a fragment of a world that had been destroyed."

This thing was a leftover from that other world, a piece of driftwood.

"I heard about that, but... you restored the original Okutama and swapped it with the diorama, right?"

Then shouldn't any leftovers be in the real Okutama? Hikaru-kun's question was reasonable, but there was a good reason for this.

"An adaptation, or perhaps I should call it a survival formula."

As I was peeling the otherworldly fragment off the real Okutama, the formula must have determined it would be discarded along with everything else. So it probably tried to escape Okutama, which was floating on the sea, but was blocked by my barrier. It must have been adapting while trying to slip through the barrier, but I finished my work faster. And the moment I was done, I immediately swapped the real Okutama with the fake one.

"You mean this got left behind at that moment?"

"Yeah. In the instant they swapped, it must have slipped into a blind spot and then just melted into Okutama Island."

"I wonder why the person who cast that spell went to such lengths to leave this behind."

Rika-chan tilted her head. It seemed Hikaru-kun and Saku-chan felt the same. The only one who seemed to understand was Sarna-chan, with her affinity for death.

"They probably wanted someone to know."

"Wanted someone to know?"

"Even if the world's destruction was unavoidable, they wanted someone to know how it came to be."

The chances of it falling into anyone's hands were slim. Still, they gambled on that infinitesimally small possibility. I could keenly feel the tenacity of whoever survived to the end just to leave this behind.

"Uncle, what are you going to do with that?"

"I'll accept it. Now that I've found it, it's the least I can do."

"Then we will too."

"Don't be stupid. The end of a world is a nasty business no matter how you struggle."

It was too much for children who get heartbroken for a month just from a little brush with the darkness of humanity. They fell silent, likely having no words to offer in return.

"Well, how about this. When you've come of age, if you still feel the same, I'll show it to you then."

I gave each of the kids' heads a light pat, pat, bringing the conversation to a close.

"Alright, shall we head back then? You still have paperwork and lectures to get through, right?"

"Ughh..."

Rika-chan made a face that was openly annoyed. Their training period was over. Now there was a mountain of this and that they had to do. They had to handle things the Mutual Aid Society had supported them with until now, which meant explanations and all sorts of other things. They had interrupted their schedule to come with me, thinking this was a matter I should know about as soon as possible, but our business here was done.

"Don't pout like that. I'll take you out for a meal when you're finished."

"Okay..."

"Alright then, I'll come get you when you're done."

I teleported the kids back, then made my way to my secret base on Okutama Island.

"...I don't know if it'll be to your taste."

I placed a glass beside the crystal orb and poured some sake into it.

"This is called sake. It's from this world, from my home country, where I happened to find you."

I added a quick apology in case they didn't drink, then took a gulp from my own glass. After drinking about half of it, I set the glass down and gently touched the crystal. In that instant, light overflowed from the orb, and a tremendous amount of information poured into my mind.

"Just as I thought. Not a pleasant story."

When a world reaches the end of its life, everything comes to an end. That, I could accept to some extent. Some things just can't be helped. But the world in that record was different. It met its end through clear, malicious intent.

"Creations of God, huh."

The creator god of that world brought the world and the life within it into being, but it seems they were a bit overprotective. After about a thousand years, they added a certain system so that people could live better lives. To explain that system in our terms, they were something like angels. The angels helped people, working diligently for their happiness. But there was a problem with the archangel who commanded them. Why must we suffer for the sake of such foolish beings? Why does God not lavish affection upon us, who are so much more magnificent than humans?

The accumulated dissatisfaction erupted in the form of rebellion.

But they lost. The archangel was stripped of their power by God, who told them to learn the sanctity of that life, and was reincarnated as a human. They were reborn again and again, living for an eternity as a human, but their arrogance never changed. Once the seal was broken, the archangel tried to appeal to God once more, but God was already gone. Yes, God had perished from the wounds sustained during the rebellion. It was obvious, if one thought about it. The seal had broken despite the archangel showing no remorse, so it could only be due to deterioration over time. And so the former archangel blamed humanity for everything and resolved to destroy the world.

"...It must have been so frustrating."

That was the gist of the story the sage who created the crystal heard when they risked their life to reach the archangel. The archangel themself was unaware of their folly, acting as if they were merely correcting a mistake. But from any perspective, it was clearly the result of a festering jealousy toward humans. Having your world destroyed because of some selfish idiot is just unbearable. Yes, I sympathize. I truly think it's pathetic, but...

"Why of all things was the archangel's title the 'Villainess'?"

Apparently, it came from their last reincarnation as the daughter of a great noble, but it's making it hard for me to process my emotions.
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			Confronting human malice had peeled back a layer for the kids, allowing them to make a fresh start as people of the Supernatural World. As an adult, I figured it was my duty to throw them a party, both to celebrate their graduation and to encourage them on the path ahead.

The timing was a bit tricky, though. If it had been a little earlier, I would have thrown something together right away, but it was already the middle of November. With just over a month until Christmas, wouldn't it be better to combine the celebrations and make it an even grander event? And so, I asked the kids to keep the twenty-fourth free, making sure to tell them why. I didn't choose the twenty-fifth out of consideration for their Surface World affairs. I was sure they'd want to celebrate Christmas Eve with their families, friends, or lovers.

"Alright, let's get right down to it. What should we do for their graduation gifts?"

So it was the weekend. I had invited Chika-san, Takahashi, Suzuki, and Paisen over to my house to discuss our plans. Paisen already had plans for Christmas Eve, but that was a separate matter. She wanted to celebrate the kids she'd looked after, so I asked her to come.

"Hmm... let's decide on the food first. If we eat out, I'll find a nice restaurant. If we do it at home, I can cook."

"Knowing those kids, a super expensive place would just make them shrink up. Why not just do it on Okutama Island?"

"I agree with Takahashi-kun. Rika would probably shout, Yay! at a restaurant, but the other three are so serious and considerate."

That was true. If it were me, a fancy meal on someone else's dime would be a 'yahoo!' moment and nothing less, but Hikaru-kun, Sarna-chan, and Saku-chan were different. They would feel overwhelmed that we were doing it all for them. I couldn't bear the thought of them feeling so bad that they couldn't even taste their food. What was the point of a celebration if we just made them feel uncomfortable?

"Okay, next up, presents... Paisen, have you thought of anything?"

"I wish you wouldn't use such a lewd nickname... but yes, I have. I was thinking of getting them four matching accessories."

"Oh, that's a great idea."

They're a team, after all. Something like that would make them happy. The safe bet would be something like earrings. There are even types that make it look like you have piercings just for when you wear them, so they wouldn't have to get their ears pierced.

"What about you, Satou-san, and the others?"

"Ah... that's what we're stuck on."

"We never got graduation presents or anything back in our day."

"Our instructor was practically half an enemy, so you could say we had effectively graduated from the very beginning."

"If you're looking for a graduation event, the closest thing we had was probably paying our respects."

"Oh yeah, we snuck into that guy's apartment and did all sorts of stuff."

"The neighbors must have given him the cold shoulder for a while after that... speaking of which, what's he up to now?"

"He kicked the bucket during the coup."

I wasn't the one who did it. He fought with the reformists somewhere I knew nothing about and just died. It was a huge surprise. I was looking through the list of casualties after it was all over, and there he was, dead.

"By the way, Paisen, what about you? Did you get anything to celebrate your graduation?"

"I did. My instructor and I used the same type of weapon. He gave me one of his old ones."

She said it was the perfect balance, something a rookie couldn't afford but not so high-spec either.

"I see... a weapon, huh. Weapons. If I'm going to give them something, I'd like it to be something I used to love, but..."

"You still have your gear from when you were a rookie?"

"Nope."

It was all mass produced stuff I could get easily, and I was constantly upgrading my equipment, so I had no attachment to it. I always traded it in when I upgraded, so I don't have a single piece left.

"Our weapons don't even overlap with theirs, right?"

"Rika uses a Gatling gun, Hikaru-kun uses swords, Sarna-chan uses a great scythe, and Sakuya-kun uses a staff."

"We mostly didn't use weapons either."

"And even if we did, we got rid of that kind of equipment when we returned to the Surface World, so we don't have it anymore."

"Should we all go to the Dark Market sometime and look for something new and nice? Honestly, I'm not familiar with the current Dark Market, but Hiro will be there."

"That's an option, but maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea for me to just custom make them."

Everyone's eyes went wide at my suggestion.

"Since when could you do something like that?"

"I learned how. Here."

I took out the dagger and pistol I currently use as my magic equipment.

"Th, this is... divine-tier? No, it's more than that..."

"............You really can do anything, can't you."

"Well, even if I say custom made, it's not like I'd be making them completely from scratch."

The idea is to have a professional make the outer shell, and then I'd add my own touches to it. Things like replacing the materials used, adding special abilities, and strengthening them.

"If I do make them, I'll need help from everyone except Paisen."

Paisen already had her present sorted out.

"Help? We don't have those kinds of skills."

"I'll handle that part. If Chika-san helps, it'll be equipment specially for Rika-chan."

I'll have her bestow it with her power as the Star Priestess. I'm thinking of making a weapon that functions as an aid to draw out her power, or maybe as an amplifier.

"For me and Suzuki, it's gravity and repulsion, then."

"Yep. You two will basically be for Hikaru-kun and Sarna-chan, the melee fighters."

Sarna-chan has that special ability, the Authority of Death, but it only works on lower-level opponents. She mostly ends up in close-quarters combat with her great scythe.

"For a melee fighter, your powers would be a godsend, even in a weaker form, right?"

"True. You could pull a distant enemy close and slice them up."

"And repulsion could be used for emergency escapes, not just long-range attacks."

"Personality-wise, I suppose Hikaru-kun would get gravity and Sarna-chan would get repulsion?"

"Satou-san, what will you do for Ayase-kun?"

"I'll take care of that."

In Saku-chan's case, something practical like reducing his magic consumption would probably be best, given his current battle style and his personality.

"Yes."

"Yes, Paisen."

"If you're going to make them custom, I think it's better if they can be used for a long time."

"Well, that's true."

"Could you make them like weapons in video games that grow stronger along with the user's level?"

"Something that links to the user's strength... that could work. I can probably do that."

While I'm at it, I kind of want to add a proficiency system, too. Oh man, this is starting to sound fun.

"Why don't we just decide on it then? Paisen gets the accessories, and the four of us will do the weapons."

"I'm fine with that... Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun?"

"We don't have a problem with it either."

"Yeah. I'd hate to overthink it and end up trying to be clever, only to have it fall flat."

Exactly. That's so true. In a casual celebration, a flop can be amusing, but when it's for something serious, doing that is beyond awkward.

"It's a bit late to ask, but Satou and Saionji, are you two going to be okay on the day of?"

"You two work at a company. It's the end of the year, so you must be busy, right?"

"Well, you know, I'm the president. If I want, I can even make a special rule to let us leave early on Christmas Eve and Christmas."

Of course, if she doesn't have the leeway for that, she'll just have to pay for it later. It's a choice between being busy now or being ridiculously busy later. Still, judging by Chika-san's demeanor, it seems like she has some room to breathe.

"I'll be fine too. Taking the whole day off would be difficult, but I can manage to leave on time."

"Well, if that's the case... is there anything else to discuss?"

"The menu for the day is important. Satou-kun, you should ask the kids what their favorite foods are."

"Right. Chika-san knows what Rika-chan likes, but it's probably best if I ask the others."

"Oh, I know what they are, Satou-san."

"Seriously? You're the best, Paisen."

It was so much fun, discussing this and that. And I wasn't the only one. Everyone else was, too. I could tell just by looking at their faces. But I alone also felt a faint, indescribable sense of anxiety.

(...I've got a really bad feeling about this.)

The vague unease was growing stronger every day.
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			The end of the year is a busy time, when even the masters are dashing about. I was constantly pressed for time. Night would fall before I knew it, and morning would arrive just after a brief, unsatisfying rest. Part of me felt I could not keep going like that every day, but at the same time, I also enjoyed the hectic year end atmosphere. It was like having a whip cracked at my back, forcing me to run, but surprisingly, it was also kind of fun. It's exhausting, but just a little longer. I can finally rest after just a little more. That is what pushes you to give it one last bit of effort.

The city's atmosphere is nice too. It is dressed up in dazzling decorations, completely different from its usual self. The children are ecstatic, but adults can not quite afford to be. Even the adults who seem excited are usually just hiding their built up fatigue. That is when gazing at the holiday lights feels truly special. You find the sparkling lights a little annoying, but at the same time, they are somehow soothing.

And so, after struggling along and complaining, the end finally came into view on December twenty fourth. As we had discussed, we were holding a graduation party for the kids on Okutama Island. I could not leave work exactly on time, but I managed to get home within a reasonable window. I had already sent Suzuki over to the island to cook, with Takahashi and Chika-san as her assistants, so all that was left was me and the children.

"Phew. That's refreshing. What do you say, shall we get going soon?"

The plan was for them to wait at my place until I got back, but when I arrived home, the kids were in the middle of their homework. They said they would finish up when they reached a good stopping point, so I took a shower. I figured enough time had passed. I was getting hungry.

"We're good to go. Well, except for one of us who isn't."

"Come on, Rika-san, pull yourself together."

She was already looking sluggish when I got home, but now Rika-chan was practically a corpse. I get it, though. It must be tough. She was the only slacker mixed in with three serious students.

"N, n, no... It's winter break, you fool. Why must I..."

"Because it's winter break."

Hikaru-kun fired back a calm retort to Rika-chan's melodramatic line. I looked at the three of them, asking with my eyes if it was okay to teleport now, and they all nodded. So, I jumped us over to Okutama Island.

"Hey, Chika-san, how's it going?"

"All that's left is to set the table. But before that, let's just give them their presents."

"Yay! Presents!"

Just as Rika-chan was revived, Takahashi and Suzuki came into the living room. I think I picked out Christmas presents everyone would like, but I started to get a little nervous.

"Alright, let's do this right. Rika-chan, Hikaru-kun, Sarna-chan, Saku-chan."

Congratulations on your graduation. As we all said the words in unison, the children smiled happily. I almost teared up seeing how much they had grown as people, but I held it back.

"First, as members of the Supernatural World, please accept these gifts to celebrate your new beginning."

I glanced at Chika-san, who gave a small nod and handed the item to Rika-chan.

"A dagger?"

Nodding, Chika-san began to explain.

"That's a special weapon Hiro made, and it has two hidden abilities. The first power is common to all the weapons we're giving you today, so let's start with that. You can probably tell by looking at it, but frankly, you might think its quality is nothing special, right?"

At best, it probably had the same quality as a mass produced item you could buy for three or four hundred thousand yen.

"But that's not the case. That dagger grows stronger along with its wielder."

"A weapon that levels up with its user!?"

Hikaru-kun, who had spoken without thinking, began to tremble. "S, s, so cool..." he stammered. I was honestly hoping for that. I knew he would react that way. Rika-chan, who understood the heart of a young boy to some extent, was also smiling. "That's amazing!" Sarna-chan and Saku-chan were not moved by the romantic notion, but by pure surprise, which was not so bad either.

"It's a weapon you can keep using forever, so I'd be happy if you took good care of it."

"Yeah. So, what's the other one?"

"It's an ability I imbued it with that enhances your powers as a Star Priestess. Try shrouding the blade in a little flame."

"Like this... whoa!? I'm barely putting any power into it... and wait, is this using less energy too?"

"It is. For you right now, it's more of a support tool, but as you grow, I think it'll function more as an amplifier."

"I see. Thanks, Mama! And Uncle! I'll treasure it!"

I was just glad she was happy.

"Alright, guess I'm next. I've imbued this sword with my power."

"Takahashi-san's... so that means gravity, right?"

"Yeah. As long as you're holding it, you'll be able to control gravity. It's not much right now, though."

"But as I get stronger, the ability will get stronger too, right?"

"That's the idea. So do your best."

"I will! Thank you, Satou-san! And Takahashi-san!"

Yeah, yeah, just use it well.

"Okay, I'm next, but I think you can guess what it is."

"Repulsion, right?"

"That's right. Sarna-chan, you're a smart girl, so I'm sure you'll be able to use it well. Use it to your heart's content, for your own sake and for your friends'."

"I will! Thank you from the bottom of my heart for your kindness, Satou-san and Suzuki-san."

Alright, last up is Saku-chan. I handed her a wand about the length of a conductor's baton. It had a simple, functional design. Its power was just as straightforward as its appearance.

"It's designed to reduce your magic consumption and handle complex formula calculations on its own."

"A solid performance. Yes, it's just my style. Thank you, Hero Uncle. I'll treasure it."

"You're welcome."

Alright, now I guess it is time for us old-timers to offer a few final words of wisdom.

"Okay, first up is Chika-san. Please give us some truly valuable words of wisdom as their senior in the Supernatural World."

"Huh, that wasn't on the schedule... um, uhhh..."

She was flustered, but I knew Chika-san could do it. She's a company president, after all. She had to be used to giving these kinds of speeches.

"This isn't just limited to the Supernatural World, but as you live your life, you'll find parts of yourself that are ugly, things you'll want to look away from. I won't tell you not to look away. But you can't keep looking away forever. There's surely something important there. So no matter how many times you run, you have to face it properly someday."

Her words were filled with conviction. I had a vague idea what she was talking about, but it would be rude to pry.

"This is from our own experience, you know."

"Let's say you find something you feel you could dedicate your entire self to."

"When you look back on it later, you might find that wasn't really the case."

"So are we telling you not to chase it? No, that's not it. Because to you in that moment, that is your truth."

This was getting intense. I felt like the bar was suddenly being raised. I thought this was going to be more lighthearted, but what is this!?

"The point is, when that thing is completely denied to you, don't get stubborn."

"Stop for a moment and try walking a different path."

"If you do, you might find something even more wonderful than the thing you thought you could dedicate your everything to."

"Basically, don't go deciding your own ending."

"Your possibilities are infinite. At the very least, because we weren't killed on that day, at that time, we're here like this now."

"If we had chosen death back then, we wouldn't have been able to make you all this delicious meal."

"That's about all from us," Takahashi and Suzuki said, concluding their speech. This was bad. My turn had arrived.

...

Wh, what should I do? I don't have any life lessons to share from my experiences. I am Satou-kun, the man who has always won, always laughed. Well, my parting with Takahashi and Suzuki was a bitter experience, but that's about it, and even that was the result of me pushing my own selfish desires.

"As long as you don't give up, your dreams will come true!"

...

Ah, what's with those blank stares!?
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			(...This is not good.)

The gift exchange was a resounding success, and the food was delicious. We were having a sleepover, and the board games we were playing now were unbelievably fun. It was a graduation and Christmas party with nothing to complain about. And yet.

(This bad feeling is getting stronger and stronger.)

I searched high and low across the entire world for anything that looked like a threat, but I couldn't find a single thing to justify my sense of danger. I thought it might be an approach from space, so I extended my antennae in that direction, but that was a dead end too. Not that I searched the entire universe, but I somehow felt that wasn't it. So then, where was it coming from...

(Could it be this isn't a simple danger?)

This sense of crisis I felt. I had a vague idea that something terrible was about to happen to the world, but was that wrong? Does that mean this bad feeling is about me personally? But what kind of bad feeling would be about me personally? It was hitting me harder than ever before, but I didn't feel any abnormalities in my body... no, wait.

"What's wrong, Hiro? You're sweating a lot."

"Satou-san, is the heat on too high?"

There is something. There really is. No, it’s not what you think. But the possibility of me personally facing an unprecedented crisis... yes, a secret child. I lost my cherry ages ago. I've never been in a serious relationship, but I've had my share of temporary, no-strings-attached arrangements. I'm not the type to use someone and toss them aside. I always chose girls who were on the same page. You know how it is, right? Sometimes you're just desperate for human warmth, but you're not ready for a formal relationship. I became temporary lovers with girls like that. I did, but... I was always careful, in another sense as well. I used techniques from both the Surface and Supernatural Worlds to ensure no little Satous were ever conceived. So it shouldn't be possible. And yet...

"Your face keeps changing color, are you okay?"

"Also, Hero-san, don't you look a little thinner? What's going on with your body's structure?"

But... there are no absolutes in this world. And the women I was involved with weren't the type to say anything to me even if they did get pregnant. We came together with a mutual understanding, so bringing it up would be out of line... they were all strong women like that.

"Hey Satou, what are you hiding? Spit it out already."

"Satou-kun, that's the face of someone who's done something wrong, isn't it? Fess up."

My reputation with them might plummet, but I can't possibly handle this situation on my own.

"...I think, um, I might have just found a serious landmine."

"A landmine?"

"Yeah, you see, I might have a secret..."

At the very instant the clock's hands pointed to midnight,

"...Huh?"

The world ended. The attack came from completely outside my awareness. Even so, my body reacted unconsciously, and I somehow managed to escape with only serious injuries.

"Ghh...!!"

It's okay. I can fix this. It can go back to normal. If I force time to rewind, I can restore everything. So for now, I need to calmly figure out the cause. There's no point in restoring everything if the same thing just happens again. I forcefully stamped out the storm of confusion and passion raging within me.

"The place I'm in now is a sea of complete nothingness... The attack came from outside the world. And... the universe is dying?"

I fully opened my senses to grasp the current situation. Earth wasn't targeted specifically. An attack meant to kill our universe had been unleashed, and as a result, the solar system, Earth and all, was obliterated. Earth just happened to be destroyed in the process. Why is the universe dying... which is it? Is it because of the nature of the attack from the outside? Or is the universe structured like a human, and it's dying because its stomach was blown out? ...It seems like both.

"Found you."

I glared at the edge of the void. There stood a breathtakingly beautiful, pure white girl. Dressed in a gown, she had the air of a noble lady, but she was nothing so gentle. Yes, I know her. But right now, her identity doesn't matter. First, unless I deal with *that*, safety won't be guaranteed even if I restore everything.

"...Die."

I surpassed sound, surpassed light, and closed the distance from outside of perception, plunging a dagger into her defenseless head.

"Wha..."

I fired the pistol in my right hand again and again at her heart. The stab, the gunshots, each was delivered with enough force to annihilate a world. And yet, her form remained intact.

(I caught her completely off guard in a defenseless state, too...)

I knew I couldn't kill her. But she took less damage than I expected. ...To be honest, I never thought I would see another one. An "enemy," that is.

"...How surprising."

It seemed she had come to her senses as well, and she escaped my attack to create some distance. ...There are no openings. She's formidable, but I too am at a loss for how to attack.

"I never thought myself the supreme, ultimate powerhouse... but it seems that after crossing many worlds, I have grown arrogant."

Pure, unadulterated surprise floated on the woman's face. To think that there was a being who could stand on equal footing with me.

"...That's a bit too big of a scale for a spoiled brat's temper tantrum, 'Villainess'."

She's much stronger than the version I saw in that record, but there's no mistaking her. She's the woman who destroyed the world attached to Okutama. She should have been content with her own world... but she had to go and spread her negativity to other worlds too.

"...You, do you know me?"

Her golden eyes widened. It seems my words are getting through to her. She might be using a similar spell to my own.

"A fragment of a world you destroyed drifted into mine. I picked up its records of regret there."

"I see."

She let out a soft chuckle.

"To think that I would happen to attack such a world, and that there would happen to be someone there who could match me. What a strange fate."

"You're right. I never imagined I'd come face to face with you directly either."

Like I could have ever predicted this would turn into a battle of vengeance, you idiot.

"Let me introduce myself again. I am Lucia. Lucia Celonias. What is your name?"

"Satou Hideo."

"Satou... Satou, you say. Well then, Satou, I have a proposal. Shall we take a break and start over?"

"Don't be ridiculous. You're going to die right here."

"Stop bluffing."

The villainess smiled as if troubled.

"The moment you failed to kill me with your initial surprise attack, your mindset should have shifted. You know it's not wise to continue like this. You can handle spontaneous combat, but that's not where your true strength lies, is it? Your original style is to analyze your opponent's strength and make every possible move to ensure victory before you engage."

...The creator god who made this one certainly did a troublesome thing. She has zero empathy, but it seems that by spending a long time in the human world, she has developed an eye for people. Her point is correct. If we keep fighting haphazardly like this, there will be lingering doubts even if I win. If I die upon winning, I won't be able to restore the world that was destroyed. Even if I have some time before I die, I can't say for sure if I'll have any strength left. My true desire is to restore the world and make preparations so that there are no problems even if I die, and then fight.

"I am indifferent to my own life, but that does not mean I wish for death."

"Is that because you can't destroy anything if you're dead?"

"That is correct. I too would like to make every possible move to kill you before we begin our battle."

If we start a fight that is unsatisfactory for both of us, we both stand to lose.

"That is why I am the one making the proposal. Out of respect for you, who has reached such a domain."

"One month."

Further discussion is pointless... or rather, I don't want to give her the advantage. One month. That's probably the maximum amount of time I can buy myself. I don't know what will happen if I prolong the negotiations, so I forced the terms on her first.

"...Very well. I will align my time with yours."

She's likely thinking something similar to me. It seems she wants to end the negotiation by accepting a timeframe within her tolerable range.

"Then in one month, I shall invade your world again. With everything at my disposal."

"And I'll meet you with everything at my disposal."

With a soft laugh, she vanished. What shall I call the battle that is about to begin? If I had to name it, it would be...

"...The Cheat Bastard vs. the Villainess, I guess."

What a crappy battle.
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			"...Looks like it worked."

Just past midnight on November 25th. That was the current time. Localized time manipulation was one thing, but I had never experienced time manipulation on this scale before. I was a little worried, but it seemed I managed to successfully rewind time. If all I wanted was to restore the world, rewinding it by a day would have been enough, but a whole month is easier to work with.

"Now then, what to do."

I was the only one here at the secret base on Okutama Island. Of course I was, since it was a month ago. There was no other version of me from the same timeline. I had chosen a type of rewind that did not create those kinds of inconsistencies.

"...First things first, I guess I'll have them hear me out."

I sent a telepathic message to Chika-san, Takahashi, and Suzuki. I asked if they could meet right away about something important, and though they were a little flustered, they agreed. They might have sensed how much trouble I was in. They told me to call for them after ten minutes, so I waited ten minutes before teleporting the three of them over.

"""Eh?"""

The three of them seemed rather bewildered. What was it? No, it did not matter. Sorry, but they needed to hear what I had to say right now.

"...For now, please sit."

"""Ah, okay."""

I did not even have the time to spare brewing tea, so I offered them bottles of it instead.

"Hiro, what's this important thing you wanted to talk about..."

"Ah, yeah, about that. A month from now, the world was destroyed."

The moment I led with that,

"""...Huh?"""

Yeah, I guess that would be their reaction. But it was true. It was so true that I could only tell people I trusted from the bottom of my heart. Well, I would share the information with others later. First, I needed to get things in order.

"Um, I don't really get what you're saying."

"What do you mean it *was* destroyed, not that it *will be* destroyed?"

"It wouldn't be strange if you could see the future, Hiro, but..."

"It was seriously destroyed once. The Earth was blown away, along with the entire solar system. Then I rewound time and made it so it never happened."

"""..."""

The three of them smiled sweetly.

"""Don't mess with us!"""

"N. No, you might not believe me, but it's true..."

"That's not what we mean! What's with you dropping a story like that on us out of nowhere!!"

"We wouldn't think! That you'd suddenly tell us something like that!?"

"Besides, what's the point of telling us!? Tell the heads of the pantheons first!!"

"Wait, so we died once!?"

"And what's with you not dying, Satou-kun!?"

"This makes no sense at all!!"

...It seemed I had not been as calm as I thought, either. This was definitely not something to be revealed in a lighthearted tone. I should have prefaced it by saying it was a seriously bad situation. After they had shouted for a while, the three of them seemed to have calmed down, so I began again.

"Given the circumstances, I could only talk to people I truly trusted first... I'm sorry."

"Haa... I'm sorry, I lost my composure. I understand how you feel, Hiro."

"Even you would panic if you were the only one aware of such an incomprehensible situation, Satou-kun."

"My bad. Please explain again."

"Yeah."

I disclosed everything. The sequence of events, the culprit's identity, and all the information I had at this stage...

"""What a pain in the ass..."""

"Right!?"

"The scale of her tantrum is way too big..."

"She should just be content with her own world, she's so annoying."

"Why'd she have to drag our world into it, seriously, she can go die."

I know, right. They were absolutely correct. Anyone I told this to would likely have the same reaction.

"To think she's on par with the current you, Hiro, or even stronger. That's not funny."

"...Well, it seems she's a rare case even for another world."

"She may have destroyed several worlds, but it seems this was her first time running into someone like Satou."

And to make matters worse, it seemed there was no one else in this universe who could hold their own against me. It was the solar system that got blown away, but that one attack had left the universe itself on the verge of death. Despite that, I was the only one who charged into the villainess's domain. Were they just watching? Even so, the battle had already ended for the time being. They should have taken action and tried to contact me long ago. But there was no sign of that. If they had the power to match me, distance would be irrelevant. I went all out, so they could have just used that reaction to teleport.

"...It's almost certain the villainess will come with numbers, right?"

"Yeah. She'll probably invade other worlds and forcibly round them up."

Because that is what I would do if I were in her shoes. A horde of nobodies would not be able to kill me, but if they could chip away at my strength even a little, it would be a win for her. When two opponents are evenly matched, the slightest difference can decide the victor. If she intended to use every card in her hand, gathering numbers would be a natural step. That is why I had to prepare numbers of my own. To reduce my burden, even if just by a little.

"An all out war, huh... But hey, Satou."

"I know. We can't rely on Earth's gods."

She was a woman who became so irritated with her god, a father who loved humanity, that she rebelled against him. Rear support might still be safe, but if the gods stood on the front lines and showed any sign of protecting humans, she would definitely snap. What about agitating her to make her lose her cool? Well, that might work on some opponents, but it would be meaningless against her. I mean, she rebelled out of pure emotion, got sealed away, and then destroyed worlds when she found out her god was dead. Riling up the emotions of someone like that, who was still in the middle of a tantrum because her anger had not subsided, would just be adding fuel to the fire. It would be one thing if her anger remained within a scope we could control, but putting the gods on the front lines would make it completely uncontrollable.

"Then how about asking extraterrestrial lifeforms to fight with us?"

"Or... right, how about we take our story to a different world that hasn't been destroyed?"

"That'd be difficult."

Aliens exist. And since I can operate in space without any problems, I could probably find a planet with life. But there was not enough time to get from there to forming a joint front. The same goes for other worlds. I could not just forcibly drag them into this like the villainess. That was a tactic only someone with nothing to lose could use. The fact that we have to win is unshakable, but we also have to think about what comes after we win. We do not have the luxury of scattering unnecessary seeds of conflict. It has been proven that beings who can match me exist out there, even if not in this universe. It would be too optimistic to think the villainess is the first and last of her kind. Causing a possibility of attracting another dangerous enemy as a result of our own lawless actions would be completely counterproductive.

"Satou-kun, what about using time manipulation to take our time and prepare carefully?"

"Mm, hmm... No, that's impossible. I don't have enough resources."

The top priority was to create an environment where I could fight at full power without worrying about what was behind me. I had already thought of a way to do that, but it would consume an enormous amount of resources. I may use time manipulation casually, but it is a technique that uses up a lot. I can use it so readily because these are peaceful times, but in the current situation, I do not have the leeway to use it for negotiations. Then what about a god who can manipulate time? That is also impossible. Based on the laws I heard from Dr. Kawasaki, they cannot wield their power outside of Earth. Besides, I have other things I want to ask the gods to do besides fighting on the front lines. It is part of creating the environment for me to fight at full power, and by my calculations, the gods' resources will be stretched to their absolute limit.

"So we have to manage this with only Earth, is that it?"

I was really glad I had called the three of them. I could feel the information in my head getting organized as I exchanged opinions with others.

"We can't deny we'll be at a numerical disadvantage... so that means we'll have to raise the quality of our forces. What are your thoughts on that?"

"Ah, about that..."

Our discussion continued until dawn.
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			Once the four of us came to an agreement, I immediately took a break. I was exhausted from my fight with the villainess and the massive time manipulation that followed. Then, around eight o'clock, I went to the Mutual Aid Society and shared the information with the world's most influential figures, regardless of whether they were from the Surface or Supernatural worlds, human or nonhuman. I have work today too, but I don't have time for that, so I sent a double made from a magic item in my place. I feel bad since it is the busy end of year season, but sorry, Mr. President, sorry, everyone. Please let me slack off to save the world.

"Satou-san, our preparations are complete, but what about your side...?"

"No problem. I am done here too."

The nonhumans were one thing, but the humans... the leaders of the Surface World all but collapsed the moment I shared the information. They begged me for a few hours to process it all and rest, and I agreed. That said, it would be a waste to do nothing in the meantime, so I used that time to explain my plan to the heads of each pantheon. They unanimously agreed to cooperate. They said they would not only help with my plan but also provide me with secret techniques and items from their respective myths, which is truly reassuring.

...They all look pale.

I was in a room inside the Prime Minister's official residence, a place I had visited before, prior to the invader subjugation. I had arrived with the chairman who came to pick me up, and the faces of the world leaders connected via remote feed were ashen.

"...Satou-san. I will ask you directly. Can you win?"

The prime minister posed the question on behalf of all the world leaders, their gazes fixed on me.

"What kind of idiot thinks about losing before the fight even starts. If I were a pro wrestler, I'd say that and give you a fighting spirit slap, but unfortunately for you, I'm just a salaryman. You got lucky."

The prime minister got to keep his head, physically speaking.
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			"And... well, that's why this world is now on the brink of destruction."

After going to Kyoto and securing the cooperation of those cursed old folks, I turned my attention to the powerful individuals I knew. Yanagi and Onisaki, the Arima brothers, Setsuko-chan, and Kawasaki. I would start with these six. Everyone but Kawasaki belongs to the Mutual Aid Society, but Yanagi and Onisaki are my personal soldiers, and the society cannot strong-arm the isekai group because of their sheer power. That's why I, the one with personal connections to them, became the negotiator.

"...To think such a thing was happening without my knowledge."

"Even setting aside the fact that time was turned back, I doubt we would have even been aware of it right before we were destroyed."

Yanagi and Onisaki, the more sensible of the bunch, were scowling deeply. I do not know what things were like before I turned back time, but... I was probably the only one who knew what was happening. Even I only noticed right at the very end.

"First a hero and a demon lord who got isekai'd, then elves, and now a villainess, huh."

"There's an OP protagonist too, so this is feeling more and more like a light novel."

"...Wait, this is not my fault, is it? I feel like I said something that set off a flag."

The Arima brothers were unfazed. They were not despairing over the difference in power, nor were they simply resigned. They were calm because they knew that a gap in strength was no reason to give up. As for Setsuko-chan, she had a bitter look on her face, but there was no despair or fear. And I see she has learned the word "flag".

"Invaders from another world! And they are coming with a massive army? Wait, is this not the perfect setup for some awesome robot action!!"

And Kawasaki was, well, Kawasaki. To be honest, I think so too. An army like a swarm of locusts. It would likely include many giant enemies. Facing them down with a robot... that is a pretty thrilling scenario.

"It is a shame I will not get to fight their general... but well, it is my fault for being weak, so it cannot be helped. But that aside, fufufu! This has really set my Kawasaki heart on fire!!"

When I told the gleeful Kawasaki I would give him my full support to rebuild Kaiser, he started dancing on the spot.

"Seriously?" "This guy is for real."

"Robots, huh... Come to think of it, we do not know much about that stuff, do we."

"I have only ever skimmed through the anime. This might be a good opportunity to take a serious plunge into that world."

"I am glad you all seem to be enjoying yourselves."

Yanagi and Onisaki were the only ones with a proper reaction, which was hilarious. Setsuko-chan might seem like a sane person at first glance, but she is a woman who would cross worlds for her fetish. So of course she would approve of Kawasaki, who is so true to his own fetish.

"So, what do you say? Will you help me?"

"...Yes, we will. We would be honored. Even if you told us not to."

"We have our reasons for wanting to protect this world. Besides, we are your loyal soldiers now."

"Mao and I are in too. The Earth is like a second home to us."

"Like we would let some idiot's tantrum destroy it for no reason."

"Me as well. I, who love humanity, and this woman called a villainess, who hates humanity. We cannot exist under the same sky."

How reassuring... I did not think they would refuse, mind you. But hearing them say it with such conviction is still a relief.

"For now, Yuichi. We should probably..."

"Yeah. We have got to fight it out and get ourselves to our peak before the real thing."

"May I join you?"

"Of course." "Absolutely."

They get it. They know exactly what needs to be done.

"You and I need to shake off the rust. We have to at least get back to our prime strength."

"You are right. Mentally, this is probably our peak, but our strength is another matter."

"Indeed. By the way, Satou, I..."

"You have probably figured it out, but I need you to act as chief strategist and acting commander in chief. Onisaki will be your aide."

I may be the head of the army to subjugate the villainess, but I have to fight her myself. I will not have time to command the troops. So I will leave it to Yanagi and Onisaki. I plan to gather other strategists and commanders too... but recruiting from elsewhere could be a problem. Humans will trip each other up even when facing a crisis, so there is a chance they would bring strange conflicts into the mix. That is why having my two direct subordinates, whom no one can complain about, handle it is the smoothest solution. That said, I think they are a good choice not just for their position, but for their abilities as well. They combine the strength and intellect of top-tier humans with that lucky bug of mine.

"Kawasaki, you focus on rebuilding Kaiser. I'll be busy, so I'll send a liaison to help you out. If you need anything, just tell him. I'll make sure he gives you the utmost support, but if he gives you any trouble, contact me. If you have time after Kaiser is complete, I would appreciate it if you could help turn the fake Earth into a defensive base."

Hearing my words, Kawasaki thumped his chest and declared.

"You got it! Not just Kaiser, you can leave the base construction to me too!!"

"I am counting on you."

Well, now that that is settled, on to the next thing.

"Alright, I'm going to give you all what I can right now. First, Yanagi, Onisaki."

I offered the two of them a khakkhara and a Japanese sword.

"Your weapons. You do not have the ones you used to use anymore, do you?"

"Because you destroyed them."

"You snapped mine with a kick, did you not... I can tell just by looking at this, but it contains a tremendous amount of power."

"Is this a famed weapon from myth or legend?"

"Nope, it is my own handmade creation."

It is not like I made them just for today. When I get serious, I use a short sword and a pistol I made myself, but I have also crafted a whole range of other weapons. I have not made any super obscure ones, but I have most of the famous types covered.

"Get used to them while you're shaking off the rust. And here, this is a secret elixir of rejuvenation."

It was not the temporary kind I used on Takahashi before. This one was permanent. Even if their minds are at their peak, their bodies are not. The difference might be minuscule once they are completely back in form, but I still have to do everything I can.

"...I do not wish to deny the years I have lived, but well, I suppose it cannot be helped."

"I would be grateful if you could age us again after the battle is over."

"Yeah, when the time comes, I'll use time manipulation or something to turn you back into your current selves."

Next up were the Arima brothers. I tossed a scroll to each of them.

"What's this?"

"It's packed with a mountain of fairly high quality weapons and armor. Use them as fodder."

Their demon and holy swords have the ability to grow by devouring other weapons. I have some gear among my serious equipment that is better than what they are using now, but they are already accustomed to their current gear. In that case, strengthening what they have will make them much more effective in battle.

"Well, ain't this generous."

"We'll gladly put it to use."

"Right. And for Setsuko-chan, this."

"...A divine artifact? I believe I turned these over to the Mutual Aid Society... no, more importantly, they have been repaired?"

Setsuko-chan had stolen multiple national treasures from her own world in order to cross into this one. Thanks to them, she was able to traverse the walls between worlds, but the artifacts she used were all broken in the process. Since her goal had been achieved, they were of no use to her, so she submitted them to the Mutual Aid Society to earn their trust.

"The Mutual Aid Society requested that I repair them after you turned them in. Though all I did was rewind their time."

Setsuko-chan is probably the one who can use these best.

"And this, I will provide you with some equipment as well. You used a bow and a one-handed sword, right?"

"Oh... this is quite incredible... Yes, I shall gratefully accept them."

Last was Kawasaki. I could not just hand over what I had for him here, so I gave him a scroll as well.

"I packed it with materials that seem usable for Kaiser. This is an inventory list."

"Much appreciated. Let's see... Surtr's bones?"

"Loki sicced him on me a long time ago. I took the opportunity to pull out all his bones."

A completely boneless, floppy Surtr was, to put it mildly, hilarious.

"...You are insane."

"...Yes, and to think there's someone who can match this insane man. It is infuriating. This must be the end of the world."

It is not the end. The world already ended completely once.
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			"I believe you may be the crystallization of all the regrets harbored by the human race."

The trickster god, dressed like a club host, declared this with a smile like sunlight filtering through the trees in spring. His appearance was rather flashy, yet it suited him perfectly. This was likely because he was the very pinnacle of frivolity.

"Since the dawn of history, how much have people been tormented by their own powerlessness? It is beyond count. It would rival the number of stars shining in the heavens."

The anger of the nameless. The sorrow of the nameless. The tears shed, the blood spilled, the trickster god asserted that human history is a history of regret.

"Where did all that grief go? Did it vanish into the void, like a breath exhaled on a winter night? No! That is not so! It was waiting! Waiting for someone who could one day accept it all and stand against anything! That someone is you! Satou Hideo! Bearer of regret! Incarnation of the storm that will mow down every injustice!"

His exaggerated gestures were like those of a jester, and also like those of a demagogue deceiving the masses. Alright, this was getting really annoying.

"So, Loki. Are you saying you want to be killed right here, right now?"

"How harsh."

"Shut up. I’m in the middle of creating the Earth right now. Don’t get in my way, baldy."

"I do believe you are the only human who would create the Earth in his living room."

Then where the hell am I supposed to do it. There wouldn’t be enough space if I suddenly made it full size.

"No, that’s not what I meant."

"And what was all that just now? Your theory about my strength? Were you being serious?"

"Of course not. I just strung together some theories that sounded plausible. There is no reason for your strength."

The crystallization of human regret? As if, Loki said, cackling away.

"Besides, if that were the case, it would have become your unconscious guiding principle. In the form of intense displeasure and anger toward injustice. But you are not like that. You feel an average amount of anger toward injustice, but it quickly cools. Your anger doesn't last. Your retaliation is mostly for fun, and once you have a good laugh, it all just slips from your mind. You are an irredeemable piece of trash!"

Since the trash was calling me trash, I spat out a wad of phlegm and dissolved him.

"That’s cruel."

"You’re interrupting my work. What the hell did you come here for?"

Like I said a moment ago, I’m right in the middle of creating the Earth. This is a seriously delicate operation, combining and compounding a number of secret techniques delivered from various mythologies.

"You say that, yet your work proceeds without the slightest pause."

Well, I guess that’s true. My experience on Okutama Island came in handy. That and die cutting.

"Well, anyway, about my reason for being here. My brother-in-law asked me to deliver two messages."

"From Odin?"

"First, how about getting a new weapon? That’s what he said."

"A weapon…"

"If I recall, your real weapon’s exterior was made by a professional, then you brushed it up with your own power, right?"

Odin’s proposal, it seemed, was that if he had the master craftsmen of the divine realm forge the base weapon, strengthening that would result in something even more superior. Well, he wasn't wrong, but...

"I don’t really have the extra capacity."

"He’s already taken that into account. He said if we took on some of the burden, you might have a bit more leeway. What do you think?"

"Let’s see."

I did a quick calculation in my head. There were some burdens I could have them shoulder. If they took those on, then yeah, maybe I could manage it.

"What I’m worried about is the time it will take to strengthen it."

"Ah, that should take about three days. No, one day should be enough."

A weapon personally forged by a divine craftsman would be orders of magnitude sturdier. There shouldn’t be any problem even if I don’t take my time letting the power settle in.

"Excellent. I will tell my brother-in-law."

"And couldn’t you have just told me that with telepathy instead of going to the trouble of sending yourself over?"

"Well, he was probably just being considerate of you."

"Such a conscientious old man. So, there’s something else, right?"

"Yes. It’s confirmed that the gods cannot participate, but what will be done about demonic beings?"

"So that’s what this is about."

To be honest, it was something I was on the fence about.

"For now, I don’t plan on letting them participate."

"And your reason?"

"To her, humans are an inferior species. They have to be an inferior species. They must be the lowest, most despised creatures."

Magical beasts and giants, beings more powerful than humans, fighting to protect them. I figured that in itself would probably get on her nerves. Against humans, she’ll mess around while trying to destroy them, but if I mix in anything else, I have my doubts. She was messing around and doing it slowly when she destroyed her own world, after all.

"I can’t expect that kind of arrogance from her when it comes to me, though."

"Well, if she acknowledged you as human, she would be acknowledging that an inferior species could become her equal."

"Right. So I’m not counted as human, but the subjugation force is another story."

If it makes the subjugation force’s battle against the soldiers she brings with her even a little easier, then that’s for the best.

"Your concerns are quite valid."

"Right?"

"Which is why I will now convey my brother-in-law’s proposal. What if you were to frame it as them being your familiars?"

"Familiars. That idea never occurred to me."

Sure, there are summoners in the subjugation force. Daikado, for one. But there probably aren't any modern summoners skilled enough to command beings she would consider a threat. That’s why I was thinking of them as a separate category. But I see, so there’s a loophole like that.

"It would hardly be surprising if you were able to command a mythical beast, would it?"

"But in that case."

"It comes down to the terms of the contract."

"Yeah."

A nominal contract where their free will is transparently visible won’t work. The villainous young lady would see through even a rigid contract, but doing it versus not doing it will change how she perceives the situation, even if she understands.

"A blank check, something like an absolute submission contract, is a must."

"Setting others aside, I have obtained the consent of my sons."

"Your sons, you mean the serpent and the wolf."

"That would be them. Sleipnir is also an option, technically."

"He’s Odin’s steed. But you, no, is that really alright from the perspective of Norse mythology?"

If we form an absolute submission contract, they’re mine unless I terminate it. It’s impossible to force me to break a contract through strength, so depending on how things go, Norse mythology could lose some of its valuable assets.

"Not that it matters to me. They’ll just be a nuisance once this is all over, so I plan on terminating it anyway."

Still, Fenrir and Jörmungandr were pawns whose honor and future possibilities should be considered.

"It is not a problem. This is also a show of Norse mythology’s intent to cooperate with you fully."

"So that’s it. Don’t drag me into your troublesome politics."

"Hahaha! All that will remain is the fact that Norse mythology was the very first to provide a crucial military asset."

That’s exactly what politics is, you moron. It’s a move to increase their influence after the war. Of course, this is all on the premise of saving the world.

"Now I see why he sent you."

Loki is a god who occupies a complex but important position within Norse mythology. He and I are personally acquainted, but he’s also more than qualified for the role of an envoy.

"Of course, we will not cause you any trouble. If anything were to bother you, the chief god himself would be willing to grovel at your feet."

So, what do you say? Loki’s grinning face was incredibly irritating.

"It’s not like I have a choice."

"Excellent, excellent. Then I shall return at once and report to my brother-in-law. Ah, I will send my sons over to you at a later date."

Loki waved his hand airily and vanished.

"Damn it all."

But that aside, familiars. He taught me a good method.

It looks like, depending on how I do this, I might be able to use "them" as part of my forces.
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			About ten minutes after Loki left, a new visitor arrived on Okutama Island.

"This presence... Ah well, looks like I’m a wee bit late."

It was a monkey wearing glasses, looking like a boy in early elementary school, with a padded sleeveless jacket draped over his shoulders. This guy, yes, this guy was,

"If it isn’t Master Etekou. What’s up?"

The one and only Sun Wukong from Journey to the West. Seriously, first Loki and now Etekou, could you at least call before you come over? Just because I loosened the barrier on Okutama Island in case something happened doesn't mean you can just show up unannounced. Well, I suppose they do it because they know something this small won't make me angry.

"Well ya see, I got orders from my master."

"From Master Xuanzang?"

"Yup. He told me to go guard the hero."

Guard me? Oh, no, I get it. He must have been worried that some people would use the talks about the villainess as a pretext to make all sorts of political moves. He sent Master Etekou to make sure those types don't get in my way.

"Ah, mind if I smoke?"

"Go ahead. When the kids aren’t here, smoking is totally free."

"Thanks."

Etekou stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it with a flame from his fingertip. A smoking monkey is a pretty surreal sight. A strange cuteness and a bold audacity, all rolled into one.

"Still, sending Sun Wukong as a guard is quite the luxury. A small-time citizen like me feels terribly humbled."

"What’s this brat goin’ on about now. A small-time citizen wouldn’t call someone ‘Etekou’."

"It’s Etekou, not ‘etekou’. It’s my own personal term of respect."

In my personal opinion, Sun Wukong is the number one success monkey in the entire monkey community. He started as a simple rock monkey. A yokai who steadily built up his power, grew strong, and raised hell in the celestial realm. He got sealed away, but after his journey as Xuanzang’s companion, he became a divine being, didn't he? That’s an amazing success story. And when Japanese people think of monkeys, they think of Toyotomi Hideyoshi. He’s another success monkey. So I combined ‘monkey’ and one of Hideyoshi’s nicknames, Taikou, and call him Etekou.

"Sounds just like ‘etekou’ to me."

"It’s the feeling of the one saying it that’s important."

"The perception of the one being called is pretty important too, I’d say."

"A delinquent monkey shouldn’t be making such valid points."

"See, you don’t respect me at all."

Well, let’s put that aside. An unannounced visit is one thing, but in a way, the timing is just right.

"Hey, Master. I’ve got something I want to discuss."

"What’s with the sudden formality?"

"Actually..."

I told Etekou about my conversation with Loki. This monkey, sharp not only in strength but also in mind, seemed to grasp what I was getting at immediately.

"But hey, I’m a divine being, ya know?"

"You were a yokai originally, right? Can’t you do something like strip away your divinity temporarily?"

"You... It’s fine ‘cause it’s me, but tellin’ a god to abandon his divinity... Hold on a sec. I’ll ask Lord Buddha."

Etekou took out his smartphone. Wait, Lord Buddha has a smartphone?

"So that’s the deal, what do you think? Huh? You can? All right then, please do."

In that instant, a paaa divine light poured down on Etekou. The light faded after a few dozen seconds.

"This, this pounding in my chest... Yes, this is the old me!!"

Master Etekou had become younger. His body hair was standing slightly on end, his beard was gone, and his skin had a new firmness. Oh, his sleeveless jacket turned into a leather one! And his reading glasses are now sunglasses?! This wasn't something Master Etekou did himself, was it? Wait, Lord Buddha? Was this Lord Buddha’s fashion coordination? Wasn’t temporarily holding onto his divinity and making him younger for a bit good enough?

"Alright then, let’s make a pact right away."

"Huh, already?"

"Didn’t I tell ya? I’m a bodyguard. Once that fake Earth is done, I’ll have work to do, but until then I’ve got nothin’."

I’m the only one who can work on it during the creation phase, but it’s a different story after it’s finished. Gods, humans, and experts in magic from all over the world are scheduled to help me set up its defense and interception capabilities. Etekou isn't just ridiculously strong, he’s also ridiculously skilled with magic, so he's on that team.

"So I figured I’d get whatever I can out of the way now and just relax."

"You’re so carefree. Fine, whatever. Let’s make the pact."

We quickly concluded the absolute submission pact. And just like that, Wukong became my familiar. Now that I think about it, I guess I got a step ahead of the Norse gods. Oh well. This old monkey has no political motives, it was just bad timing.

"Alright, Master, first things first, can I borrow the theater room? There are a bunch of movies I wanna watch."

"You’re supposed to be my bodyguard."

"Hey, if anyone weird shows up I’ll properly... Oi, your phone’s ringin’."

"Hm."

A call. The name on the display... that was fast.

"It’s me. You’ll be back in a bit? Then I’ll head over now."

"Huh, you’re going out? What about the movies?"

"Later. This is important."

I took Etekou and jumped to Debipuro, where Sandayu was in the middle of brewing tea.

"My name is Satou! I have come here on reports of some good-for-nothing devils! My infallible eyes have determined that you should all be summarily reduced to ash, what say you!?"

After turning everything to dust, let’s build a golf course here!!

"Please stop, that’s terrifying even as a joke. By the way, who might this be?"

"This is Sun Wukong-san, the top idol of the monkey community."

"Sun... Seiten Taisei!?"

"Whoa there, no need to get so flustered. It’s not like I’m gonna eat you."

"Sandayu. As long as you’re not banana flavored, you’ll be fine."

"Master, shouldn’t you stop with the simplistic idea that monkey equals banana?"

"You don’t like them?"

"Well, I mean, I do like them, but."

A debate on a monkey's favorite food can wait.

"Sandayu, didn’t you say the recording was going to take a lot longer?"

"Yes, but it seems there was some trouble on their end, so it’s been postponed."

"I see."

As I was chatting with Sandayu, the office door opened and the Demon Lord returned. At first she saw me and went, oyo? but then,

"And you there... and also... hmm?"

She seemed to figure it out immediately. Of course she would. She’s the head of the cunning devils, after all. To a smirking Lucifer, I said,

"Your idol mask is slipping."

"Oopsie★"

"Ah, Sandayu. We have something to discuss with him, so please excuse us."

"I, I understand."

Sandayu left with the manager, leaving just us in the office. Lucifer sat on the sofa and crossed her legs. Is it okay that your panties are showing? Nah, it’s not a problem. There’s no downside to a panty shot from a beautiful woman, at least for the one looking.

"So, what can I do for you today? I mean, I have a pretty good idea."

Lucifer spoke while stirring her coffee with a sugar spoon.

"You’ve heard the news, right?"

"The villainess thing? Of course. It’s inconvenient for us too, so we’ll cooperate."

But, she sneered.

"I don’t think I can grant a request to become a monkey in a monkey show, even if the pact will be voided later."

"Figured as much."

That’s why I came here to negotiate, to make you swallow it. When I told her that, her smile deepened.

"I like that. What are you going to offer me?"
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			Let me teach you a trick for dealing with demons, knowing full well that’s what they are. Do they look no different from a human? Do they seem like a nice person once you talk to them? Well, there’s no need to deny those things outright. After all, figuring out if that affability is genuine is the same even in communication between humans. But, there’s one part of them that is fundamentally different from humans. So you just need to keep this one thing in mind.

But at the end of the day, they’re a demon.

Whenever you find something you like about them, just add this one phrase afterward. That way, you won’t get completely sucked in. You can maintain some distance in your relationship. Oh, I’m not saying you shouldn’t associate with demons. You can have a genuinely fun time with the ones who are fun to be around, even if they’re demons.

But it’s what you might call a demon’s nature. They have a certain danger to them, like they might be chatting with you one moment with a smile, then stab you with a knife the next. Among humans, I guess you’d call someone like that a psycho. But a demon’s nature is different from a psycho’s. A human psycho is hard to understand because they act based on their own internal set of rules, but demons are easy. I mean, isn’t it obvious? They go out of their way to hang up a sign that says "evil demonic being." In other words, you shouldn’t try to measure a demon using only a human ruler.

"First, I wanna get something straight. Like I said a minute ago, I am willing to cooperate."

"Yeah."

"I mean, come on, even I’d have a problem if the world got destroyed."

Yeah, that’s a lie. Or maybe I should say she’s only showing half her true feelings. It’s true she’d have a problem if the world was destroyed. Any small-time demon would think so from the bottom of their heart. But Lucifer is different. If the world were to be destroyed, she’d find that interesting in its own way. It is a demon’s nature to abide by contracts, and she is quite strict about that. But that isn't because she prioritizes profit and loss like a human. It's more like she enjoys the act of contracting itself. At least, in her case. That’s why she can even accept the world’s destruction.

"But, I’ve got my pride too. A demon lord showing absolute obedience to a human, I mean, what’s up with that?"

That’s also a lie. She has pride, but her own amusement is her top priority, so if she found something interesting, she’d wag her tail without a second thought.

"Also, this is a very, very personal thing, but."

"What is it?"

"The villainess, was it? I feel a sense of sympathy for her."

This one is true.

"We’re similar, right? You and me."

If you just look at the part about drawing a bow against God, she’s certainly right.

"True enough. Even your names are similar."

"Right! Lucia and Lucifer… with similar upbringings and even similar names, it feels like fate, you know."

And with that, Lucifer gave an embarrassed smile.

"I’d hate for the world to be destroyed, buuut, you know. I kinda feel like I want to cheer for her a little too?"

"I see."

"You get it?"

"Yeah. It’s amazing how you can just rattle off a string of things you don’t mean."

Alright, let’s point them out one by one. That’s how you make a contract with a demon.

"It would be a problem if the world was destroyed? Yeah, that’s not exactly a lie, but it’s not what you really think either. You think it would be fine if it was destroyed, so don’t you dare act like you’re on my side. Being trampled helpless by unreasonable malice is the kind of thing that would make you hold your sides and laugh, isn’t it?"

She would die too, but the being known as the Demon King Lucifer would be laughing her head off right up to the moment of her death.

"You might cooperate, but it’s not because you purely want to protect the world."

It’s because there’s no loss for her whether it continues or ends. That’s why she’s offering the bare minimum of cooperation to lean toward protecting the world. By not getting involved more than the bare minimum, she’s also leaning toward letting the world be destroyed.

"And pride? Hey, hey, hey, don’t make me laugh. If you had something like that, you should have died here and now to protect it. Because you’re weaker than me. If we fought for real, you wouldn’t be able to land a single scratch, you know?"

Is a Demon King like that worth anything? If you’re going to bring up pride, you would have slit your own belly a long time ago. Or maybe led all the demons to pick a fight with me.

"Well then, what does that make you, asking for help from little old weak me-chan?"

"Aren’t you misunderstanding something?"

"Misunderstanding?"

"I don’t want your help. I’m telling you I’ll let you help."

Pulling something like this in a business negotiation would break it down instantly. However, against a demon, or more accurately, against a strong demon, this is the right answer. Look, the corners of Lucifer’s mouth are turning up even more, and the sparkling effects are getting stronger… it’s too bright, so cut that out.

"Let’s get back on topic. Now then… right, sympathy for the villainess, was it?"

"Yep. You agreed with me there, right, Satou-kyun?"

"On the point that you’re similar. But the feeling of wanting to cheer for her? Hey, hey, hey, are you serious?"

"Is it so strange to want to support someone who’s like you?"

"Do you really think you have that good of a personality?"

If she does, then color me shocked.

"A woman who can’t live without being jealous of and looking down on humans. By destroying countless worlds, she must have grown even more arrogant. Thinking that humans are inferior after all. For a woman like that to ultimately lose to a human at the very, very end… ah, what a miserable end that would be, wouldn’t it?"

Even now, Lucifer is probably looking down on the villainess quite a bit. The villainess doesn’t count me as human. But it’s not that she believes that from the bottom of her heart, it’s that she can’t stay calm unless she thinks that way. She must have felt so humiliated when she demanded a reset in the sea of nothingness. But she had to do it. To deny humanity. She has to win no matter what, so that she herself is not denied. I was shaken up in that moment too, but once I calmed down, I understood immediately. She acted all composed, but her insides were probably boiling over.

"You want to see her miserable state. You want to see the despair of those who live in this world. For you, there’s no loss no matter which way it goes, but… the scales are leaning just slightly toward the former, aren’t they?"

When I told her that, she replied.

"Wonderful. I’ll give you a gold star for that."

"Your idol mask is slipping."

"Oopsie."

With a small cough, Lucifer continued.

"It’s just as you say, Satou-kyun. But it’s only slightly. Just slightly. Not enough to make me support this world any more than I am now. So, Satou-kyuuun… what are you going to do for me now?"

Do you have what it takes to shift the balance of the scales? I ignored her gaze, which was akin to a sneer, and said to Lucifer.

"You’ve gotten soft."

"Pardon?"

"I’m saying that for the great Demon King Lucifer-sama, your malice is pretty pathetic."

Maybe doing this whole idol thing has made you get attached to humans?

"The villainess hitting rock bottom isn’t being killed by me."

"Oh?"

"Lend me your ear for a second."

I beckoned her over, and when she obediently came closer, I told her.

"When I beat her, I’m planning to…"

Her eyes went wide.

"...What’s the time limit?"

"Until she… At that moment, for the first time…"

How about it? I asked with my eyes, and she replied.

"Ahhahahahahahaha! Yes! That’s perfect! If I can see that… I see, you are indeed worth betting my entire fortune on!"

After a hearty laugh, Lucifer said with tears in her eyes.

"Hah… Fine. The Morning Star shall become your dog. And what the hell. I’ll even throw in the seventy-two pillars, including Bel and Luci, as a bonus."

"Oh? That’s mighty generous of you, but the guys next to you look like they’re thinking ‘is she serious?’"

"It’s fine, it’s fine. Because I’m Lucifer, you see."

So ‘Demon King’ is just another way of saying ‘Power Harassment King,’ is that it?
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			"You know, that old guy hasn't been showing his face around at all lately."

"Satou-san has an office job, so it can't be helped. It's the end of the year, he must be busy. Right, Sakuya-san."

"Yeah. He's barely even coming home, so it must be pretty serious."

December eighth. There were just over two weeks left until the Day of Fate. Only a handful of people in the entire world probably knew that a battle for its very existence was set to begin on Christmas.

...And to my dismay, I was one of them.

Thanatos is a death god of considerable rank in Greek mythology. For that reason, word reached him from the chief god Zeus, and through Thanatos, I learned everything as well. I was told that the world had already been destroyed once. That Hero-san had turned back time, saving us by the skin of our teeth. And that on December twenty-fifth, there would be an all-out war against the woman who destroyed the world before. I was told all of it.

Hero-san probably intends to keep all of this from us.

It is not because we would be useless in a fight. If his plan proceeds as intended, even a novice should be able to become a competent fighter. The reason we cannot participate in the battle is because we are children. I heard that any child of eighteen or younger who has not reached a certain level of strength by this stage is to be excluded. Part of it is because he cares for us, but I think it is more that he does not want to involve children.

Rika-san, Akatsuki-san, Ayase-san...

They were dragged into the hidden world and forced to fight there. But those were battles for themselves. That is why Hero-san says nothing. You could say this upcoming battle is the same, but it inevitably comes with the burden of the world's survival. His reluctance to place such a burden on children... might have something to do with Hero-san's own past experiences. I can understand. I can understand, but...

Whether or not I can accept it is another matter, isn't it.

Just as Hero-san treats me, I am a child. There are things that, even if I understand the logic, I just cannot swallow. I believe I should at least tell those three. Just as Hero-san treasures us, we love Hero-san very much too. If he loses, everything will end.

To be able to meet the end without knowing anything might be a mercy in its own way, but...

As the one who will one day become the king of the underworld, I do not think so. I want to do everything in my power for the people I care about. Even if it is all going to end, I want to fight until the very last moment.

—I have made up my mind. I will tell everyone the truth.

Doing so will require me to reveal my identity, but... it cannot be helped. I do not want to keep secrets forever, and, this is a selfish thought, but I have faith that everyone will accept me.

"Everyone... do you have any plans after this?"

When I asked, they replied that they had nothing in particular.

"Then, after we file our report, would you mind coming to my house? There's something important I need to tell you all."

"...Mhm, okay! I'll tell Mama I'll be a little late."

"Me too."

"I... Hero Uncle probably isn't coming home today either, so I should be fine."

They must have sensed something. They all nodded readily. After reporting the completion of our request at the Mutual Aid Society and receiving our payment, we headed straight for the apartment building where I lived.

"? Aren't you going in? Oh, did you maybe drop your key?"

They looked at me curiously as I stood frozen before the front door. I had not dropped my key. I had it right here.

"...When I open this door, you are all going to see something quite extraordinary."

"""Huh."""

"I'll explain everything, so for now, I would appreciate it if you could just accept it."

I unlocked the door and pushed it open.

"...Welcome home, My Lady. And to our honored guests. I am pleased to have you."

The three of them looked at Thanatos, who greeted us kneeling with her hands placed formally on the floor, and,

"""—"""

They froze, their faces like cats in the middle of a Flehmen response.

"Let me introduce you. This is Thanatos. She is a death god affiliated with Greek mythology."

"Huh? A death go..."

"Thanatos, please prepare some tea."

"As you wish."

I watched Thanatos disappear into the back before ushering the three into the living room. Their faces showed nothing but confusion. Honestly, I am so sorry. It is not like I want to air my family's dirty laundry either. I do not want to, but if I am going to explain things, I need them to acknowledge Thanatos's existence...

"..." "..."

"Um... Sarna-chan? About, uh, Thanatos..."

Prompted by the gazes of the two boys, Rika-san spoke up as their representative. They must have decided that since Thanatos was like a walking piece of sensitive content, a girl should be the one to ask.

"As I said a moment ago, she is a death god. And a rather high-ranking one at that. Thanatos."

Thanatos, who had brought in the tea, trembled with shame as she released a tiny fraction of her power. That should have been enough for the three of them to understand. To understand that the lewd woman before them was a high-ranking divine being.

"Uh, umm... so, is she Sarna-chan's mama-san?"

A human who inherited the power of a death god. They probably assumed that was the setup.

"No, I do not have a mother. Not because she died or anything like that, she simply never existed in the first place. I only have a father."

Even if she were my mother, having such a pervert for a parent would be too much of a punishment. I paused for a breath, then spoke his name.

"My father's name is Hades."

"Hades!? You mean..."

"Yes. The king of the underworld who was destroyed by Hero-san. And let me say this first, I hold no grudge against Hero-san."

I stated it clearly, that it was his own fault and could not be helped. I had to say that at the start, or things would get complicated if they misunderstood.

"Why did I, the daughter of Hades, transfer to your school, Rika-san? The reason is..."

"U-Um!"

"Yes?"

"That... I'm curious about that too, but... uh, what? What is she? What is Thanatos-san?"

When I was first dragged into the hidden world, Hero-san gave them a certain amount of explanation. But even though he was flustered, he must have retained some adult rationality. He never explained what happened to the death god who attacked us on that trip. It was not in the gossip magazines that came out before, either. I assume that was out of consideration for Olympus's reputation. ...Well, he did talk about turning the underworld into a brothel, though.

"""Is she crying!? Isn't Thanatos-san crying!?"""

Thanatos, standing by behind me, was weeping sorrowfully. I imagine she would want to cry, having to show herself like this to human children. Well, this is also a case of her getting what she deserved.

"I will explain all of it, including that."

I told the three of them the entire story of how we got here, holding nothing back. After hearing my tale, the three of them were simply dumbfounded, but...

"For now, um, there's a lot I want to say, but."

"Yes."

"I know it's a bit late to ask, but is this person someone we minors should even be looking at? Isn't this breaking some kind of law?"

...Probably.
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			"Ahem! So, for those reasons, allow me to apologize once again."

I cleared my throat as if to reset the strange atmosphere and apologized for having deceived them until now. The first person to react was Rika-san.

"It’s fine, really. Because, well, Sarna-chan, you love us, don’t you?"

"…That… yes, I am very fond of you all."

"Whatever your initial reason was, it’s fine. As long as you care about us now, Sarna-chan, I don’t have anything to complain about."

She turned to the boys, asking, "What about you two?"

"I think Rika-chan said everything I wanted to say," Akatsuki-kun replied, flashing a gentle smile. "If I were to add anything, it would be, let’s continue to get along from now on, I guess?"

"I mostly feel the same as them, but… Hero Uncle really did something terrible this time."

Ayase-san prostrated himself on the spot. I frantically told him to raise his head.

"No, but… this is bad, isn’t it… It’s on a whole other level from sexual harassment or something…"

"Thanatos and the others had it coming."

"Yeah, but Sarna-chan, you’re five, right? Showing something like that to a five year old is the absolute limit of what’s not okay…"

Even though he didn’t know I was behind him, he was still guilty, Ayase-san insisted.

"That, you see, is also my responsibility for not having complete control over Thanatos and the others."

I pleaded with him to lift his head because it was getting seriously awkward, and he finally did.

"So, um… what? What should we do? Should we put in a good word with Uncle? Tell him to do something about the Death Gods?"

Rika-san brought it up, as if to change the subject, but she was mistaken.

"No, that won’t be necessary."

"My lady!? What, isn’t that why you summoned us!?"

"Of course not."

Know your shame, using your friends’ goodwill like that. Your appearance is already the height of shame, so at least try to be virtuous on the inside.

"N, no, but Sarna-chan… Isn’t that, you know, a bit harsh? If there’s anything we can do."

Akatsuki-kun is truly a considerate man. Saying "isn’t that harsh" without specifying the subject was his way of being kind. In not saying bluntly, "Having a pervert in your living space must be hell," I saw his "gentleness."

"Wait, Hikaru. What you’re saying is reasonable, but it might not be a good idea coming from us."

"Sakuya-san?"

"Hero Uncle is certainly lenient with us, but he won’t budge on things he’s decided on."

Ayase-san looked uncomfortably at Thanatos.

"What you all are doing is no different from wicked retainers installing a puppet king and ruling through tyranny."

"What did you say…!!"

"It’s not about what you think. It’s about what a third party would think."

Ayase-san’s words were cold as he addressed the furious Thanatos. He must have felt the difference in our power firsthand. Even now, the pressure of a god who governs death was leaking out with his anger, yet Ayase-san’s expression didn’t change. That level of composure… I suppose he is a blood relative of Hero-san, after all.

"Once he learns about Sarna-chan’s background, Hero Uncle will almost certainly show his displeasure. On top of that, making a child apologize to beg for forgiveness… you might end up in a worse situation than you are in now."

"…Now that you mention it, I think Satou-san said something back then about turning the entire Underworld into a brothel."

Akatsuki-kun’s face twitched dramatically. He probably thought that when it came to whether he would do it or not, he most certainly would.

"Um, I don’t really care about Thanatos and the others, so could we get to the main topic now?"

"Oh, right. If it’s not something you want us to fix, then why…"

Why did I confess. I understood what Rika-san was trying to say.

"It is the premise. For the story I am about to tell you. I revealed my identity so that you would understand why I know these things."

…Well, there was also the personal reason that I didn’t want to keep any more secrets from them.

"That premise was way too rich… It’s like being served a bowl of Iekei ramen as a snack with tea."

"My apologies for that."

"Um, so Sarna-chan… what is the main topic?"

At the question, I took a small, deep breath before I began.

"If I told you the world has already been destroyed once, would you believe me?"

"""Huh?"""

"And if I told you it might be destroyed again in about three weeks, would you believe me?"

You probably can’t believe it. But it is an unshakable fact. I told them, without holding anything back, about the situation this world was in. The three of them looked pale. Of course they did. It was a truth too heavy for children to bear. Hero-san must have kept quiet because he didn’t want them to feel this way… but I’m sorry. I will do what I believe is right.

"I revealed this fact because I could not accept it."

Ending without knowing anything, or continuing on without knowing anything. Whichever way it goes, they should be given the choice of whether or not to fight back.

"Because that’s how it should be, right? Even if you don’t fight… it’s irresponsible, isn’t it?"

Leaving everything to someone else without knowing a thing. If you choose not to fight, you should have to live with that decision and all the anxiety that comes with it until the end.

"…Can I ask one thing?"

"What is it, Ayase-san?"

"Do we even have the option to fight? Even if we join the battle…"

"It would be meaningless? That is not true. It will have meaning. You can be a proper part of the fighting force."

Explaining the detailed logic would take too long… ah, that’s right, I have a good example.

"In battle, the role of participants other than Hero-san is to deal with the armies the other side brings. Their numbers could be tens, or hundreds of times ours… or perhaps even more. We will surely be at a numerical disadvantage. That is why Hero-san plans to raise our overall combat strength to compensate. To put it in game terms, it would be something like an extreme buff and infinite extra lives."

And that will continue as long as Hero-san is not defeated. That is why even a common soldier is not a problem. When I explained it like that, he said,

"Then I’ll participate."

"…Um, Akatsuki-kun? I’m not saying you have to decide right now."

The time we have isn’t long, but it exists. I am not so cruel as to demand such a momentous decision be made immediately.

"The reason I’m still fighting is for money, yes, but more than that, it’s because I want to protect my family."

He now knew that the peace on the Surface World was a fragile one. When his beloved family is faced with a threat creeping from the darkness, he doesn’t want to be someone who can’t do anything. That, Akatsuki-kun said, is why he continues to walk through the gloom.

"So, I will fight."

His words were brief, but the passion within them made not only us, but even Thanatos, hold his breath. A curtain of silence fell.

"…I don’t really have a noble motive like that, but," Rika-san was the first to break it.

"If I hadn’t known anything, I would have had to say goodbye to Mama and Uncle forever without ever knowing why."

I wouldn’t like that, Rika-san said with a wry smile.

"If everything is going to end… I want us to at least be in the same place, feeling the same way."

So, she will fight. She didn’t say the words, but her intention was clear to everyone.

"I’ll fight too."

"…Why is that?"

"Let’s see. It’s partly because I feel the same as Hikaru and Rika-chan, but…"

Ayase-san chuckled, as if to say that alone would make it seem like he was just following their lead. I had thought this for a while, but this person has a certain allure. And it wasn’t a man’s allure, but a woman’s. I wonder if his impression would change if he cut his hair short?

"A dream I thought could never come true might just be possible."

That is why he will fight. If he leaves it to someone else, he will surely regret it at the final moment. He wants to do everything in his power until the very end, Ayase-san declared.

"Sacchan’s dream… oh, college?"

"No, that’s well within reach, so it’s more of a goal than a dream?"

"Then what is it? I’m a little curious."

I was curious too.

"Ah, well, actually, I’m what you’d call transgender."

"""———Huh?"""

"A woman’s heart in a man’s body. A gender mismatch."

No, I know that. I know that part.

"There are things like gender confirmation surgery, but even that can’t give you a completely female body, right? But with Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san… and now today, I’ve found new living examples in Thanatos and the others. With the mysterious and shady technique Hero Uncle uses called the TS Divine Fist, I might be able to become a real woman."

Ayase-san smiled brightly, saying he didn’t want to let that dream die, so he would fight.

"…Um, I don’t have any prejudice against that. Though I understand it’s a delicate issue."

"Ah, me neither."

"Me too."

"That’s good. I was a little nervous."

"""But could you please consider how it feels for us to have you come out at a time like this?"""

I don’t… I don’t know how to react!!

"Hahaha."

This is no time for hahaha, you know?
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			"A Tokyo with no people... what a strange sight."

In the early hours of December 23rd, Satou, accompanied by the usual three, Yanagi, and Onisaki, was visiting the fake Earth that had just been completed. They were currently standing in the very heart of Shibuya, Tokyo. The city streets had been replicated down to the last detail, but there wasn't a soul in sight. To be sure, there were others who had already entered this Earth to begin preparations, but most of them were holed up in their strongholds. These six were about the only ones casually strolling through the city.

"Hey, was it really necessary to recreate it this realistically?" Takahashi asked.

It would all just be flattened into empty land once the fighting started anyway. Wouldn't it have been fine to just build their strongholds in a vast, empty wasteland?

It was Yanagi who answered her question before Satou could.

"Perfectly identical. Is that not the most crucial part?"

"Huh? What's that supposed to mean?"

"This Earth is meant to serve as a substitute, a lid for the original Earth, is it not?"

Yanagi suggested that it had been replicated so perfectly to minimize any problems when it was eventually returned. His thinking was correct, and Satou nodded deeply.

"That's right. If it were just a matter of physics, creating a rough approximation of the planet would be fine."

But spiritual matters were another story. It might be easier to imagine it like a jigsaw puzzle. If you took one piece out of the completed picture and tried to fit a fake one in its place, the puzzle would never be complete if it was too big or too small. If it left gaps or was forced in, distorting the shapes of other pieces, it would no longer be a perfect image. That might be fine for a puzzle, but it was not for the Earth.

"When we put the Earth back in its original position later, it’d be a disaster if problems occurred because its shape had changed. I’m already messing with the laws of this planet for the final battle. If I don't balance the books in other areas, things will get seriously ugly."

Though he said it was perfectly identical, there was a critical difference in this fake Earth. It was a measure absolutely necessary for the decisive battle to take place. The prime example was the principle of life and death. Any life registered on this fake Earth could not die. Even if they died, they were designed to come back to life. Then again, such an unreasonable feat was only possible because Satou was present. If he were to die, the altered laws would also shatter into pieces.

"Well, that aside. Chika-san, if you would."

"Of course."

Chika closed her eyes, focused her mind, and activated the power of the Star Priestess.

"...This is..."

"...Is it not working well?"

"No, quite the opposite. I connected to it surprisingly smoothly, and I was able to draw out my power."

"I see. So it looks like a success."

Satou let out a great sigh of relief. His standard for scoring was that being the same as the real Earth was a passing grade, so anything more was an excellent result.

"What does this mean?"

"According to what Satou-kun said, shouldn’t it have to be exactly the same?"

"Oh, no, this part is different."

It wasn't that he had specifically tuned it for Chika. Rather, Chika's power had been amplified as a side effect of something else he had done.

"Magic, sorcery, onmyodo, senjutsu, taoist arts, curses... and a bunch of other stuff. As you all know, this planet is loaded with buffs to be used during the final battle."

It was the result of a great many people, human and otherwise, getting involved.

"But I was thinking, maybe I could set something else up through a different channel."

"A different channel?"

"Yeah. I tried asking the ‘real Earth’ to give us a buff."
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			December 24th, 11:45 PM. In Tokyo on the fake Earth, the subjugation force was assembled in its entirety, waiting with bated breath for the moment to arrive. It was a scene where anyone below the mid-tier, let alone the veterans, could have been shaken, but thanks to a morale-boosting buff, no one was losing their composure.

"…"

High in the sky, Satou glared into the void, attended by the Aberrations he had made into familiars.

"Satou-kyun, any sign of the enemy?"

"Don't feel anything yet."

In the month since that day he had declared they would start over, Satou had not let his guard down even once. He had said "in one month," but it was just a verbal promise. He was certain they would break it if they saw an opening. He was so certain because that's what he would have done if he were on the attacking side. Thus, even when sleeping, Satou had his senses on full alert, ready to respond instantly if anything happened.

"...More importantly."

"? What is it?"

"...What's with that getup? Are you a character from a mobile game or something?"

Lucifer had a true form, a Demon King style that was bursting with a monstrous aura. But the Lucifer before him now was different. The horns on her head and the twelve ominous wings growing from her back were certainly demonic. The problem was everything else. Her base form was that of a girl, and it was extremely revealing. She was only barely covering her private parts with something like flickering black flames. No matter how you looked at it, she looked like an SSR character from a mobile game that sold itself on its female characters.

"If I had to put a name on it, I'm like a limited-time release. A ‘Limited Lucifer-chan,’ maybe?"

"So it *is* a mobile game."

"It’s a manifestation of my desire to serve everyone by becoming a must-have character! ★"

"You look like you put all your points into appearance and have mediocre performance... give me back my stones."

"Why would you say something so heartless?"

As they were talking, the hands of the clock struck midnight. At the same moment, Satou’s face contorted into a massive grimace.

"...So that’s where you’re coming from."

From the very ends of the universe, an immense power had suddenly appeared, leading an absurdly large army. And they were now approaching the solar system, devouring the universe as they went. They weren't simply destroying stars. They were also using them as food. The more it ate, the more the swarm of amorphous monsters led by the villainess swelled in size.

Satou’s strategists, like Yanagi, who were sharing his vision, must have made their move. The subjugation force on the ground began to gradually ascend into the sky. Ten minutes after the entire army had risen into the air, the villainess's forces finally broke into the solar system. At the same time, the order to charge came from Yanagi on the ground, and the subjugation force launched itself into outer space. They would be fighting in space, but that wasn't a problem. In a sense, everyone participating in the subjugation force was currently one of Satou's terminals.

"Alright, you guys go too. Cover their asses."

"Okay-dokie! ♪"

At the moment of impact, when about half of the subjugation force was wiped out by the aftershock, Satou gave the command to his own familiars. Led by Lucifer, the demonic army flew into space and joined the subjugation force as reinforcements.

"...Looks like we can manage with this."

They were overwhelmingly outnumbered. But they had made up for it by increasing their quality, and the battle between the armies was now at a stalemate. This meant that neither side could use their forces as pawns to wear down the main target. Satou didn't move. He was waiting for her to call out to him.

"To think you could prepare all this. It is honestly worthy of praise."

"Thanks for that. Now, what do you want?"

"There is no point in continuing this futile staring contest. Let us settle this between ourselves."

"Then hurry up and get over here."

"That is your home turf, is it not? I have no intention of jumping in carelessly."

"So we just stare at each other?"

"You are a cruel man. Do you want me to say it? Very well."

*Let us do this in a place where no harm will come to the things you hold dear.* At the villainess’s suggestion, Satou finally moved his heavy frame.

"...Let’s go."

He leaped into the Sea of Nothingness. Further in than the place where he had faced the villainess before, the two confronted each other once more.

"Shall we begin, then?"

"Yeah."

With the casualness of two people going for a walk, they clashed head-on. A full-power blow. It was Satou who was overpowered.

"To take a blow with more than enough power to destroy a world and only be sent flying a little... I am impressed."

"You’re one to talk."

They exchanged words, but they didn't stop their hands. Perhaps when one reaches the ultimate realm, things become simple. Punching, slashing, kicking, shooting. It was a head-on deathmatch where they stood their ground and fought. He was up against a supreme being who rivaled his current self, but because this was his second time and he had made thorough preparations, Satou’s mind was cool.

(She’s stronger in terms of raw power, but I have the upper hand when it comes to technique.)

If they exchanged the same number of blows, he couldn't win the damage race. In that case, he would use technique to increase his own number of attacks. As soon as he made that judgment, Satou added a new card to his serious battle deck.

"Nngh…?!"

The villainess's expression changed. It was only natural, seeing as a hole had just opened in her chest without anything being done to her.

(Now, can I push through?)

Even after that, wounds continued to be carved into parts of her body that should not have been under attack, but…

"Attacks from the past and future, is it."

After taking a few thousand of them, his trick was exposed. In terms of time, it hadn't even been a second. But the villainess didn't just stop at figuring it out. Now it was Satou who was being wounded in places that were not being attacked. She was paying him back in kind. Though he had said she was inferior in technique, that was only from his perspective. Her skills were by no means low. She was a master of her craft, enough to instantly learn an attack that utilized the axis of time.

"...I struggle to understand why a being such as you would side with humans."

"Is it so strange for a human to side with other humans?"

They spoke to each other amidst a battle of wits that incorporated not just the present, but the past and future as well.

"You, a human? Do not jest. The vast majority of humanity would not look at you and think you are human."

"Maybe so. But that's not the reason you refuse to acknowledge me as human, is it?"

"...What are you trying to say?"

"Who knows? This is all just idle chatter, isn't it? If something about it bothers you, maybe that's your own problem."

As he spoke, Satou thought to himself.

(I see. So this is how I looked to all the enemies I've faced.)

The villainess was getting stronger. Stronger than she was at the start, for certain. What had been nearly even was now about 6 to 4 in her favor. But Satou wasn't the kind of guy to be finished here.

"Do you hate humans that much?"

Satou also grew, pulling the fight back to even odds, and from there, surpassed the villainess by a slight margin.

"Let me ask you in return. Would you rejoice at being made the dog of a being so vastly inferior to yourself?"

"No, I wouldn’t like that."

"Precisely."

"But that’s a very human sentiment, isn’t it?"

A truly different class of being would probably feel nothing about serving a lower life-form. They would probably just naturally assume they were managing the lesser creatures.

"Or maybe their mental structure is just the kind that humans can’t comprehend."

"…"

"Your true feelings aren't what you just said at face value, are they?"

If you were truly a transcendent being, words like "being made the dog" would never come out of your mouth, Satou declared. This was Satou’s Art of the Flame War, Rule Three. "Making Baseless Assumptions."

"It’s jealousy. Pure jealousy. One of the sins of the humans you look down upon. Oh? Well, well, well? After calling them inferior over and over, you share the same sinful na—"

Satou’s upper body was blown away. The current ratio was 7 to 3. A wider gap than ever before. The boost must have come from her anger. One might think it was a bad idea to provoke her anger after he had forbidden the gods from participating so as not to stir her emotions, but it was fine. Satou had indeed induced her anger, but it was a calculated anger, controlled by him. He had excluded the gods because he judged that their participation would make her rage uncontrollable.

"Hit the mark, did I?"

"Chatty men are not well-liked."

So why had he provoked her now? By intentionally widening the gap between them, he aimed to trigger his own rapid growth.

"Such a human set of values."

The villainess was certainly strong. But in terms of emotional maturity, she was far too green. Having refused to grow within human society, her heart was terribly childish. It stood no chance before Satou’s wicked nature, which had been terrible from the start but had only worsened with age and the addition of cunning.

"You really aren’t so different from a human after all."

8 to 2. The villainess grew even stronger.

"...Honestly, seeing you try so desperately makes me feel pity for you."

"...Honestly, watching you try so hard to act composed is almost admirable."

And then Satou achieved further growth, bringing them back to even odds once again. 6 to 4. 8 to 2. 3 to 7. 9 to 1. A comeback through growth after being pushed into a corner. A repeated cycle. It was a bargain sale on awakenings. The two of them continued to grow stronger with no ceiling in sight. It was a nightmarish scene.

(...Huh?)

The battle was proceeding according to Satou's plan... but then, he noticed. Satou had miscalculated. This back and forth of awakenings, like a never-ending marathon, was something Satou had been prepared to endure for a hundred, even two hundred years. But alas, how tragic. They were fundamentally different.

The villainess, who had rebelled against her preordained fate and, in the end, grasped nothing. Satou, who had trampled upon his preordained fate and had continued to seize only the most convenient outcomes for himself.

There was no need to even debate which of them was the true monster.

"Is this all you have?"

"...What?"
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			It wasn't that I was pretending not to see it... it's just the kind of problem that has no answer no matter how much you think about it. I'd never considered it too deeply, but even so, I understood my own abnormality. The way I grow at an impossible rate during a fight is one thing, but that part is still fine. The reason I get called a deadbeat, a cheat, or a bug is something else entirely.

You could call it a growth limit. In a gacha game, a character's level cap differs based on their rarity, right? It's the same principle. Someone born with a blessed disposition will naturally have a higher level cap. If a common person's is 20, a strong person's might be 70 or 80. As you can tell from the fact that my abilities as a Star's Fallen Child are stuck in the first stage, my own spiritual disposition isn't particularly high. I learned various techniques with my deftness to increase the cards in my hand, so my rarity was probably around SR, if not quite R.

Despite that, before I knew it, I had become the strongest in this world. It's the result of repeating lawless limit breaks over and over, even though my disposition should have already reached its ceiling. It's happening even now. Just when I thought I had reached the absolute peak, I fought an equally matched villainess and grew even more. Is this a wanko soba speed eating contest? I kept breaking my limits at that kind of pace, and finally reached a realm she could never attain. Impossible limit breaks. Adding a rarity that shouldn't exist in the system. That growth, which ignores all limits, is the greatest proof of my abnormality.

To be honest, I thought the villainess was the same way. She repeated her awakenings so many times in such a short period. You can understand why I'd want to curse her out for being a cheat, right? But I was wrong. The villainess simply had a ceiling so high it was invisible. It wasn't that a ceiling didn't exist at all. As she kept awakening, I finally understood. I could see it. I could see her limit. In that case, there's no longer any need to worry about minor attrition.

"I feel stupid for getting so worked up."

"What... what are you talking about?"

Ignoring her words, I glanced at the extermination army. They had shifted from fighting in outer space to fighting on the fake Earth, using the terrain to their advantage and giving it their all. I sent a message to everyone telling them they could stand down, and then I simply erased the small fry.

"You... you...! Hebu?!"

The villainess was momentarily stunned, but she immediately tried to retaliate by attacking the extermination army. Well, they won't die as long as I'm alive, so it's futile, but there's no need for them to die needlessly either. I crushed the villainess's attack and, without a moment's pause, punched her square in the side of the face.

"Now, let's begin the public execution."

I grabbed the villainess by the collar and teleported to the fake Earth. Then I repainted the space, creating a giant colosseum large enough to hold the entire extermination army.

"No way..."

"Hey, hey, hey."

"Eh, you're kidding, right? Did he... did he do it again?"

Ignoring the murmuring spectators, I addressed everyone.

"It's the ridiculously busy end of the year! You're all pissed off about being dragged into this crappy mess, aren't you?! As for me! I couldn't even use my real clones because I couldn't afford to waste extra power for the final battle! For a little while now, I've had an acquaintance disguise himself as me and go to work in my place! I feel so bad for my diligent subordinates and superiors!!"

Huh? You think it can't be helped since it's a battle for the fate of the world?

"THAT DOESN'T MEAN A DAMN THING TO A SALARYMAN SUFFERING THROUGH AN END OF YEAR DEATH MARCH!!!!"

A salaryman doesn't fight for the world, he fights for himself, his family, and his company! And my main job is a salaryman! The Supernatural World is my side gig! Getting this stressed out over a side gig is just ridiculous!!

"He just snapped all of a sudden."

"He must have had a lot of pent-up frustration..."

"He's the strongest man in the world who can get away with any selfish whim, yet his salaryman spirit is off the charts."

"To not forget the pride of a salaryman even in a situation like this... in him, I have witnessed 'courage'."

Right now, I'm seriously pissed off. So before the main punishment, I'm going to torment her thoroughly! I threw the flailing villainess aside and spread my arms wide.

"That's why! I'm gonna show you all a sight that'll really make you feel good!"

"...!"

"Let the show begin! I'm accepting applications for brutality pay at any time, so hit me up!!"

Being made a spectacle for humans was nothing short of a humiliation. With her anger on full display, the villainess attacked the spectator stands, but her attack was blocked by a barrier and dissipated.

"My... body... you bastard, what did you...?!"

This time she tried to attack me, but the villainess collapsed on the spot.

"Forbidden Curse, LD."

I calmly announced the technique's name. LD was a curse so dangerous that even I had no choice but to designate it as forbidden. LD is an abbreviation. Its full name is Lifestyle Disease.

"Cancer, stroke, heart attack, hypertensive diseases, diabetes, cirrhosis, chronic kidney failure..."

The karma of humanity born from the affluence of modern society. Forbidden Curse LD slams all of it into the target at once. Right now, the villainess's body is being eaten away by the seven deadly illnesses, leaving her unable to even stand. If it were just a normal lifestyle disease, it would be one thing, but this is a lifestyle disease turned into a curse. But... ah, not yet. It's not over yet. I won't let her off this easily after she destroyed the world once. She's caused a great deal of trouble for a lot of people, including me.

"All Satous! Unleash your desires!! Super SatoChat!!!!"

From behind me, darkness erupted like a volcano, forming thousands of arms. Countless eyeballs floated on these arms of darkness, their eyes bloodshot and gleaming.

"Ugh..."

The villainess grimaced in disgust. Of course she would. No one, man or woman, would like having raw lust thrown at them. Oh, patience, patience. True, she's an invader with no human rights and not a single redeeming quality, but wait just a little longer, my fellow Satous.

"Hold on, you and your body...! Sensitivity times five hundred million!!!!"

"!?"

Every single one of her senses was magnified five hundred million times. A normal person would probably drop dead in an instant, but the villainess is different. She's a creature beyond all standards. She's just barely managing. Well, I suppressed it to a level where she could just barely manage.

"You... bastard!!"

While her face contorted in agony, the villainess fought back against LD by continuing to forcibly heal her body. As soon as she regained control of her flesh, she began to deal with the surging arms of darkness.

"Fuhahahaha! You're really trying hard, even though it must be agony just to stand there!!"

"You... bastard...!!"

"Hey, you sure it's okay to be focusing on me? If you get caught by my super pervert hands, you'll be even more disgraced, you know?"

"...!!!"

Haah... I feel so good, even taking a dump after being constipated doesn't feel this refreshing. The stress that's been building up since that night is melting away.

"Is he a demon?"

"That's rude to demons. The demons fought alongside us."

"Is it just his power, or is his scumbaggery also off the charts?"

"I mean, sure... the villainess is an enemy with no room for sympathy, but still..."

"Not even a god could have predicted she'd get this kind of payback for destroying the world in a fit of pique."

She fought the curse with all her might while dealing with the relentless attacks. It was like singing up-tempo hard rock or death metal while sprinting a marathon. After about twenty minutes, the villainess exhausted her stamina and collapsed. I made the arms of darkness disappear and walked over to her.

"...kill me."

"If the god who created you made one mistake, it was sealing your power."

"What... are you..."

He should have completely stripped away her power as it was back then. On top of that, he should have sealed her 'potential for growth' so she couldn't regain her power over time. That method would have worked on her former self, even if it wouldn't on the her of today. Unlike a bug like me, her growth ceiling was just ridiculously high. If he had sealed or stolen her potential for growth, the villainess would never have regained her power.

"So, that's what I'm going to do."

As I extracted all of the villainess's power, I also lifted the curse. Right now, her specs are no different from a normal human's. The curse would kill her. Then, just as I said, I nipped her potential in the bud so she couldn't grow over time.

"...!"

"Too slow. Don't be so wary. In a way, it's nothing to worry about."

She must have sensed that things were taking a bad turn, even if she couldn't grasp the full picture. She tried to bite off her tongue, but I was faster, of course. I carved a curse forbidding suicide into her very soul with all my might.

"From now on, I will seal your memories, leaving only your revulsion for humanity intact. You will live in this world as a human. Of course, it won't be a single life. You will be reincarnated again and again. It's similar to the punishment your creator gave you."

Even if she dies once, it won't be the end. She will continue to be reincarnated as a human for eternity. The villainess's face paled at my declaration. It was not the fear of being kept alive forever, or the fear of being unable to die. It was the immense disgust she felt at having to live as a human once more, just like in the past. And when I said I would seal her memories, I only meant her memories of who she was and why she hated humans, plus one other thing. In other words, her memories from one reincarnation to the next will be retained. Unlike her creator, my power is overwhelming. It will be like a prison she can never escape.

"But I'm not a monster. I'll create one single path for you to escape this eternity."

Her creator was probably acting out of parental love. I think he wanted to believe in his child. He thought she would understand someday, so he intentionally left it unsaid. If he had foolishly said something, it would have only provoked her. He must have thought, this child might take the long way around, but someday, surely... But I will state it clearly and set it as a condition. She'll forget this condition until she's released, but the moment she is, that's when the real hell begins.

"The moment you love someone from the bottom of your heart, the chains of the seal will be torn asunder, and you will regain your power and memories."

"Wha..."

If the seal isn't broken, her mental anguish will never end. However, even if the seal is broken, a different kind of pain will assault her. If she were to ever know love... well? It's obvious she'd suffer from the weight of her own sins. For someone this twisted to ever learn of love, it would be impossible without an encounter that reformed her from the very core. After all, she despises the entire human race enough to destroy the world. It's not a matter of loving one specific person and not caring about the rest. For her, the moment she can love a person will be the moment of her reformation. To advance is hell, to flee is hell. This is my own personal punishment, one that Lucifer himself would give a standing ovation.

"N-no! Stop! Kill me right now..."

With a snap of my fingers, the villainess vanished. She had entered the exclusive cycle of reincarnation I created just for her.

"Good night, villainess. Have a good life."
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			The battle with the villainess concluded with my victory. There was no development like, "She was merely the weakest of the other world's Four Heavenly Kings..." and no new invaders appeared. We were able to welcome the holy night in peace. For Christmas, Sakuya-chan and I invited Takahashi and Suzuki, two lonely single people with no particular plans, for a Christmas party.

"Ho ho ho, it is I, Satou Claus."

"What the heck is a Satou Claus..."

"For being a good girl, Sakuya-chan, I shall give you half the world. You would do well to surrender to my army."

"""That's a Demon King!!"""

It was a lot of fun. Two days later, on the twenty-seventh, we held another graduation ceremony for the kids, and the next day, the twenty-eighth, was the last workday of the year and the year-end party. It was a grand affair where we rented out the banquet hall of a massive traditional inn.

"Yes, yeees! Next up, Satou-kun and I will sing!!"

"You'd best tremble in fear at our singing prowess!!"

When the president sang, I shook the tambourine like a man possessed, and when I sang, the president gave me buffs by shaking the tambourine like a man possessed. That, too, was a blast. Then, on the thirtieth, we finished up the big clean-up in the morning and Sakuya-chan and I headed to her mother's family home.

"...Sakuya, it's only been a little while, but you seem to have grown up quite a bit, haven't you?"

"They say a man can change in three days... I see you've been living a fruitful life. I'm relieved."

Saki-neechan and Seiya-san were both delighted by their child's growth. Well, they're parents. They seemed to have sensed that this growth was accompanied by pain, but they didn't mention it. In moments like these, I think parents are amazing. What is it, that sense of acceptance? It's incredible.

"First up, Hero-kun! I'm going to do a dance that's almost revealing but not quite!!"

"Wahahaha! Excellent! Go for it, Hero!"

On New Year's Eve and New Year's Day, we enjoyed a grand banquet. The latter half of January was Chika-san's birthday, and February was the birthday of the TS combo. The days passed peacefully with nothing special happening. And then, spring came again.

"School starts today... It's the same every time, but after a long break, I feel a little lazy."

"If you're considered lazy, Sakuya-chan, then my student self would've been the epitome of depravity, no question."

I chuckled and told her she should take it a little easier.

"I guess you're right. But, you know, 'the year after next' is my entrance exam year. I can't let my guard down too much."

"...Right."

"That said... yeah. I know this is the last year I can fully enjoy high school life."

I'll enjoy it to the fullest, Sakuya-chan said with a smile like the spring sunlight filtering through the trees.

"I think it's because I've found so many things besides studying since I came here. It might sound strange coming from me, but I feel like I've been able to grow."

"...You have. You've grown a lot, Sakuya-chan."

It was about time. I prompted Sakuya-chan to get going, and we left the house together. We parted ways on the road, and I headed to the office... or rather, I didn't. I sent a clone to the office and on the way, I bought some sake and snacks and went to Ueno Park. Skipping work to go flower-viewing, are you kidding me? You might say that... but I'd like to be forgiven, just for today.

"...So it really came to this after all."

I grumbled and took a swig from my one-cup sake. It was a monologue meant for no one. I had put up a powerful ward to keep people away, so there should have been no one to react, but...

"You've really gone and done something troublesome."

An "innocent voice" tickled my ear. I turned around to see a girl of about ten with black hair down to her waist standing there.

"Old hag... what is it, you here to give me more grief?"

"You're such a cynical man. This time, at least, you did nothing wrong."

The old hag sat down next to me and started drinking an unopened cup of sake without asking.

"The villainess, was it? She was the worst. She didn't 'create' a single thing. Just a pest whose only skill was destruction."

"Doesn't something new get born from the ruins?"

"You know it's not true. Nothing would have sprouted from the destruction she wrought."

The old hag drained about half the cup and continued.

"She was like you, if you had fallen to darkness. Well, it seems she wasn't quite as ridiculously overpowered as you, though."

"Seems so."

"Well, from our perspective, she's still plenty overpowered."

"Yeah. You know, I honestly had a feeling somewhere in the back of my mind. I mean, I did go on a huge rampage, even if it was in the Sea of Nothingness."

I thought it might have some kind of effect on the world. I didn't notice it right away. I realized it on New Year's Eve... the moment the date changed. After the countdown, the new year was displayed, but...

"The single digit was blurry."

At first, I thought, did I drink too much? But everything else was crystal clear. I could even see the fine lines on the celebrities on TV. I frantically checked my calendar and my phone, but on all of them, the single digit was blurry. I sobered up instantly, maxed out all my senses, and investigated. The result was an anomaly in the "flow of time."

"...I can't believe we've entered a slice-of-life timeline."

I was shocked. Eh, what do I mean? I mean a slice-of-life timeline. You know in anime and manga? The slice-of-life genre. Not all of them are like this, but in many, the year just keeps looping, right? The characters never get older and repeat events like summer vacation, Christmas, and Valentine's Day over and over. That's exactly what's happening. Right now, this world... no, all worlds are in that state. The only ones aware of it are high-ranking gods and a handful of others. The old hag is human and her power isn't that great, but she has some special circumstances, so she can probably sense it.

(Wasn't she cast out of the flow of time for some mistake she made in the past?)

I don't know the details, but apparently that's why her real age and her appearance don't match. She usually disguises herself as an old woman.

"...I have to ask, but can you restore the flow of time with your power?"

"Nope. Well, I can interfere with time, sure. But this isn't just a problem with this universe."

It's affecting other worlds too, and I have no idea how wide the scope is. If I carelessly try to fix just our world in this state, what would happen? It would be too optimistic to think it wouldn't affect anywhere else. But interfering with a virtually infinite number of worlds is also... tough. If you ask me if I can or can't, well, I can probably interfere. But there's no guarantee I can fix it completely.

"Well, but time is a fundamental principle in every world, right up there with life and death."

It will probably return to its normal state on its own.

"...How long will it take to go back?"

"Who knows?"

It might be back to normal by tomorrow, or maybe in a week? A year is also possible.

"No, it could even be a matter of decades. Like a long-running manga series."

At this stage, it's impossible to say. If there's anything we can do, for the time being, it's probably helping pregnant women give birth. I mean, if we just leave them, it seems obviously dangerous. We were born as a result of the Earth becoming more active, right? A child who spends a long time in the womb in a world afflicted by a time anomaly is bound to have something wrong with them.

"Well, but we can think about all that later."

"...You're right."

We chewed on our dried squid in silence.

"For now, let's just drink."

"Yeah."

There are days when adults just need to escape into alcohol.
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			The day after I drank myself into a stupor with the old hag, I immediately got to work. I couldn't just keep complaining forever. I called upon all the mythologies, gathered those with authority over childbirth, and formed a special team, "Safe Delivery." We traveled the world to ensure that the children still in the womb within the looping time could be born safely. There was a suggestion to expand the powers of those with authority as a sort of area-of-effect buff over the entire planet... but given the circumstances, we couldn't be too careful. This was an unprecedented slice-of-life timeline, so we decided the utmost caution was necessary and literally visited each pregnant woman one by one to pave the way for their deliveries. Normally this would have taken an insane amount of time, but I managed to do something about that. I had already tested the safety of things like time manipulation precisely because of this crazy timeline. The Safe Delivery team, myself included, operated outside the normal flow of time, so we were able to shorten the process considerably, but by the time we were done, I was mentally exhausted. Still, we had at least laid the groundwork, and I thought we could take a break...

"Getting called in just a few hours after that."

I was having a drink and thinking about heading to bed early. Right at that moment, an emergency summons came in under the joint names of the Mutual Aid Society and the government. It was too much trouble to change, so I flew to the Prime Minister's residence in my jinbei, which I use as pajamas.

"I am truly sorry about this."

"It's fine. So, Chairman, what is it this time? After the villainess, what's next? Did some obnoxious, rich noble boy attack?"

"It's a matter concerning space."

Oh? My motivation perked up a little. When you say space, it brings to mind the invaders from before. They were truly delicious. I'm not in the mood for seafood right now, so some beef, pork, or chicken would be nice.

"This guy is completely planning on eating them."

"But I don't get it. For a space matter, there aren't enough people here."

I couldn't see the figures of the world leaders who had been on the monitors last time. What happened? Did they get greedy? Greedy to get a leg up in space development?

"No, it's not like that. They just threw it at us, saying, 'It's your jurisdiction.'"

"Huh?"

What do you mean, something coming from space is Japan's jurisdiction? The Chairman and the Prime Minister sighed with indescribable expressions on their faces as I tilted my head.

"It will be faster if you see for yourself."

At the Prime Minister's instruction, what they had observed was displayed on the largest monitor.

"Th-this is..."

It was a fleet, just like before, but... The gray hulls were painted with vertical stripes of black and white with gold accents. The words "Fierce Tiger Soul" were emblazoned on the sides. A tiger motif adorned the bow of the ships. This, this was...

"It's the Barbarian Gods!!"

From any angle, the design was reminiscent of the Barbarian God Tigers. Damn it, there's no way to talk my way out of this. That's definitely our, or more accurately, Kansai's jurisdiction. It hasn't even been half a year since we fought that crazy enemy with the ridiculous name, the villainess. The bigwigs in other countries probably didn't want to get involved with anything strange. They'd probably get involved if friendly contact was made, but until then, I can understand them tossing it to Japan.

"They haven't entered our communication range yet, but..."

There's no doubt they're heading for Earth, for Japan. There's no way they'd have that appearance and have no connection to us.

"Hmm."

I sent out a light probe.

"Oh my, this is..."

"Satou-san?"

"Expectation, excitement, emotion... no, I'll just say it plainly. There's a feeling spreading through them like otaku on a holy land pilgrimage."

I couldn't feel any hostility at all. They seemed quite friendly, hoping for a positive contact with Earthlings. That said, they are aliens. We can't say for sure that their friendliness will be a positive thing for us. We can't just welcome them with open arms without knowing their values.

"For now, I'll try telepathy."

""Please do.""

I am a human from Earth, entrusted with diplomacy with other worlds. Your ships are heading towards the solar system, what is your purpose? I sent a message like that, bi-bi! to the aliens in the fleet. You think words like Earth and solar system are local slang from our planet? Rest assured. I'm using a translator, so to them it's in their own words... oh?

"What is it?"

"They're using Japanese. And it's Kansai dialect."

I haven't seen their appearance yet, saving that for a surprise, but I can hear their voices.

""...""

"It seems their goal is Earth after all. The word 'Earth' wasn't translated, so they seem to have some knowledge of us."

"This is definitely an Earth, no, a Kansai matter now."

"Yeah. The governor of the prefecture... no, the Barbarian Gods' home base was in Hyogo, wasn't it?"

They have a strong Osaka image, but I'm pretty sure it was there. Is this a matter for the governor of Hyogo Prefecture?

"We can't put such an unreasonable demand on the governor of Hyogo."

"I'm kidding. For now, the Chairman and I will go. Is that okay?"

I told them I wanted to hear their story and asked them to prepare a room and select a representative, and they readily agreed.

"I have no objection."

"Then Satou-san, we're counting on you."

About ten minutes later, a report came that preparations were complete, so I took the Chairman and teleported. The place we arrived in was a reception room, and it was a magnificent reception room, all Barbarian Gods, with tigers, tigers, tigers everywhere. But more than the room's interior...

"Th-this is..."

"Now now, Chairman. Don't be so restless."

The aliens' appearance wasn't so different from ours, but... their attire. Standing before me now was a mature woman wearing a military-style coat over a tiger-striped bikini. The mysterious phrase, "It's punishment time, da-cha!" echoed in my mind, but she wasn't a demon girl. She was wearing what looked like tiger ear attachments. There was also a man who seemed to be her second-in-command, but he was wearing a tiger skin. It wasn't a real skin from an animal, though. I couldn't sense any life from it, so it was probably a prop with that design.

"A pleasure to meet ya for the first time. I'm Torara Dotonbori. I'm the supreme commander of this fleet. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Wow, I thought, just wow, as I introduced myself and asked about their circumstances. According to her, they were a race called the Fierce Tiger People from the planet Koshien in a certain star system in outer space. Wow.

"Well, a long, long time ago, we had a different name, though."

"...I take it that has something to do with your visit to Earth?"

"Exactly. Brilliant, here, have an ame-chan."

I popped the candy she gave me into my mouth and urged her to continue.

"This story goes back more than two thousand years. In an era called B.T...."

""B.T.?""

"It's short for Before Tiger."

""Ah, yes. Our apologies, please continue.""

What are we going to do, I thought, and when I looked at the Chairman, he gave me a similar look. This is bad. I have a feeling this is the most ridiculous diplomatic meeting in Earth's history.

"Back then, our planet was on the brink of ruin due to the native creatures and invaders from the sky."

They had some occult powers, but their level of civilization was apparently not much different from our B.C. era. So fighting native creatures was one thing, but invaders would have been tough. It might be over for us, the people were in a mood of despair. But in the midst of that despair, a savior descended.

"That savior was an Earthling who had been transported here after being caught in a spatio-temporal disturbance, Koga Kisshou."

Kisshou was suddenly thrown to another planet and was initially confused, but...

"When he learned of our situation, he got super pissed."

""Why?""

"He said, 'Every last one of you has such a gloomy face! The Fierce Tiger Soul is about never giving up until the very end!!'"

I don't think the people back then were tiger fanatics, though.

"With his natural drive and charisma, Kisshou gathered allies one after another and continued to fight against the despair that covered our planet."

He acted as a bridge between races, established a common language, spread culture, and was a whirlwind of activity in various fields. There's no doubt he spread the Barbarian Gods and the Kansai dialect at that time.

"Under Kisshou, the united human race fought with the slogan 'A.R.E.'"

""A.R.E.?""

"It's short for 'Aim for Revenge and Excellence'."

And so, thirty years after his arrival, when Kisshou was around sixty, the war ended and the people found peace. At that time, to mark the beginning of a new era, the planet was named Koshien, and the people living there became the Fierce Tiger People. Kisshou worked hard on reconstruction while searching for a way back to Earth, but it was never to be, and he died at the age of eighty-nine.

"'They're gonna change... the Barbarian Gods... under Senji Tsukino's tiger training, the dark ages... I want to see it through...'"

Apparently, Kisshou repeated this in his delirium until his death. The people never forgot the final wish of the hero who had worked so hard for them. If they couldn't do it, then at least they would... the Fierce Tiger People, who hold duty and compassion as their national principles, swore to fulfill Kisshou's wish.

"We've been steadily accumulating technology and prayers, and finally, in our generation, it's become a reality."

"I see."

"Well, you might not believe it."

"No, I'll believe you. Do you have a portrait of Koga Kisshou or anything?"

"? Yes, well..."

"Then there's no doubt this is him, right?"

When I took out a photo, Commander Torara's face was painted with astonishment.

"Satou-san, when did you..."

"While I was listening to the story, I accessed the Metropolitan Police Department's database and ran a search. It was a perfect match."

Senji Tsukino, dark ages, that's all I need to know the era. I looked around that time and found that a missing person report had been filed by his parents in 2001.

"The family who filed the report has since passed away, and he has no other relatives, but his grave still exists. Do you have any of his belongings?"

"! We brought a part of his remains and a few of his belongings."

"Then I'll arrange for them to be placed in his grave."

"...!! Thank you! Thank you! Satou-san, you're our great benefactor!!"

"I'm just responding to your spirit."

To Torara and the others, Kisshou was a man from long ago. Yet they had inherited his regret for so long, and had worked hard to honor his memory in any way they could. As a fellow Earthling, it's only natural that I would want to respond to that spirit.

"By the way, are you interested in diplomacy with Earth?"

"Yes... but before we get into the details, there's something I want to ask."

"I have a feeling I know what it is, but what is it?"

"What happened to the Barbarian Gods? What happened?"

"Just as Kisshou hoped, they broke out of the dark ages under manager Tsukino and won the league championship."

""!""

"And this year, they also became the champions of Japan."

The moment I said that, Torara and her second-in-command burst into tears. The Chairman and I were taken aback.

"T-tell everyone! Quickly! Quickly!!"

"Sir!!"

And immediately, the information they had learned was shared with the entire fleet...

""Whoa."

Rokko Oroshi was being sung with passion here and there. The Chairman and I were taken aback.

"...So this is going to be the first encounter between Earth humanity and friendly aliens."

"...We can't make it public now, but I wonder what will happen later."

I wonder what they'll write in the history books.
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			"Sakuya-chan! Daddy's home!!"

"Welcome home, Hero-ojisan. But what's with the high spirits?"

"What's with me? I'm just my usual daddy self. What kinda silly thing are you sayin'?"

"You're the one being silly. Come back to your senses."

Pasha. Magic water was splashed on my face. Huh? What's with this cold shoulder? I'd be one thing if it was anyone else, but coming from Sakuya-chan, this really bums me out.

"Ah, you're finally back to your senses."

"No, I'm telling you, I was fine from the start... huh?!"

As I said it, I realized. Until a moment ago, I had definitely been corroded by the WEST wind. The cause... well, I don't even need to think about it. It was probably those tiger fanatic aliens. I brought the tiger fanatic aliens to Japan, placed Kisshou's remains and belongings in the Koga family grave, and then acted as a liaison with the Japanese government. For the time being, it was decided that Japan would be the representative for diplomatic relations with the tiger fanatic aliens. After that, I was formally requested by the government and the Mutual Aid Society to entertain the guests of honor, and until today, I had been running around acting as a guide. We went all over (mostly to places related to the Barbarian Gods), and on top of that, every single one of them was a tiger fanatic. It seems I was corroded without even realizing it. By the way, as for work, they used a shell company to make it look like I was on a business trip.

"Anyway, what happened?"

"Well, I was entertaining some aliens and I think my head got a little messed up."

"Eh?"

"More importantly, do we have guests?"

Judging by the shoes, it looks like the usual crew of Hikaru, Rika-chan, and Sarna-chan. If they're not my Surface World friends, then I don't need to be considerate and leave.

"...They actually have something they want to talk to you about, Hero-ojisan."

"Me?"

"Yeah. Sorry to bother you when you're tired, but is it okay?"

"Of course. Even if I'm tired, it was basically just sightseeing."

I handed my suit jacket to Sakuya-chan and went into the living room. Judging by their expressions, it seems Sarna-chan is the one who wants to talk, and the others are here for support. What could it be?

"I'm sorry to bother you when you're tired."

"Don't worry about it. So, what did you want to talk to me about?"

"..."

Sarna-chan fell silent with a troubled expression. Her nervousness was plain for all to see. I didn't rush her. I waited patiently. Eventually, prompted by Hikaru and the others, she nodded as if she had made up her mind and opened her mouth.

"Actually, I'm not human."

"Hmm?"

Well, she does have a Death God in her ancestry, so I guess she's not a pure human. But that didn't seem to be it. After a slight hesitation, Sarna-chan confessed.

"I am the daughter of Hades."

"...Hmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm?"

No, no, no, that's not a funny jo...

"If you were to investigate with even a little of your full power, Hero-san, I believe you would understand."

Overwhelmed by her serious expression, I decided to give it a try. The result was...

"Wow."

I remembered Persephone's words from long ago. The authority of Hades as King of the Underworld, which had been missing. It certainly existed within Sarna-chan. It hadn't been stolen. I could even tell that it had been formally transferred. What's more, this probably means Sarna-chan's real age is...

"I am prepared to accept any punishment, as long as it is not death."

I immediately got on my knees and bowed my head to the floor. I couldn't die. But I had to atone for the sin of taking a child's parent from them. Even if Hades was at fault. He may have been a troublesome old skeleton to me and the others, but to his child...

"...Then how about you take responsibility and make me your bride?"

"Sarna-chan?"

Rika-chan was making an incredible face. Well, I get it. In the middle of such a heavy conversation, to suddenly drop a joke like that...

"...I'm kidding. Ahem. I have no intention of blaming you, Hero-san."

"But..."

"My father had his own reasons. Humans had their own reasons. This is one of those stories, isn't it?"

"Even so, personal feelings are a different matter, aren't they?"

"I am fond of you, Hero-san. That is my personal feeling."

Her words were so strong they left no room for rebuttal.

"Besides. In a way, you could say that you are my benefactor for destroying my curse."

"Curse?"

"I was created as an insurance policy in case anything happened to my father."

She then told me her life story... and honestly, I don't think it's the kind of story you tell in such a lighthearted tone.

"...That skeleton."

"At first, I didn't even question the meaning of my birth. But as I lived as a human, emotions began to sprout within me."

I have no intention of inheriting a borrowed ideology, Sarna-chan declared firmly. I was relieved, but at the same time, I felt a sense of complexity. I understood that Hades was a terrible father. But if I had been aware of Sarna-chan's existence...

"I might have been able to thoroughly train that idiot skeleton into a respectable family man."

"Satou-san, Satou-san. I don't think it's appropriate to talk about training another family's father."

"And besides, from what I heard, Sarna-chan's dad was pretty stubborn, wasn't he?"

"Turning him into a family man... wouldn't that just be personality destruction?"

"Nah, he deserved at least that much."

He really was a constant source of trouble. I think it's a win-win IF that wouldn't have caused any harm to anyone but Hades and his cronies.

"It might be strange for me to say this, but my father becoming like that would be plain creepy."

H-Hades-kun...

"Putting that aside, I apologize once again. I'm sorry for keeping this from you for so long."

"No, it's fine. It's not like you had any ill intent."

From what she said, at first it was a sense of mission. After interacting with Rika-chan and the others and developing emotions, she must have felt a sense of guilt. Just as Sarna-chan has no intention of blaming me, I have no intention of blaming Sarna-chan. The other children, who must have heard the story beforehand, probably feel the same.

"Are we done with that? Then let me say something. Uncle, I don't think that was okay."

"What?"

Rika-chan voiced her complaint with a sour face, but I had no idea what she was talking about. However, the other kids seemed to get it, making faces like, "Ah..."

"It's about Thanatos and the others, Satou-san."

"Even characters in gacha games aren't that extreme, Uncle. That would definitely get censored."

"It might be out for an all-ages gacha game, but for an 18+ one, that's probably fine."

"Hero-ojisan, we're not talking about gacha games."

Ah, my apologies.

"What kind of punishment game is it to have a girl of that age have her personal needs taken care of by people like that?"

She's absolutely right. I have no words to retort. That said, it is a punishment. Now that I think about it, Sarna-chan was probably involved, but from what I heard, she herself was just going along with it.

"No, in fact, considering they were trying to do something stupid using a five-year-old as their figurehead..."

I'm even starting to feel like they deserve more punishment. The kids' faces contorted in a grand display of revulsion at my words.

"That said, it's also true that it's not good for Sarna-chan's mental health... alright, a compromise."

""""A compromise?""""

I instantly created a spell formula and remotely carved it into the transformed death gods.

"Hero-san, what did you?"

"Hm? I just added a filter."

""""A filter?""""

"You know those deformed angel characters. Like Cupid?"

Well, Cupid isn't an angel, but let's put the details aside.

"A lot of those are naked, but most people don't think of them as lewd when they see them, right?"

"Finding something like that lewd means you're finished as a human being."

Well, but there are some deeply sinful people in the world... but that doesn't matter right now either.

"I added a filter so that when a minor sees them, they'll look like that."

"""Isn't that not a fundamental solution?"""

"Well, if it's like that, then..."

"""You're okay with it?!"""

If Sarna-chan, the one who's most inconvenienced, is okay with it, then there's no problem!

"Kukuku, it's a two-birds-with-one-stone compromise that's considerate of Sarna-chan and also serves as a new form of harassment for those guys."

They're the ones who tried to do something stupid while spouting nonsense about fearing and respecting death. For them, the death gods, to be seen by children as nothing more than goofy mascot characters with no sense of awe or reverence must be quite the humiliation.

"Fuhahahaha! I'm still as sharp as ever!!"

"You're the incarnation of practical jokes."
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			"Right then. Now that we’re done talking and it’s getting late, how about we order some delivery? What does everyone want to eat?"

When I made the suggestion, Saku-chan timidly raised her hand. That was unusual. I was a little surprised, since she wasn't the type to speak up in these situations.

"Yes, Saku-chan. What do you want to ea…"

"There’s one more important thing to talk about. This time, it’s from me."

Eh? I glanced around at the others… It seemed the kids already knew. What could be so important that Saku-chan had to say it? She didn’t look particularly distressed, so I figured it couldn't be a bigger deal than Sarna-chan’s coming out…

"Actually, there’s something I’ve been keeping secret from Hero Uncle for a long time. Well, from Mom and Dad, and Grandma and Grandpa, too."

Saku-chan straightened her posture and began, looking a little nervous. It seemed she felt a bit guilty for keeping a secret from her family. I don't think you need to tell your family absolutely everything, though. I mean, I have tons of things I’ve never told anyone from my past right up to now.

(The fact that I’m the first one she’s telling means…)

It was probably because our relationship was just right. A close uncle, a relative not quite as near as her parents or grandparents. Plus, this uncle was a smooth talker who could be expected to back her up. Whoa, thinking about it again, I’m a pretty convenient guy, aren't I.

"So? What’s this secret you’ve been keeping? Go on, tell your convenient uncle, Hero Uncle."

"When you put it like that, it sounds like I’m just using you, which I don’t like… but oh well."

Saku-chan cleared her throat and, with a slight bashful smile, said.

"The truth is, I’m what you’d call transgender."

"…………Come again?"

"My heart and my body’s genders don’t match."

"Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!!?!?"

Wait, that kind of confession!? A serious confession like that!? Look, I don't have any prejudice, okay? I’m Satou-kun, a connoisseur of drag queen bars! But still! But still!

"Isn’t this a bit much to confess so casually!?"

"It’s more casual than confessing you’re the daughter of a man I killed, isn’t it."

"No, that’s… not really true! Sorry, Sarna-chan, I really am, but I’m way more surprised by this!!"

The fact that it was strangely close to home made the impact that much bigger! Wait, you guys aren’t surprised, did you all know!?

"Yes."

"After Sarna-chan told us her story, she just casually mentioned that she had something to share too."

"If anything, it almost overshadowed my own coming out."

Right!? Still… well, the fact that she could confess in such a manner suggests she's managed to come to terms with it herself. Yeah, as her uncle, that's a relief. I was prepared to support her even if she was wrestling with some deep conflict, but it is a delicate topic.

"But I see. Transgender, huh. Looking back, there were definitely some signs here and there."

Learning housework, growing her hair out… Had Saki-neechan and Seiya-san noticed? They probably hadn't. Same for the other relatives.

"Was that why you were asking me all about the TS Divine Fist before?"

"Yeah. Also, I kind of expected it, but you accepted it pretty quickly, Hero Uncle."

"Not that quickly. It’s the biggest shock I’ve had all year. It’ll probably stay number one for the rest of the year, too."

"No, that’s not what I mean."

I get what she was trying to say. That I didn't find it disgusting or feel any kind of aversion. Well, about that. Like I said earlier, I have friends who are like that. I was surprised that the relative I was living with was, though.

"More importantly, have you told Saki-neechan and the others?"

"Not yet. I was thinking of telling them around the time I graduate from high school."

…In this daily life timeline, that's a problem, I thought, but I couldn't explain that, which was a bit tricky.

"So when I do, I’d be happy if you could be there with me, Hero Uncle. I mean, I’m sure they’ll accept it, but."

"Yeah. Even if you know they’ll accept you, it’s still nerve-wracking. Of course, I’d be glad to come along."

Still… so Saku-chan was a girl, huh.

"...I’ve been washing our laundry together, should I start separating it?"

"No, that doesn’t really bother me, and you don’t need to worry about it either, Hero Uncle."

"You sure? Ah, could it be…"

She was a girl of that age. An age when even one's own father can become annoying, and here I was, a middle-aged relative. For her to not feel any discomfort living with someone like me must mean…

"Was I Saku-chan’s first love? Or are you maybe still pining for me now?"

It would be a problem, but honestly, it’s a situation I’ve always kind of dreamed of.

"Not a chance."

She shot me down in one clean stroke.

"I find you likable as a person, but as a member of the opposite sex? I think it would be impossible unless you were rebuilt from the ground up."

And she was scathing, too.

"I don’t know. To me, you’re kind of like a sloppy but funny and kind older brother with a big age gap?"

That was a slightly kinder follow-up, wasn't it.

"Um, Satou-san. Even if telling your parents is a ways off, you could solve the problem for her, couldn't you?"

Hikaru timidly spoke up. He really is a good kid. He wasn't looking at Saku-chan with any prejudice, just worrying about her. And he was right. I could make her mind and body match in an instant.

"I think I’ll wait on that for now."

""""Huh, why?""""

It seemed that not just me, but the kids too, had been thinking of the TS Divine Fist.

"If it becomes absolutely unbearable I’ll ask you, but I feel like there’d be more of a sense of accomplishment if I could get there on my own."

Researching the TS Divine Fist, huh. I understood what she was trying to say, but as I’ve mentioned before, I don’t really understand the principles behind it myself.

"I’d be happy if you’d just let me try."

"...Alright. But if you decide to give up, don’t hesitate to tell me, okay?"

"Okay. Oh, and even though I just said I’d work hard, I do have a little bit of a desire to try out a girl’s body."

"Really? Wanna give it a shot, then?"

"Yes, yes! I want to see Sac-chan as a girl too!!"

"...She’s already beautiful now, so I doubt she’ll change that much, but I’m a little curious myself."

"Me too. Besides, I'd like to see the TS Divine Fist used for a just cause."

The kids seemed to want to see it, so I decided to do it right away. I snapped my fingers lightly, and Saku-chan’s body was enveloped in a dazzling light. After a moment, the light cleared, and…

""""Ooh.""""

We all let out an involuntary cry of admiration. Just as Hikaru said, she had been beautiful even as a boy. To be honest, I hadn't expected her to change all that much either. But I was wrong. Though androgynous, she had still possessed some masculine, angular features. Once those were gone, replaced by feminine roundness… her impression changed quite a bit. It wasn't as if her facial features themselves had changed, though.

"She’s so beautiful! Wait, is this like a power-up!?"

"Th, this is… somehow…"

"She has the air of a classic Tohoku beauty."

"Ahaha, you’re making me blush."

Even I felt my heart skip a beat when Saku-chan put a hand to her cheek and smiled bashfully. Look at Hikaru, he has no resistance to that sort of thing and he's bright red.

"Hey! Hey! Since we’re at it, let’s try changing your clothes too!!"

Rika-chan’s suggestion kicked off a fashion show. Saku-chan must have been having fun dressing up in girls' clothes too. She looked happy the whole time. After we'd had our fun for a while,

"What is it, Sarna-chan?"

"Oh, no, I was just wondering what would happen if Hero-san, being related to Sakuya-san, were to change gender."

"Ooh, since Sac-chan is a graceful beauty, maybe he’d become a more energetic type of beauty."

The two girls stared intently at me. Hey, hey, hey, if you look at me like that, an entertainer like me can't just refuse.

"I’d like to see that too."

"Me too."

"Alright, then I shall grant you a look."

This would be the first time doing it to my own body, but…

"Huh, why did you get younger?"

"Well, if I changed gender as I am now, I feel like my body would be all sloppy."

""""What a cheap little trick…""""

I’ve been thinking this recently, but I feel like they're starting to take me a little less seriously. Then again, I suppose that just means they’ve opened up to me. Oh well. After confirming I was in my high school student form, I set it so my school uniform would change into a girl’s version upon transformation, and then I unleashed the TS Divine Fist upon myself.

"How’s that!?"

""""Whoa, she looks super dumb.""""

Hey.

"It’s not that her facial features are bad, you see. It’s just that right now, Satou-san, you look incredibly empty-headed."

"Yeah. She’s not like a stunning beauty or anything, but she'd be in the popular group in class. But you look really, really dumb, Hero Uncle."

"Is it the blonde hair and piercings? But Takahashi-san is the same gyaru type, and she doesn’t look this stupid."

"Indeed. Perhaps due to her profession, Takahashi-san exudes a sense of inclusiveness. She's a world away from this kind of frivolity."

…

"You know what? The uncle right now looks like she wears leopard-print panties."

"Or maybe a gaudy pink. The shiny satin kind."

…

"Oh, are you changing back already?"

"You could have stayed that way a little longer."

I’m never doing that again!!



		
		
		
			Chapter 220: That Encounter Seemed Like Fate
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 220

			That Encounter Seemed Like Fate

			Living alone. It might not be anything special to an adult, but for a kid like me, it’s a different story. Cooking, laundry, cleaning. There’s the downside of having to do all the housework by myself. For an adult, it’s probably a huge pain to come home from work and then do chores. But for a kid like me, the thrill of living alone is more than enough to make me forget such inconveniences. It’s been a little over a year since my old man and my mom went overseas around the beginning of March last year. My life alone is still sparkling and bright. Like right now. I’m in the middle of enjoying the benefits that come with living on my own.

"~♪"

The time is two in the morning. The middle of the night. I’m walking through the night city, heading for a convenience store a little ways away. It wouldn’t be like this if I lived with my parents. I’d have to worry about sneaking out of the house without waking them up or getting caught. But living alone, I don't need to worry about that. I can go out whenever I want, however I want, without a care in the world. I wonder why the night city is so exciting, even when there’s nothing special going on. I suppose there’s the risk of being spotted by a cop and getting taken in for guidance… but I’m pretty much on a first-name basis with the local cops. Even if I get caught, if I tell them I’ll head straight home after buying what I need at the convenience store, I’ll probably get off with a light scolding.

"Huh?"

As I was cutting through a park, my skin suddenly prickled. It’s April, and though some nights can still be a little chilly, today is warm. Warm enough to be comfortable in a short-sleeved shirt. Guided by the strange sensation, my gaze naturally drifted upwards.

"—"

My eyes stopped on top of a water tank on the roof of a nearby apartment building. A girl with short black hair, reminiscent of a somewhat surly black cat, was standing on the tank's edge. Her gaze was fixed on the distance, and she didn’t seem to have noticed me at all.

(…She’s cute.)

My heart pounded in my chest. I’ve seen plenty of cute girls before. In terms of simple looks, I know girls cuter than her. Like Shirogane, who sits next to me and works as a reader model. But I’ve never felt my heart flutter this much just chatting with Shirogane. I get a thrill when I manage to get a panty shot, but that’s just lust. I know it’s kind of creepy of me to think, but,

(Damn, I’m totally feeling fate right now.)

I’m sure the magic of the night has something to do with it. But more than that, I feel a mysterious connection.

"Ah."

With a light tap, the girl kicked off the tank and jumped. Her form, leaping with the moon at her back, was like a rabbit’s… Oh, I saw her panties! Gray sports shorts! Compared to the ridiculously see-through ones Shirogane was wearing yesterday, these were nothing, utterly plain, yet I was more excited than ever… huh?

"Eh, huh?"

The excitement vanished in an instant. The girl’s figure had disappeared. Literally, like smoke. I must be making a ridiculously stupid face right now. I pinch my cheek. It hurts. I’m not dreaming.

"Was I, like, bewitched by a fox or something?"

…If so, that’s its own thing. I mean, fox wives have this image of catering to their husband’s fetishes every night!

"Haa."

After spacing out for a while, I remembered my original goal. I jogged to the convenience store, bought some ramen and snacks, and went home. The reason I went out was because I was too hungry to sleep. I got home, quickly made the ramen, and slurped it down, baba! After eating my dessert and brushing my teeth, all that was left was to sleep. Usually, I can fall asleep right away once my stomach is full, but…

"Can’t sleep."

And just like that, morning came without a wink of sleep. I went to school feeling like I had a slight fever, spaced out through my classes, and ended up staying that way until after school.

"Hideo, you’ve been seriously out of it today. Something happen?"

"Huh? Nah, not really."

"Can’t be ‘not really.’ It’s impossible for you, Hero, the guy who never stops yapping like a comedian from western Japan, to be this quiet."

"Yeah, yeah. Even Mori-sen was worried about you."

"It’s nothing, I said."

I just don’t have the courage to tell them exactly what happened last night. Because even I think it sounds pretty damn cringe. If I told them, they’d definitely just make fun of me for it.

"Anyway, you sure about this?"

"Yeah, yeah, it’s fine."

One of my buddies told me he’d found an accessory shop I’d like, so we came to Shibuya, but… I’m not so sure. I mean, the location… you know? It’s the love hotel district. It’s not that there are no shops in places like this, but still. I feel like it’s safer to go to a place where competitor shops are all clustered together. They’re all fighting for business, so the weak ones naturally get weeded out, right? I just don't feel that competitive vibe here, you know?

"You’ll get it when we get there."

"Fine, whatever. But I’m telling you, my standards are high. They call me the User’s Choice of Bukuro."

"User’s Choice is for food, dude."

As we were joking around like that,

"!!"

A powerful wave of dizziness hit me. The headache and ringing in my ears were so bad it was painful to even keep my eyes open, and I dropped to one knee, clutching my face. It lasted for what felt like five minutes. Then, as if it had all been a lie, I felt the discomfort drain away.

"My bad, my bad. Just a sec."

I slowly got to my feet, about to call out to my worried-looking buddies, but then I froze in astonishment.

"Huh?"

No one was there. Did they leave me behind? No, that’s not it. It wasn't just my buddies, the touts from the adult entertainment shops and all the other passersby were gone too. And most of all… the scenery. The sky and the buildings had taken on a bizarre, psychedelic coloring. Something was very wrong. My instincts were screaming that this was the most dangerous situation I had ever been in. Standing here wouldn't change anything. For now, I decided to head back the way I came. I had walked almost to the station front when suddenly, a loud explosion? and roars echoed out.

"Huh?"

A man flying through the sky raining down bullets of light. A woman with long black hair, manipulating it like tentacles to slice through a crowd of attacking men. The scene unfolding in front of Shibuya Station was like something out of a supernatural battle manga. I was scared and shocked, of course, but the sight was so divorced from reality that, conversely… I don't know. I felt incredibly calm. For now, it was dangerous here, so I decided to find a place to hide. I slipped away from the station front, careful not to be seen by the clashing groups.

(If I’m going to run, maybe underground? They were fighting so openly above ground.)

Recalling the local geography, I headed for an entrance to the subway. On the way, I ran into two other guys who seemed to be my age and caught up in this bizarre phenomenon. One was an honor student type, and the other a delinquent type covered in wounds as if he’d just been in a fight. Their names were apparently Suzuki and Takahashi. Given the situation, I suggested we stick together. Suzuki agreed immediately, and Takahashi nodded with some reluctance.

"Hah. For now, I think we’re safe enough here."

I agreed with Suzuki’s words. We had put enough distance between us and the fighting that we could no longer hear the commotion.

"I’m totally exhausted, and we haven’t even moved that much."

It was probably due to the mental pressure.

"Yo, there’s a convenience store. Wanna take a smoke break?"

"...You, in a situation like this…"

"No, I think that’s a good idea. We don’t know what’s going to happen next, so we should at least stay hydrated."

And so, we entered the convenience store.

"Hey, you, what are you doing, browsing magazines all of a sudden?"

"When you enter a convenience store, the first thing you do is browse the magazines, man."

"Read the room!!"

"It’s my routine, my routine. It’s precisely at times like these that by consciously acting as I normally would…"

"Stop with the excuses!!"

It was at that moment. A deafening roar echoed, and the ceiling of the underground passage collapsed. A man who looked like an ex-host came crashing down through the ceiling.

"Oof… you really did a number on me."

The impact of the fall created a small crater, and the man sluggishly rose from its center. My biggest mistake was hesitating to act because of the suddenness of it all.

"Hm?"

The man spotted us. He started walking this way.

(Ah, this is bad.)

It must have been my survival instinct. It was screaming at me about the danger. And so, to increase my chances of survival even slightly, I began to act with a calmness that surprised even myself.

"So some people with aptitude got caught up in this… sloppy work."

The man who had come inside sighed as he looked at us. Please let this be a misunderstanding. Such faint hopes are often betrayed.

"Hey you, what the hell is…"

"You’ve got bad luck. It’s a pain to send you outside now, so I’ll just make it as if you ‘never existed’."

The moment his eyes took on a dangerous glint, I sprayed the insecticide I had just acquired directly into the man’s face.

"!?"

He had been completely unharmed after falling with such force. There was no doubting his durability. But he was still human. What would happen if you suddenly induced a physiological reaction? If you suddenly sprayed insecticide in his face, couldn't you delay his actions, at least a little? My gamble paid off.

"Run!!"

I was the first to bolt. As I passed the man, I felt a chill on the back of my neck. I instinctively ducked. I felt something slice through the air above my head with incredible speed. He had probably swung his arm. It must have been an instinctive action, because it caused another delay in his movement. Thanks to that, Takahashi and Suzuki also managed to escape.

(…I’m lucky.)

In terms of specs, he should have caught up to us immediately. I thought so, but the insecticide worked. And my dodge afterwards, too. The man seemed annoyed, and I could see him slowly walking towards us. He probably intended to toy with us and kill us slowly. That was the perfect opportunity. Not that it improved our chances much beyond moving from zero to infinitesimally close to zero.

"Would you rather be killed without a fight, or resist!?"

""You even have to ask!?""

"OK! Then you’re gonna follow my lead! I was the first one to act, after all!!"

I quickly summarized the situation, and a joint front was formed right there. Our resistance had begun. It lasted for maybe ten-odd minutes. I wracked my brain in that extreme state and used everything we had, but it was no use. I knew it would happen. Even if we exploited his arrogance, if we kept resisting, it would eventually run out. We were just running without a clear way to win, and we were bound to hit our limit sooner or later.

"...Takahashi, Suzuki, I can draw his attention for ten seconds. In that time, get as far away as you can."

"What!?"

"What are you…"

"You only get one chance. Don’t miss it."

I didn’t think they could get away, but maybe a miracle would happen. The chances might be one in a hundred million, but I could at least create a lottery ticket. This was my final ace in the hole. His hate was completely focused on me, so he should want to kill me first… Yeah, I can probably do this.

"You really made me work for it… Aaargh!? You damn brats!!"

"Thanks for the complimeeeeeeeeeeeent!!"

I clasped my hands behind my back, stuck out my butt, and bowed with my head held high. I saw the man’s face twitch even more.

"...Do you not understand the situation?"

"I get it. I’m going to die. There’s no getting around that."

But,

"I managed to brand you with a shame that’ll last a lifetime. I got a good souvenir to take to the afterlife. Kukuku… the spec difference between us and you is like kids and adults, or even an elephant and an ant, right? And yet, you were played for a fool for over ten minutes! Hey, tell me, how does it feel!? I wanna know!! If it were me, I’d be so pathetic I’d commit seppuku on the spot. But hey, good for you, right? There are no witnesses!! Your shame won’t be known to others. But it’ll never disappear. In some random moment, you’ll definitely remember. This memory of humiliation!!!"

Cackling, I flipped him the bird, and the man’s expression went completely blank. I think he was past anger. I could see an aura-like energy concentrating in his right hand. …Ah, good. Come on, that’s it. Get closer.

""!?""

Just as the distance between me and the man closed by half, a shadow burst through the ceiling. Landing right between me and him was,

"—Looks like you’re okay."

The girl from last night. The moment he saw her, a look of panic crossed the man’s face.

"You’re… Saionji Chikage!?"

I was saved. I understood that, but more than anything else,

(Hawawawawa! This is it! This has to be it!)

Is there anyone who wouldn't feel fate in this situation!? Of course not!!

"…"

I surface from the dream. The time is a little earlier than my alarm, but that’s fine. I’m starting the day with an apology tour, so I need to wake up early and steel my resolve. …Still, ah, what a nostalgic memory. So nostalgic. Yes, that was my… no, our beginning. Everything started from there.

"—How is it possible we didn't get together after all that!?"

We had a fateful encounter, and after that, we even had more events that seemed to be smoothly deepening our bond!? And just before the final battle, too! The atmosphere was so good!!

"This is just not fair…!!"

I wept.
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			"Hmm, I can’t see the end of this at all."

On the day following the shocking revelations from Sarna-chan and Saku-chan, my day began just as any other. The only difference from before the villainess's defeat was the addition of a new task. Upon waking, I now had to check the flow of time that governed the world. Today, too, there was not the slightest sign of the perfect loop known as the daily life timeline being broken.

"A decent person would have broken by now."

In that sense, I'm truly grateful that I’m such a frivolous person. I’m trying my best in my own way, but at my core, I’m still the same goofy kid. I can now look at that optimistically as just the way I am. The ones who must be having a hard time are the gods who are aware of the current situation. The chief gods are all, in their own ways, strongly responsible, so they must be at their wits' end.

"I’m glad I’m human."

After getting ready, I went to the living room to find breakfast already prepared. …It must be because of the coming out. For some reason, I felt like a terribly sinful person.

"H, hey, Saku-chan. I’m not going to get arrested for indecency with a minor or anything, am I?"

"What is a person who can blow up the universe afraid of…"

Saku-chan might be munching on her toast with an exasperated look, but she just doesn’t get it.

"Social standing. Your public face is really important. That’s why I so often and so persistently attack that very thing in others."

If I were my enemy, and I found out that the detestable Satou was sitting on an indecency time bomb, I’d gleefully target that spot. Of course, if I were attacked, I’d retaliate without a moment’s hesitation and make them experience a hell a million times worse.

"What a rotten scoundrel… Anyway, you should be fine. If simply living with a relative who’s a child is against the law, then the law is the problem."

"Yeah, but people can make up whatever accusations they want. I mean, look how many unbelievable accusations I’ve made myself."

"Could you stop assuming everyone is a personification of a prank, just like you, Hero Uncle?"

"H, how rude."

Still, living under the same roof with a current high school girl gives a guy a certain sense of superiority, you know. When I boasted as much, Saku-chan gave a wry smile.

"You let your lecherous side show quite a bit, Hero Uncle."

"Ah, right, that’s probably not good either, is it."

"It’s a little late for that. It might be different with others, but with you, Hero Uncle. And the other relatives."

That one stings. The relatives on my mother’s side all tend to get stupid in the lewd direction when they get together and start drinking. Not in a sleeping-with-anyone kind of way, but more in the idiotic direction, like stripping down and dancing or firing off a machine gun of dirty jokes. Saku-chan, who’s been taking care of things, has naturally had to listen to that sort of talk whether she liked it or not…

"Wait a second. Are we pretty terrible adults?"

"Hahaha."

Say something!

"To be serious, they may have their bad points, but they all have far more good points, so I don’t think it’s a bad influence on my education."

"Saku-chan…"

She's so mature it's almost scary. I know there's a difference between boys and girls, but still. Compared to me when I was a kid, it’s like night and day.

As we were eating and chatting amiably, Saku-chan mentioned, as if just remembering.

"By the way, are you okay on time?"

"Oops, I’ve been taking it a bit too easy. Oh, right. I’m going out with the prez today, so I won’t need dinner."

"Roger."

After that, I went to the office for the first time in a while, handed out souvenirs from my business trip (which was actually entertaining aliens) to everyone, and devoted myself to a day of work. Things had been so hectic, it felt like I could finally relax and take a breather. I finished my rooftop routine, left the company, and headed to the station to meet up with the president, as well as the directors, Higashi-san and Saijou-san.

"Been waiting long?"

"No, I just got here."

When I threw out the little joke, the president responded with a coy pose. The East-West duo were giving us exasperated looks, but I paid them no mind.

"Alright, now that Satou-kun is here, let’s get going."

"Yessir."

"Y, yes."

We got on a train for a few stops. We got off at a station that was unfamiliar to all of us and headed to a nearby multi-tenant building. Oh, and by multi-tenant building, I don’t mean a shady place. In fact, it was perfectly wholesome. It was just a karaoke place. The East-West idol-otaku duo kept glancing at me, saying something about how listening wasn’t enough and they wanted to sing, so… The reason we went a few stops away was out of consideration for the directors, who didn’t want to be seen by their subordinates.

"Prez, what do you want to drink?"

I asked as we arrived at our designated room. The drink bar was included in the room fee, but alcohol was extra.

"Today is mainly for singing, so let’s skip the alcohol. The drink bar is fine for everyone, right?"

"Sounds good. In that case, I’ll go get them. Any requests?"

"I’ll leave it to you, Satou-kun. Higashi-kun, Saijou-kun?"

"Eh, ah. I’ll leave it to Satou-kun as well."

"Same here."

"Alright, I’ll grab a random assortment then."

I took off my suit jacket, left the room, and headed to the drink bar. I thought about making them some mixed concoctions… no, that’s better for the middle of the session when things start to lag a bit. I randomly poured some coke into cups, placed them on a tray, and returned to the room.

"I’m a little hungry, so let’s order some fries, but what else should we get?"

"Let’s order a few more shareable dishes, and then everyone can get what they want depending on how hungry they are. Is that okay with you two?"

"...We’ll leave it to you."

Since that was the case, the president and I picked out some light snacks and placed the order. We had plenty of time, so there was no need to rush. If we ran out, we could just extend it. I leaned back on the sofa and downed my coke.

""That hits the spoooot.""

""…""

"What is it?"

"Oh, you guys don't like coke?"

"No, it’s not that."

"...It’s just that places like this are still a little embarrassing."

I knew it from the way they were glancing at me, but these two had the wrong idea.

"Karaoke isn’t a culture just for young people, you know."

"Yeah, yeah. If anything, old folks love it more."

"Well, President, karaoke at a snack bar might be one thing, but isn’t a place like this different somehow?"

"Not at all. Besides, you two were on sports teams in school, weren't you? I would think this is pretty standard."

The president seemed to think their fidgeting was because it had been a while, but that probably wasn't it.

"From what I hear, you two were in the more serious kind of sports clubs, the ones that were really dedicated to their sport."

Even within sports clubs, there’s a difference between the upbeat, party-loving types and the serious, competitive types. For the record, my high school was super lax, and while I had a fair number of friends in sports clubs, they were top-class partiers but mostly scrubs as athletes.

"Yes. It’s just as Satou-kun says."

"Our generation coincided with the boom, but it was a world completely foreign to both me and Saijou."

"You missed out."

"Well, I wonder. On the contrary, now that we’re older, we get to discover new pleasures, so isn’t that a good thing?"

The student days of the East-West duo probably weren't all bleak. They should have been enjoying their youth, just in a different way from me and the president. In the sense that they could now enjoy entertainment they hadn't explored in their student days, I wouldn't say they had missed out.

"Haha, you really are an optimist, Satou-kun. But you’re right. My view was too narrow. I retract my earlier statement."

""Oh, no.""

"More importantly, let’s us two go first to help them relax."

"Indeed. Shall we show them what two old men singing and dancing with all their might looks like?"

"What are you putting in? I’ll leave the first song to you."

"Let’s see. Then let’s match their taste and go with an idol song."

The president quickly entered a song, and the intro began to play. Ah, this one… it’s nostalgic.

"I think this was popular when I was in upper elementary school."

"Eh, was it that long ago?"

The president seemed a little shocked, but he quickly composed himself and began to sing. And once this man starts singing, he's a powerhouse. He revs his gears to maximum in a split second. Ballads are his strongest suit, but he’s good at everything else too. Seriously, if he had gone into that field and gotten proper lessons, I think he has enough talent to have built an era.

(I can’t lose to that…!!)

Not to be outdone, I also sang my heart out. I was inferior in vocal talent, so I added dancing! But if I dance, the president dances too. That’s the kind of relationship we have. We are partners who perform together, and rivals who push each other, thinking "I won’t lose."

""Phew.""

Five minutes and about twenty seconds. In terms of time, that’s all it was, but a feeling of satisfaction that seemed far greater than a mere five minutes filled our chests as we finished singing. We bumped our fists together and turned to face the East-West duo in unison.

""How was that! This is the sight of old men who, forgetting their age, dance and sing until they sweat!!""

The East-West duo looked at each other, nodded, and replied.

""It makes us feel stupid for being so stiff.""

Right?

"Alright, looks like we’re pulling an all-nighter today!"

"Yes, we have work tomorrow, but let’s sing and dance until morning!!"

Acting your age. Those are important words, but sometimes, forgetting them is a necessary part of life.
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			"The old man is going to be late today, right?"

"Yeah. He said he’s going to karaoke with the president. Knowing the president, he said they’ll probably be out all night."

The day after the coming out. The group of kids had met up after school and were heading to Satou’s family home. During their chat last night, the existence of a tactical notebook that Satou had compiled during his student days had come to light. They figured that his immature perspective from back then would be a valuable reference, so they pleaded with him and were given permission to get it.

"It’s been a while since we were here in the summer, hasn't it."

"That was fun."

"Have you all been here before?"

"Yeah. I came to visit with my mom and the others around Obon."

"Oh, cool."

As they talked, they arrived. They let themselves in with the key they’d been given and went straight to Satou’s room.

"He said he hid it in the attic space, right?"

"I’ll look for it then. It’s probably dusty, and there might be mice or something."

"You’re pretty cool for saying that so casually, Hikaru-kun."

"I bet you’re secretly popular at school, too."

"I can totally see you getting anonymous chocolates on Valentine’s Day."

Hikaru gave a wry smile at the three girls’ conversation and climbed into the closet. As for the three left behind, it wasn't as if they were going to sit there quietly.

"Since we’re here, let’s search the house! Let’s dig up all sorts of stuff from the old man’s younger days!!"

Said Rika.

"...If you say so, Rika-san."

Said Sarna, her face clearly showing she was into the idea.

"Well, he gave us the key, so I think it’s probably fine."

Sakuya didn't try to stop them. The house search was approved.

"...So this is the kind of room Hero Uncle spent his school days in."

"Have you never been to Hero-san’s family home, Sakuya-san?"

"No. It was always Hero Uncle who came to my hometown."

Even when she went to Tokyo on a family trip, he showed her around, but they stayed in a hotel, so she had never been to his house.

While chatting and searching around, Sakuya found something under the bed.

"A rice cracker tin… it’s pretty heavy."

"Is this… what they call a flip phone?"

Inside the tin can, the kind you get as a gift filled with an assortment of senbei, were multiple flip phones. Each had a sticky note with a date on it. It was probably the period they were used.

"So he’s the type to keep this kind of thing."

"For all his talk, Hero Uncle is surprisingly the type to properly store his mementos."

The flip phones were probably packed with memories of his youth. "Let’s see," Sakuya said, picking up one of the flip phones that seemed to be from his middle school days.

"There’s some kind of spell cast on this."

"I believe it’s a protective one to prevent deterioration. It seems to be quite advanced. And I suspect…"

Sarna pressed the power button on the flip phone, and it responded.

"There was no charger, so I thought that might be the case. So it is."

"So he can look back on his memories anytime, huh. How thoughtful."

"Wow, his address book is packed… but then again, that’s just like him."

"His social circle is ridiculously wide, after all."

"Oh, I want to see too!"

As they were talking, Rika came over and joined the flip phone investigation.

"Back when they used flip phones, email was the main thing, right? Whoa, he’s the type to organize things into folders."

"Four of them. Dudes, girls, family, and other."

"Why don’t we start by peeking at the girls’ folder?"

"I agree."

They peeked into the girls' folder and out came a flood of emails. Not just from one person, but a long list of many names.

"""Whoa…"""

Feeling sorry for the senders, they examined the contents, and it was clear from the text that several of them had feelings for him.

"His sent emails aren’t saved, so we can’t be sure, but."

"Yes. Judging from the subsequent emails, it seems Hero-san consistently gave vague replies, like a dense protagonist."

"He’s so good with people, why is he so bad when it comes to romance…"

They checked another flip phone, and it was a similar story.

"Oh, this Chika-chan in the phone book is… Mom? I wonder what kind of messages they sent."

Rika searched for her mother's name in the folders, but,

"...The messages are so, um, unromantic."

"Is this for work?"

Perhaps wary of someone seeing them, he didn’t touch on matters of the Supernatural World. These were likely from the process of deepening their friendship. The conversations were mostly about daily life, but they were somehow stiff.

"Oh, but look. As the dates progress, Mom starts to become a little more normal… no, she’s still kind of stiff. Is this really Mom?"

"I have a strong image of her as a gentle, elegant, and friendly person, so this is surprising."

"I wonder what he was like with Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san."

They peeked into the dudes' folder and found a considerable number of saved messages, as expected of his best friends. However, the contents were,

"Amazing. I’ve never seen emails where the word ‘die’ is used so rampantly. It’s used about three times per message."

"Even I, a Death God, am surprised."

"...I can sort of guess that Hero Uncle was just being an annoying pest."

It must be true what they say, the more you fight, the closer you get. To think that those three had once fallen out and tried to kill each other, you just never know.

"We could probably kill a lot more time with just the flip phones, but it’d be a waste to end it here, so let’s put them aside for now."

"I agree. Next, let’s check around the desk."

After that, the three of them continued to giggle and squeal over various items like sticker albums, accessories, a bundle of point cards, and photo albums, but…

"...Um, where’s Hikaru-kun?"

She suddenly realized. A considerable amount of time had passed, and Hikaru hadn't come back. It was unlikely he had left the room or anything like that.

"...Perhaps we underestimated the fact that this is Satou Hideo’s room."

"Yeah, but if it were dangerous, I think the old man would have said something."

"W, well, for now, let’s go to the attic space too."

Taking up battle stances, they entered the attic space through the closet. However, the moment they entered, the dim space they had seen until now transformed completely.

"""Huh?"""

The three of them stood there, dumbfounded. Rika was the first to snap back to reality.

"............An adult section?"

She had once gone into the adult section attached to a regular bookstore with friends as a joke. What Rika was seeing now was a sight very similar to that.

"It, it seems the space has been manipulated."

"...Look at that sign over there. It says ‘Satou’s Secret Room’."

"Ehhh…?"

As the three of them stood there, dumbfounded at what the middle-aged man (then a boy) had built in his family home,

"Stop… stop it! Let go!!"

It was Hikaru’s voice. He sounded very panicked. The three of them hurried towards the voice.

【I may not be pretty, but you can’t judge a book by its cover. If there’s a smarter hat than me, I’ll take my leave.】

【A bowler hat is pitch black, a top hat is tall and sleek. I’m the wank-recommending ero hat.】

【I am above them all. The ero hat sees through what’s hidden in your head.】

【Put me on and I’ll tell you. The genre of wank material you should use.】

"I told you I don’t need it, didn’t I!? What I’m looking for is the tactical… hey, stop that!!"

There was Hikaru, wrestling with an old, shabby hat that looked like something a witch would wear. The three of them looked at each other and nodded.

"""Let’s leave him be."""

"Help me!?"

The tactical notebook was found about two hours later.
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			Like Night and Day

			"Well, things got pretty wild yesterday, is what I'm saying."

"You guys are way too close."

"What is this, some kind of fool's diary?"

The night after pulling an all-nighter with the prez and his crew, I was drinking with Takahashi, Suzuki, and Chika-san. We always ended up at my hideout, which was getting a bit stale, so this time we were at Takahashi's place.

"You know, I feel like they used to show that movie on TV all the time back in the day, but I haven't seen it at all lately."

"Now that you mention it, you're right. I think they did a new TV drama version, though."

Makes you a little sad. As I was debating how to bring up the main topic while we chatted about TV dramas, Chika-san cut straight to the point.

"So? What did you want to talk to us about today?"

"You can tell?"

"Of course I can. Not just me, but Takahashi-kun and Suzuki-kun too. Right?"

"Pretty much."

"How long do you think we've known each other?"

The three of them laughed, saying they could read the room.

"You got me. But you know, when you say 'how long,' it's only been about two years if you're counting the time."

"""Ugh."""

And that was the total time, too. I had cut ties with all of them at one point.

"If anything, the person I've had the longest private relationship with in the Supernatural World might be John."

"Hey now, Satou-kun, that's a cold thing to say."

"That's not how you measure human connection."

"Exactly. It's about the depth, the depth."

"""Who the hell is John?"""

"What? You don't know John Apparanchi?"

The one and only John, professional moonshiner from Detroit.

"Isn't that a criminal?"

"I don't know a damn thing about John's hometown."

"Relax. He doesn't distribute on the Surface."

If he sold that stuff in the Surface World, there would be a mountain of dead bodies. In fact...

"Chika-san, you know him, right?"

"Huh, me? No, I can't say that I do."

"No, you've definitely met."

Having said that, I realized she might not have known his name.

"You know, that weird foreigner who was acting like my partner during the final battle with those idiots. That's him."

"Ah... oooh! He was there! He was! I remember him now!!"

""You actually know who he's talking about!?""

So she didn't know his name after all. But it seemed he had made enough of an impression for her to remember him nearly twenty years later.

"He's the one who would just pop up whenever Hiro-kun was about to be blocked and say something like, ‘Leave this to me and go on ahead,’ right?"

"Yeah. He's the guy who was holding a rocket launcher with a cynical smile, saying ‘Looks like the end credits aren't rolling just yet,’ when the angels started pouring out of the artificial god's corpse."

"Wait a second. There was some weirdo like that in the battle?"

"First I'm hearing of it."

"Don't worry, you two. Not just me, even Hiro-kun had a ‘who the hell is this guy’ look on his face."

""Then how is he the one you've known the longest...""

I wondered that myself.

"Anyway, we're getting off track! Way off track, Satou-kun! You have something pretty important to talk about, don't you?"

"Hm, you're right. My bad, my bad."

Though I had gone off on that tangent intentionally. The thing is, it was a bit of a difficult decision for me to talk about this...

"...If it's hard to say, I don't think you have to force yourself."

"I feel like it's none of our business since he'll probably tell us himself, but it's also a delicate topic."

I was pretty sure it would be fine. I trusted the three of them, and that kid was not weak. But just in case, I figured I should be the one to broach the subject first, even if it seemed nosy.

"Alright. Actually, there's something I want to talk about regarding Saku-chan."

"About Sakuya-kun?"

"Yeah. After I finished entertaining those tiger-fanatic aliens and went home, the kids were there, and they told me they had something important to say."

Ah, the three of them looked a little sheepish.

"...I kind of thought so, but you guys heard about Sarna-chan before I did, didn't you?"

"""Well, ahaha."""

From what the kids told me, they had apparently participated in the final battle with the villainess. If the four I had kept out of it for their own good had joined in without my knowledge... well, you know?

"Well, that's fine. But after that, Saku-chan confessed something... surprising to me."

"""Something surprising?"""

"Yeah. Apparently, Saku-chan is transgender."

"""!?"""

I could see their shock, the "seriously!?" reaction, but there was no sign of disgust.

"...I'm surprised."

"Yeah. I mean, I knew people like that existed. I'd just never considered it would be someone close to me."

"But now that you mention it, there were some signs, I guess."

"Takahashi-kun, you noticed something?"

"Yeah. A while back, when I went to tutor in Satou's place."

Apparently Rika-chan and Sarna-chan had a work experience thing coming up and got an assignment for it. The usual thing where you ask a familiar adult why they chose their profession. I remembered doing a similar assignment myself.

"So I gave them a brief rundown of my life story, and I touched on the part about becoming a woman."

He said Saku-chan had asked him some pretty deep questions then. At the time, he just thought she was socially aware, but after hearing my story, it all clicked into place.

"Well, I get what you're trying to say."

"Sakuya-kun will probably tell us directly someday, but you wanted to give us a heads-up before that happens, right?"

"Yeah. I'm sure it'll be fine, but you know how it is at that delicate age, right?"

Even a small reaction could hurt. It was entirely possible. So I decided to say something beforehand, presumptuous as it might be.

"It goes without saying, but..."

"We know, we know. This is between us. We act like it's the first time we're hearing it, right?"

"Yeah, thanks."

I gave a small bow, and the three of them readily agreed.

"But still. Aren't I amazing?"

"What's with you all of a sudden? Give us a warning before your intelligence suddenly plummets."

"Um, could you please stop with the sudden, incomprehensible boasting? It's really annoying."

I'll kill you.

"No, look, I'm sure a big part of why Saku-chan is so composed is her own strength, but I think the existence of the TS Divine Fist is also a major factor."

What did that mean? It was obvious.

"Young Satou-kun's choice not to kill his friend and instead carve out a different path with a completely different method has come full circle to give hope to a promising young person in the future, hasn't it?"

Hah! Amazing. I'm the freakin' best!

"I suppose you're not wrong, but..."

"Do you understand how we feel, being unable to just honestly say 'you're right'?"

"Nopey-dopey."

Tee-hee★

""Th, this guy...!!""

"Ahaha. Speaking of the TS Divine Fist, have you already taught it to Sakuya-chan?"

"Nah. She said she wants to try and do it on her own first."

"...Is that even something you can learn just because you want to?"

"Who knows?"

The principle behind it was still a mystery.

"But hey, if a kid says she's going to give it her all, we have to cheer her on."

"And if worst comes to worst, she's got Satou-kun, so she can probably take it easy."

"Yeah. By the way, I did a trial TS at Rika-chan's request, and Saku-chan is seriously incredible."

Even without my personal bias, she's a total knockout, I tell you.

"Well, with her looks, it's no surprise she'd be beautiful."

"I had him try the TS on me too, and I was crushed by the difference in how good-looking we were."

I finally understood how my enemies felt when they despaired before me.

"Hiro-kun as a girl... I'd kind of like to see that."

"Not even for you, Chika-san. I can already predict your reaction."

"He'd probably turn into some kind of dumb-looking gyaru, right?"

"I know, right? The kind of idiot you could tap on the head and it would make a nice, hollow sound."

Die.

"Speaking of TS, I'd like to see what Chika-san would look like as a boy."

"Me? I don't mind."

"Wait, you don't!?"

"If it were permanent, that would be another story, but I have no problem with a temporary gender swap."

"Th, then, could I ask you to? Oh, and maybe you could get a little younger, too?"

"S, sure... but why are you so eager?"

Men have their maidenly side too. I wanted to fantasize about a dashing young Chika-san and a cute young girl version of myself standing side by side, looking good together. Not that I had any intention of saying that out loud.

"Alright, is this good?"

Chika-san activated her body and became her younger self from back then. I nodded and unleashed the TS Divine Fist. After a brilliant flash of light, what appeared was...

""Ooh!!""

Th, this is...

"What is he? A cool, mysterious pretty boy?"

"He has a certain aesthetic charm."

…

"Hmm, so this is what I look like as a boy... Hiro-kun?"

"Hey, why do you look so crushed?"

"Wait? Are you crying? Satou-kun, are you crying?"

No way. We would never match. Never!

(A dumb-looking gyaru who doesn't think beyond her next meal is in a completely different league...!!)

I cried.
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			Put a ‘-san’ on It, You Little Punk!

			Now that I had said everything I needed to, all that was left was to drink lazily. I was planning to stay the night, so I had already completely shifted into at-home relaxation mode.

"I don't mind you staying over, but are you sure about two nights in a row?"

"It's fine, it's fine. Saku-chan told me to go spread my wings since entertaining the aliens was a lot of work."

"When do you ever have your wings folded?"

"There's a theory that Hiro-kun's wings aren't structurally capable of folding."

How rude can you get.

"But anyway. If Sakuya-kun... Sakuya-chan is a girl, does that mean..."

"Huh?"

"Is there any chance of a sweet, romantic development with her fun, kind uncle figure?" asked Suzuki. His eyes were teasing, yet held a hint of seriousness. The other two looked the same. I guess as adults, it was an issue they could not just ignore.

"Unfortunately, she says I'm not her type. I was hoping for a development like that, though."

"...Hah, I guess life isn't that sweet."

"Well, that aside, as a man, I do take a certain pride in living under the same roof as a beautiful, currently-enrolled high school girl."

"Is this something I don't get because I became a woman?"

With a wry smile, Suzuki, who was lying next to me, brought a vegetable stick to my mouth. I felt a bit like a rabbit. Man, this dip is good. Is this mayo with... garlic and miso? I need a beer. I need a beer now. Chika-san must have read my mind. With a flick of her fingers...

"Oh, thanks."

The contents of my beer, which was on the table, floated up and flowed automatically into my mouth.

"There's a limit to how lazy you can be."

"It's a private drinking session at home, so it's fine."

If we were out, I would be more considerate.

"Still..."

The TV screen was playing a constant stream of educational programs and children's anime that Takahashi had recorded. It was probably less a hobby and more for his job. He was a childcare worker, after all. I figured he did it for various reasons, like keeping up with what the kids were talking about or finding good things to show at the daycare. I had been too tense earlier to pay much attention, but...

"Man, this is super nostalgic."

I should not have known these shows, but they felt familiar, probably because the formats were so similar. I'm sure the perception of what constitutes "education" has changed a lot since the old days, but some things never change.

"Now that you mention it. I can't remember exactly when I stopped watching them, though."

"If we watched them until the first few years of elementary school... has it been almost thirty years?"

Suzuki and I nodded at each other, feeling a wave of old memories coming back.

"For me, it's been about ten years. They weren't around when I was a child, but I used to watch them with Rika when she was little."

It probably just came up naturally in conversation, but I got a little excited. About what? How should I put it? It was a fresh reminder that she was a mother of one... you know?

"Shows like Anpanman were on heavy rotation."

"Anpanman! Man, that takes me back!!"

I knew it was still airing. It's a national, long-running anime. But how many chances does an adult get to watch it? Probably none.

"I remember watching it too... Takahashi-kun, is it still popular with kids today?"

"It's one of the absolute standards. I can't see that ever changing. It's as much of a sure thing as ordering a draft beer at an izakaya."

Yeah, it's not going anywhere unless civilization collapses.

"Rika used to like Baikin-kun."

"Oh, is she the type to empathize with the villain?"

Chika-san gave a wry smile at Suzuki's words.

"No, it's not like that... It's, um, how do I put it? She likes the part where Baikin-kun gets beaten to a pulp by Anpanman."

"That's not a ‘poetic justice’ thing, is it? If it were, she wouldn't be a Baikin-kun fan."

"So she likes seeing the cocky guy get beat up and start blubbering?"

"She's not Satou-kun, you know."

What's that supposed to mean?

"It's not that kind of satisfying, ‘serves him right’ feeling either."

This is my own interpretation of what a small child said, so I'm not sure if it's correct, she said, prefacing her explanation of Rika-chan's reasons for being a Baikin-kun fan.

"I think she probably just likes petty villains who commit minor misdeeds. And for her, the ‘getting beaten up’ part is included in the package. It's not like she gets a thrill from seeing him defeated. It's more like she's watching from the sidelines thinking, ‘Yes, yes, this is you, this is how you should be.’"

That's why, Chika-san said, the Baikin-kun in some of the movies was a misinterpretation for her. What did she mean, the movie version of Baikin-kun was a misinterpretation? Suzuki and I tilted our heads.

"You guys think Anpanman is just an anime for little kids, don't you."

"I mean, it is, isn't it?"

"Yeah. You just naturally grow out of it."

It was not that we were looking down on it or thought it was bad. In fact, from a marketing perspective, it was a good thing that it was made with a specific age group in mind.

"What a shallow perspective. You're not wrong, but I can only give you fifty points for that."

Takahashi shrugged his shoulders dramatically. What was with this guy? What high horse was this idiot speaking from?

"Saionji, you get it, right?"

"I do. Hiro-kun, Suzuki-kun, try to remember when you were little."

"I was a very cute child."

"I was probably a cheeky kid."

"Not that. Did you watch Anpanman alone? You didn't, right?"

""Ah.""

"I'd sometimes put on anime to keep her quiet while I did housework, but..."

That did not mean she let her watch alone the whole time. When it was over, she would go back to Rika-chan and watch with her, Chika-san said.

"It's definitely for kids, and as you get older, you might think it's childish or feel embarrassed and stop watching."

"So it's not wrong to say it's for a young audience. But it's also made with the adults watching alongside them in mind."

Young children would not get it, and even slightly more precocious kids would find it hard to understand. But if you watched it carefully with an adult perspective, there were apparently many stories that made you think.

"The movies are a perfect example. Can a five or six-year-old go to the cinema by themselves?"

No way. They probably could not even buy a ticket. If you saw a kid like that at a movie theater, you would naturally wonder what their parents were doing.

"I see, I get it now. With a movie, the adults are stuck there for a decent amount of time too."

"That's why the movies especially have storylines that can hold an adult's attention."

"Exactly. So, to get back to the point, the Baikin-kun in the movies can be pretty serious about cornering Anpanman."

And that, for Rika-chan, was apparently a "this isn't it!" moment.

"In fact, Baikin-kun's villainy in one of the movies was worse than Yanagi's or Onisaki's."

"Seriously? Next time I see those guys, I'll compare them to Baikin-kun and lecture them on their pettiness."

""Give them a break.""

"And for the record, you two who used to be henchmen for small-fry villains are even lower than Baikin-kun."

Who do you think you are, calling him "Baikin-kun" so casually? It's Baikin-san, or maybe Baikin-senpai. Know your place. Unbelievable. This was the sad existence that got brainwashed by a shady cult and had his junk ripped off by his best friend.

"Don't you ever get arrogant enough to use ‘-kun’ on him again."

""This guy...!!""

But still. After hearing all that, I was getting curious.

"Takahashi, can I borrow your laptop?"

"Sure, but what for?"

"Well, I was wondering if we could watch the movies on a streaming service."

"Oh, I'm curious too."

"I feel like watching them again after all this time. I'm in."

And so, we spent the rest of the night engaged in an Anpanman marathon.
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			"I see. So you started watching Anpanman and got completely hooked, did you."

"Yeah. Takahashi and Chika-san were right."

That day, I was at the top of the Tokyo World Tree, Yggdrasil, a landmark of the Supernatural World, shooting the breeze with Kawasaki while we looked at the night view. She’d said she was in a slump and asked me to keep her company for a bit. And why the top of the World Tree, you ask. Well, you know what they say about fools and high places. Both Kawasaki and I love heights.

"The Anpanman movies are great, and the weekly show is genuinely entertaining too. It’s a magnificent anime that can withstand adult viewing."

Because it’s for children, it’s woven with lessons necessary for them to grow up healthy. Yet it isn’t preachy. It’s an anime. It never strays from the principle of being something for kids to enjoy. The work of a master, I tell you. I’m so into it lately that I’ve even started playing the gachapon machines at the supermarket.

"So you know about Anpanman, huh."

I thought she was only interested in robot anime. When I said that, Kawasaki laughed, korokoro, as if I’d offended her. She really does laugh like a little girl.

"Like many kids, I grew up watching Anpanman, you know."

"This might be prejudiced of me, but I thought a proper young lady like you wouldn’t watch anime."

"No, you’re not actually wrong. At least not in my family’s case."

She said that the only things she could watch were long running national anime like Anpanman that were free of violence or lewd content. The girl born into such a strict household is now a total robot maniac. Life is full of surprises.

"Besides, I don’t dislike Anpanman either. To be more precise, I don’t dislike Baikin-kun."

"Oh?"

"Baikin-kun, now he is a fine mechanic. Yes indeed."

What high horse is she speaking from? But now that she mentions it, a lot of mechs do show up in Anpanman. The ones Baikin-kun uses are probably the most famous. I mean, they’re robots, but they’re those childish looking ones based on Baikin-kun’s design.

"So from your perspective, Kawasaki, are those kinds of robots okay?"

"Absolutely, totally, completely okay!"

"My, what a quick answer."

"The design, the naming, everything about them is worthy of a score in the high nineties."

"And with such high praise, no less."

"That’s because they are the type of robot that properly meets the needs of the viewers."

"Meaning?"

When I prompted her to continue, Kawasaki began to speak, her nostrils flaring just a little with a mufuu.

"The ones watching Anpanman are small children. That means prioritizing clarity and memorability over the coolness of the robot itself. In that sense, a design based on Baikin-kun is extremely appropriate. The same goes for the naming. Using model numbers with mixed letters and digits, or borrowing names from myths and heroic tales is still too early for the viewers. Using variations of Baikin-kun’s name or simple words that indicate its use or features is the correct approach."

Robots designed with the audience’s reception in mind have their own charm, she explained. Hearing her put it like that made my own opinion of him go up. You’re a considerate guy, Baikin-kun.

"Hmm."

After finishing her passionate speech, Kawasaki wore a pensive look. I asked her what was wrong.

"Come to think of it, I haven’t had a chance to watch Anpanman since I became an adult. I’ve checked out the robots and mechs on their own through images, but I haven’t watched the anime itself. You can learn some things from images, but for an anime, it’s always best to see them in motion."

It might help her break out of her slump, she said, nodding to herself as she decided to watch it again after so long.

"Speaking of your slump, are you having trouble with the modifications for Kaiser?"

"Oh no, Kaiser is on a break for now. I’m working on a new model at the moment."

"A new model, you say."

"Yes. You remember how we flew into space during the battle with the villainess, right?"

"Yeah."

We were certainly in your debt for that one.

"Not at all. You had taken me to space before, Satou-san, but it was my first time doing it in a machine of my own piloting."

Kawasaki shyly fidgeted, rubbing her inner thighs together. Oh, right, I think I get what she’s trying to say.

"It made you feel something."

"Yes. There are many super-type robots set in space, but personally, I feel that space as a setting ‘suits’ the real-type robots best."

"So you felt the urge to build a real-type machine."

"Yes!"

"Knowing you, you’re probably building a mass produced model."

"As expected of you, Satou-san! You understand me so well!"

She brought her hands to her mouth, giggling with a kyakkya. Of course I get it. We’ve marathoned all sorts of robot anime with her commentary, after all. Kawasaki likes the so called custom units that protagonists and named characters pilot, but when it comes to the real-type genre, she’s a woman who prefers the mass produced ones.

"So, where are you stuck?"

"The variations. I’ve completed the base model, but from there, I’m just not sure."

"Ah, you mean the high mobility type, the cold region specs. The heavy firepower model and all that."

"Yes. I’m thinking of adding backpacks and things to the base model, but I can’t quite nail the designs."

If she made them too elaborate, the understated charm of a mass produced unit would be lost. But if they didn’t stand out enough, that would be a little sad in its own way. She just couldn’t seem to come up with a design that struck the right balance.

"Normally when I’m stuck, I’d switch gears and try my hand at something else to take my mind off it, but I just don’t feel like it."

I wouldn’t call it fickle. That’s just how hobbies are. It’s not like she has an obligation. I think she should just relax and work on it as she pleases. That’s what I was thinking as I sipped my tea, but then she spoke.

"When you know that time is finite, you can switch your focus from one thing to another to satisfy your heart even a little."

Huh?

"Perhaps it’s because the stagnation of time has removed that constraint. I can’t seem to compartmentalize things properly anymore."

Her next words made me spit out my tea in a spectacular fashion.

"You…?!"

"Ah, that reaction. So you really are looping."

"...Were you trying to trick me?"

No, but even if she were, she wouldn’t have said that without some kind of hypothesis. How in the world did she figure out about this daily life time loop? She must have sensed my question. Kawasaki took a sip of her tea with a placid expression and answered.

"I don’t have any clear proof. In fact, even now that you’ve confirmed it, it’s not as if I can perceive the distorted flow of time."

She even said she still had doubts about whether we were truly looping. So where did the idea of a time loop come from?

"A change in my thinking."

"A change in your thinking?"

"As I said before, normally when I’m stuck, I put the problem aside and work on something else."

As a superhuman, her lifespan is longer than an ordinary person’s, but it’s still too short to accomplish everything. That’s why Kawasaki’s stance is to branch out in many directions, so as not to waste time. This part probably varies from person to person. Devoting yourself to one thing because time is finite is also a valid approach.

"And yet, I don’t feel like doing that. It’s strange, isn’t it. Nothing has happened that would cause such a major shift in my way of thinking."

The battle with the villainess was a huge event, but I guess it wasn’t something that would change her perspective on life. If anything, it was an event that reinforced her previous way of thinking. You never know when something like that will show up and end the world. I mean, the world did get destroyed once.

"Even after encountering an event that made me think the world might end before my own lifespan does, my way of thinking changed. What was the cause? My way of being is rooted in the idea that time is finite. So I considered, could it be that the root cause was eliminated? If I assume the problem of time has been resolved, there are several possibilities."

A physical change, for example. Like becoming immortal.

"Yes. But I am still myself. If there’s no change in me, then I should assume the environment has changed instead."

"...And that’s how you arrived at the possibility that something was wrong with time itself."

It seems logical at first glance, but it’s still a wild idea. Her thinking is too advanced. But I suppose that’s just how geniuses are. After all, she figured out all that stuff about space on her own.

"Yes. Even then, there were several possibilities, but a loop seemed to be the most likely one."

She laughed with a perfectly innocent face, saying it was a good opportunity to ask.

This robot maniac really is something else.

I really made a fine play back then.
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			"Thank you for the meal."

Her posture was perfectly ladylike as she put her hands together and wiped her mouth with a handkerchief. If it weren’t for the white lab coat she wore over her elegant kimono, she would look like a perfect Japanese beauty from any angle.

"You didn’t eat much. Are you on a diet or something?"

The two of us had been picking at the bento box Kawasaki made for our meal with a view, but I felt like she barely ate. She probably prepared a decent amount since a guy like me would be eating, but even taking my portion out of the equation, it still seemed like a small amount for her.

"I’ve never been concerned about my figure. I just had too many snacks earlier."

She said I could have the rest, so I gratefully accepted. I had just gotten off work, so I was starving. Kawasaki is a superhuman, so she could eat more if she wanted to, but there’s no need for her to push herself.

"But I wonder what I should do. Even if the constraint of time is gone, I don’t want to spend it idly... Satou-san, do you have any good ideas?"

"Hmm, let’s see."

Finding a new hobby. Trying a genre she’s never touched before would be the standard approach. But given Kawasaki’s personality, she probably wouldn’t like that... In that case...

"How about taking on a request from the Mutual Aid Society?"

"A request?"

I explained the details to a blinking Kawasaki.

"If you complete a request, you’ll obviously get a reward. Money is never a waste. You can put it toward your development costs."

But that alone was a bit bland, so I gave her another reason to take on requests.

"A request passed on to someone of your class will have a suitable level of difficulty. You can use it to polish your skills at the same time."

She would complete the requests while consciously trying to improve her own skills, like making barriers and so on. All the skills she possessed were originally for the sake of her robot related work anyway. So again, it wouldn’t be a waste. If she did something different, but the results all fed back into her main interest, maybe that would motivate her.

"...Now that you put it that way, I’m starting to feel a surge of motivation. As expected of you, Satou-san, your silver tongue is like a con artist’s!"

"You could have said I’m like a skilled salesman, you know."

"But I don’t have much of a connection with the Mutual Aid Society."

Kawasaki looked troubled, saying that while she was technically a member, that was all. That was understandable. She had a past record, having tried to rampage in the Surface World. The Mutual Aid Society probably didn’t want to poke the bear. They only let her join so they could at least keep an eye on her movements, even if they couldn’t control her.

"I’ve basically only ever handled jobs from the Supernatural World that were brought directly to me, so I don’t know what a good request would even look like."

"Alright, alright. In that case, I’ll help you out."

"Thank you! This is why I love you, Satou-san!"

I patted the back of the Kawasaki who had just thrown her arms around me while popping a piece of rolled omelet into my mouth.

So good...

I used my telekinesis to operate my phone and access the Mutual Aid Society’s dedicated website. It lets you see announcements from the society and accept requests based on your rank. I’m registered too, but I don’t use it much. If I’m going to work, I’m the type to go to the facility and accept a job in person. For now, I’ll look here, and if I don’t find anything good, I’ll head over there myself and ask.

"Hmm, let’s see... Oh?"

While browsing the requests for top tier members, I found an interesting one. The client who posted the request through the Mutual Aid Society was an acquaintance of mine. Judging by the pay and the content, it looked pretty tough.

"How about this one?"

"Let’s see... An ‘urban legend’?"

"Yeah."

This is a world where gods and demons exist. So naturally, the beings spoken of in ghost stories and urban legends exist too. Some famous examples would be Hanako-san of the Toilet, the Kuchisake-onna, the Headless Rider, and the Human Faced Dog. The stats of gods and other monsters are affected by feelings of reverence and fear, but the urban legend types are the most susceptible to human influence. That’s because urban legend apparitions didn’t exist from the start. They were born from human thoughts. There are a few conditions for them to be established as apparitions, so it’s not like anything and everything can become one, but most of the famous ones are real. Because of that background, urban legend apparitions born into this world are strongly influenced by people. For that reason, there are quite a few variations of famous ones like Hanako-san, since there are many versions of the ghost stories told about them.

"The Hanako-san who is the client for this request was born in the elementary school I attended."

Before I entered the Supernatural World. I used to play with her normally during my elementary school days. I just thought of her as some girl I didn’t know, and I forgot about her after moving on to the next school, but we met again as adults and became friends.

"I call her Jimoko-san, short for the local Hanako-san, and she’s quite powerful."

She could probably make it into the lower ranks of the top tier. The request Jimoko-san put out is for extermination. The target is another urban legend. This was the first I’d heard of it, but according to the request, a faction aiming to become the "one and only" urban legend has existed for a little while now. They were mainly active in the Kansai region, but apparently they’re planning to advance into the Kanto region soon.

"It’s less that they’ve hunted down most of the urban legends in the west, and more that..."

"Their activities in the west were for the purpose of leveling up, and their real target has always been Kanto, or more specifically, Tokyo."

"Probably."

They likely used their nature of being easily influenced by people. Even if the news doesn’t reach people in the Surface World, just becoming known to people in the Supernatural World is enough to give them power. In fact, the influence of superhumans might be even greater than that of ordinary people. In both the Supernatural and Surface Worlds, the center of Japan is Tokyo. If they cause a ruckus there, they can become even stronger. But they wouldn’t be able to survive with mediocre strength, so I think they were doing the provincial circuit in the west.

"The request is for extermination, but guarding Jimoko-san is also part of it."

The fact that it’s clearly stated as guarding, not cooperating or fighting together, probably means the enemy is strong enough to be a danger to Jimoko-san. I think they’d be a perfect opponent to face.

"If she’s your friend, Satou-san, couldn’t she have just asked you directly?"

"She’s the type who doesn’t like to use personal connections like that."

If things got really bad, she’d probably send a request to me through the Mutual Aid Society, but she would definitely pay the full reward. She likely posted this request because she judged that securing a top tier member from the society would be enough to handle it, without me needing to go out of my way.

"I see... But five hundred million is quite a bold sum to offer."

"She’s dabbled in stocks, forex, real estate, and a bunch of other things and made a ridiculous amount of money."

If you bring up NISA, she’ll talk your ear off for at least an hour.

"Is she really an urban legend?"

"She’s a little unusual, but yes, she is. So, what will you do?"

"I’ll take it."

"Okay. I’ll tag along just in case, but you can have the entire reward."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah. For me, it’s not a job, it’s a personal matter."

Helping Kawasaki with her boredom and helping out the local Hanako-san. I’m just acting with the goal of helping two of my friends. Well, Jimoko-san might add to the reward if I show up, but I plan to talk my way out of that. Just as Jimoko-san doesn’t want to use personal connections, I don’t want to take money when a friend is in trouble.

"In return, though, I have a favor to ask you, Kawasaki."

"What is it?"

Apparently, we’re meeting the client as soon as we accept the request. Since Kawasaki will be heading out right away, there’s something I need to do first.

"...Could you change into this for me."

"...? Understood."

Kawasaki began to change right then and there. I won’t say things like "it’s shameless for a young woman to do that" anymore. I will simply accept and enjoy this perk of my position.

"How do I look?"

Kawasaki, now dressed in a classical black sailor uniform and black tights, spun around once.

"Oho! A sailor uniform is a must for Japanese horror!"

Kawasaki has long black hair and a graceful appearance, so the black sailor uniform suits her perfectly! And her slender, long legs wrapped in black tights are irresistible! All that’s left is for some kind of erotic event that doesn’t cross into an R rated territory to happen, but I’ll just let that play out naturally. A deliberately manufactured incident would be half baked, after all!

"If it makes you happy, Satou-san, then I am glad!"

"Thanks! Alright, guess I’ll get younger and change into a student uniform too."
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			After changing, we immediately accepted the request and headed to the client’s location. We arrived at a certain high rise apartment building in Seijo.

"...So Jimoko-san lives in a high rise apartment."

"Yeah. A new Hanako-san, a Second Hanako-san, was born at the elementary school I went to."

Jimoko-san, the local Hanako-san, left the school because she didn’t want to get in the way of the younger generation. The new home she chose was this high rise apartment. She chose Seijo because it’s a school district. At the end of the day, Jimoko-san is a school ghost story. She sometimes gets nostalgic for a school bathroom, whether it’s elementary, middle, high school, or university.

"Alright, Kawasaki, I’m counting on you."

"Understood."

Kawasaki rang the intercom. We were going to meet face to face soon anyway, but I figured I’d hide my presence until the last second. There was an immediate response, and after a brief exchange, the auto lock was released. We went inside and headed for Hanako-san’s home on the top floor.

"I’ve been waiting... Hideo?! What are you..."

The front door opened to reveal a little girl with a bob cut, wearing a white shirt and a red skirt with suspenders. Even living in a high rise apartment, Jimoko-san never abandoned this classic style.

"Heh heh, you’re being way too reserved, Jimoko-san."

"...Oh, be quiet."

Jimoko-san turned her face away with a huff. This prickly side of hers is what makes her so cute.

"Well, I’m just here as an escort. I won’t step in unless things get really dangerous."

"As insurance, you’re the best there is. In that case."

"Don’t need it. Just consider it your bad luck that I found out."

"...You idiot. But, thank you."

Jimoko-san mumbled her thanks while still looking away. She’s been like this since elementary school. Thanks to that, she stole the first love of quite a few of the other boys we used to play with. Even now, at our elementary school reunions, she comes up in conversation. "I used to like that girl." "But I wonder what class she was in?"

"So, is that young lady over there?"

"My name is Kawasaki."

"...I can tell you’re stronger than me, but."

"I don’t know how strong the enemy is, but Kawasaki can probably handle it."

"Really? Then I’ll trust you. For now, please come in."

"Pardon the intrusion."

"‘Scuse me."

We gave a slight bow and went inside. We were led to the living room and told to wait for a moment while Hanako-san went to the kitchen.

"I hope you find this to your liking."

She returned with tea and sweets.

"...I knew about urban legend apparitions as a concept, but are they all like this?"

"I guess it varies from person to person."

There are quite a few urban legend apparitions who are more human like, but their stances are all different. It really varies, from those who simply refrain from harming humans to those like Jimoko-san who are deeply integrated into human society.

"But even among them, Jimoko-san is quite progressive. Or rather, she’s flexible in her thinking and is a real go getter."

"I have no intention of abandoning my roots, but I also think it’s wrong to cling to them and refuse to change."

"Wow, you’re so forward thinking. Oh, this financier is delicious!"

"Is it? Fufu, I’m so glad you like it."

Perhaps because she has spent many years with children. Jimoko-san seemed to understand that Kawasaki possessed a youthfulness that belied her age, and switched into big sister mode.

"So? Tell me the details about those guys trying to become the originals."

"Right. They call themselves the ‘Fakers’, but."

"What’s with the cool team name."

"Apparently, it’s a name that’s both ironic about their own existence and filled with the determination to become the real thing."

"Are highly conscious urban legends the new trend in the community?"

"There’s no such trend, but..."

Jimoko-san cleared her throat with a gohon and began to share information about the enemy.

"Their leader is this girl. Like me, she’s a Hanako-san of the Toilet."

"...Not one of those recent precocious elementary schoolers, I take it?"

Kawasaki’s words were a very appropriate way to describe the girl in the photo placed on the table. A gyaru type girl who looked like she’d be getting into trouble even in elementary school. Who would look at this and think she was a Hanako-san of the Toilet? But, if you looked closely...

"Ha."

"Satou-san?"

"What’s wrong?"

I couldn’t help but snort, and both their gazes turned to me.

"Oh, it’s nothing. Just thinking that from a fashion perspective, she still has a long way to go."

""Excuse me?""

"You can pretty much see a person’s stance, or something like it, just by looking at their clothes."

Clothing is a form of self expression, after all. Even with uniforms and suits. A person’s assertions can peek through in the way they wear them. In that sense, I judged that the Fakers’ Hanako-san was the cringey type that earnest people tend to become when they go through a rebellious phase.

"She’s probably extremely hung up on the fact that she’s not one of a kind, that other versions of her exist."

Jimoko-san doesn’t care about that sort of thing. Even if they’re both Hanako-san of the Toilet, their personalities are different, and it’s not like their faces and figures are identical down to the last detail. But I bet Feiko-san is different. She wanted to show her originality, her uniqueness, so she chose an outfit that was far removed from the image of Hanako-san of the Toilet.

"She’s wearing a ton of makeup, so it’s hard to get that impression, but she has Japanese style features, just like Jimoko-san."

She is a beautiful girl. But she’s not making the most of her assets. Because she’s killing her own strengths, her makeup, dyed hair, and hairstyle are all stuck in the eighties on a one hundred point scale. It’s better to choose an outfit that best utilizes your own weapons. That would paradoxically create more originality.

"What is this look. It’s like she just picked and chose things that might appear in a fashion magazine."

It’s not necessarily a bad thing to put together an entire outfit like that. But that’s for the purpose of optimizing it to suit you.

"Hers looks like she just randomly stitched things together to seem trendy."

The person herself is missing between all those clothes.

"I’ve never seen someone criticize an apparition’s fashion sense before."

"It’s very much like Satou-san, I suppose."

Hey, I’m not trying to deny her immaturity. In fact, repeating those kinds of mistakes and learning little by little is part of the fun of fashion. I was the same way. Back in middle school, I went through a phase where I was into clothes that made you think, "Are you sure you know what you’re doing?"

"But you can only look at that with a warm smile because it’s a kid, right."

This one may look like an elementary schooler, but her insides are different. The fact that she’s stronger than Jimoko-san means, due to the nature of urban legend apparitions, she must have been around for a considerable number of years. A generous estimate would place her birth around the late Showa period. She’s older than me. If she’s only started to make a name for herself recently, we should assume she was quietly playing the role of Hanako-san until now.

"Individuality isn’t something you put on display. It’s something that seeps out naturally."

She’s come into contact with many humans, and children at that, beings who don’t care about appearances and have no need to put on a front. So she should understand. In fact, Jimoko-san is a good judge of character. If they’re both Hanako-san of the Toilet, I can’t help but be a little harsh.

"So, all things considered, I’d give her a generous 76 points or so. Please try again."

""I see.""

Jimoko-san and Kawasaki nodded, then continued in unison.

""So, what does this have to do with anything?""

I was wondering the same thing.
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			"Mmmph. Sorry for gettin’ us sidetracked. Jimoko-san, please give us the info on Feiko-san."

"I’ve been thinking this for a while, but your naming sense is… well, whatever. About Feiko-san’s combat style."

Looks like Jimoko-san adopted the Feiko-san nickname too. I thought about pointing it out, but I decided to let it slide since I didn’t want to derail the conversation any further.

"She’s a wizard type. In addition to the curses we specialize in, she has mastered various systems of magic from both the East and West."

I guess it’s due to their nature of being influenced by human thoughts. Apparitions from urban legends are skilled at curses. A classic example is the Kuchisake-onna. The way she asks, "Am I pretty?" and you answer, "You are pretty," then she removes her mask and asks, "Even like this?" is famous. This series of exchanges is a ritualistic process, a question and answer session that further strengthens the curse.

"However, it’s not that she can’t handle close combat. In fact, she’s stronger than some who specialize in it. It seems she trained considerably to compensate for her weaknesses."

"Man, not an original bone in her body. Why’s she trying so hard to be average?"

Since they’re in a group, she should just have someone else cover for her. Specialized builds stand out more than well-rounded ones. Hasn’t she ever heard the phrase jack of all trades, master of none?

"But her skills are the real deal. Apparently, she defeated a Yatsukahagi-class apparition in the west all by herself."

"Oh?"

Yatsukahagi is another name for the Tsuchigumo, a term for those who did not submit to the ancient emperors, but it has a different meaning in the Supernatural World. It’s an index of strength used by apparitions, indicating a level on par with what the ancient apparition slayer Minamoto no Yorimitsu and his Four Heavenly Kings would face. There are other such indexes, and this community has never really standardized them.

"By the way, Dr. Kawasaki, what’s your combat style?"

"I’m also classified as a spellcaster, I suppose. If this were a personal matter, I’d bring out Kaiser, but that’s not an option here."

…Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve seen Kawasaki on the job, and she’s actually quite professional about it. Though, considering the reaction of the person who tried to honey-trap me before, I guess that’s to be expected.

"I specialize in techniques related to spatial interference, beginning with barrier arts."

"Does that mean you excel at defense?"

"No. I’m confident I have a decent amount of firepower as well. My close combat skills are minimal, I would say."

"But this one can also use shikigami and stuff, so she’s fine at any range," I added. Jimoko-san nodded in understanding and placed a second photograph on the table.

"Next is this one, number two, the Kuchisake-onna."

"I’m telling you, don’t kill your own uniqueness. Are these guys lost when it comes to fashion?"

You can’t even tell who she is if she’s wearing a pantsuit and a full-face mask. The coat and mask are basically their common uniform, so don’t get rid of those.

"Her style is pure close combat. But she fights bare-handed, without using a knife or scissors."

"I said don’t kill your uniqueness."

"There are other members, but there are only two more that I consider a threat."

She placed down a photo of a stereotypical Western beauty, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and white skin.

"Rika-chan. A pure combatant."

"I said don’t kill your uniqueness."

However, this beautiful girl was dressed in traditional Japanese clothing.

"The Headless Rider. Also a pure combatant."

I said don’t kill your unique… wait, no?! This one looks exactly like the image of a Headless Rider!

"You should’ve killed that uniqueness instead!!"

"What are you so angry about?"

"Their appearance doesn’t really matter, does it? Shall I continue?"

Dammit, they’re really getting on my nerves…

"The hierarchy of strength is roughly Feiko, the Headless Rider, Kuchisake-onna, and Rika-chan, in that order. If we use me as a benchmark, facing Feiko and the Headless Rider is pretty much impossible. I might be able to handle Kuchisake-onna and Rika-chan if they come at me one on one. I’m almost certain these four will be the ones to attack me. I don’t think you need to worry about the others."

I see.

"Kawasaki, can I take the Headless Rider?"

"Oh my, I thought you weren’t going to get involved until the last minute?"

"Well, if Jimoko-san’s assessment of their strength is correct, it seems like you could handle it alone."

In that case, I might as well have a little fun.

"If that’s the case, I will leave him to you."

"Thanks. Heh heh, I’m gonna taunt the hell out of him with my driving skills."

Laws and crap don’t apply to ghosts, after all.

"…Hah. I’ll leave all the details to you two. Is that alright?"

"Yes. But I do have a few questions."

First of all, why is she being targeted? Given the enemy’s goal of becoming the original, Jimoko-san is certainly an obstacle. But that’s just something that would happen along the way to achieving their greater purpose. Yet, from the job request and the way Jimoko-san was talking, she’s certain an attack is imminent. Kawasaki voiced her doubts about that, and I felt the same way.

"They hold a grudge against me."

Jimoko-san booted up her laptop, did a few quick operations, and then turned the screen towards us.

""What is this?""

"The Fakers’ homepage."

"Urban legends have homepages now?"

"Shouldn’t they be the ones people make sites about?"

"It’s to recruit comrades. They can’t accept urban legends of the same type that have already joined, but it seems any new urban legend can join as long as they’re motivated."

To make it easier for such individuals to join, they’ve lowered the barrier to entry, so it seems any urban legend can access it easily. Jimoko-san’s theory is that their inability to filter out duplicates of existing members is not just a technical issue, but also a form of declaration.

"In addition to showing they won’t back down an inch, I think it’s because they’re aware that what they’re doing is unreasonable."

""Are you for real?""

It was enough to make Kawasaki and me retort in unison.

"So, what’s the deal with this site?"

"I used a handle name on their message board and trolled them so hard that I received a death threat."

Saying that, Jimoko-san opened a saved log of the message board for us to see.

"Whoa, Jimoko-san is way too good at flame wars…"

"Nah, isn’t it just that Feiko-san has zero tolerance for trolling?"

The phrase "seeing red" perfectly described Feiko-san’s meltdown.

"I mean, why would you do something like this, Jimoko-san… huh? Satou-san?"

I had the same question, but I understood the answer almost immediately. We’ve known each other for a while now. I know Jimoko-san’s nature very well.

"Kawasaki, she’s a hate tank."

"Ah, so it’s to protect the other urban legends in the Kanto region."

Today was the first time Kawasaki and I had heard of the Fakers, but they must have been a rumor in the urban legend community. Jimoko-san knows her own limits. She can accept that a person with no arms can’t be blamed for abandoning someone about to fall off a cliff. But if she does have arms, it’s a different story. Jimoko-san is the type to do everything she can within her reach.

"…It’s not, really, like that."

"Oh my, how cute."

"Right? Jimoko-san’s a real femme fatale."

I decided to leave it at that, before Jimoko-san got flustered and angry.

"Well, if that’s the situation, we can control the timing of the attack."

All we have to do is provoke them in the flame war.

"Can I use your handle, Jimoko-san?"

"It has spiritual body authentication… oh, right. For you, Hideo, that’s not an issue."

"Exactly. Let’s see here… oh?"

When I opened the message board, I found Feiko-san having a friendly chat with the other users. Now, behold the trolling skills of the man they call the one-man three pillars of flaming, harassment, and chaos!!

"Wow, she’s already taken the bait. She really has no tolerance for trolling."

"I wonder what kind of face Feiko-san is making as she types that."

"This kind of face."

While continuing the flame war with one hand, I projected a real-time image of Feiko-san into the air. In a dark room, she was typing on her keyboard, her face bright red, grinding her teeth. It was hilarious. Man, she’s using a nice computer. Looks like she spent a good amount of money on a build-to-order machine.

"Huh, how did you…"

"There’s a spiritual connection through the message board, so it’s easy to trace it back."

Whoa, I can almost hear your teeth grinding. You okay? Aren’t you worried they’ll wear down and you’ll need dentures soon? When I typed that, she got even more pissed. She doesn’t know I’m watching, so she must be annoyed that I hit the nail on the head.

"Oh, got a bite. She says she’s coming to kill us tomorrow at the witching hour."

"On a normal internet forum, this person would probably get their information disclosed immediately, wouldn’t they."



		
		
		
			Chapter 229: The Local Hanako-san ⑤
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 229

			The Local Hanako-san ⑤

			"…Hey, Rika thinks this is definitely a trap, you know?"

About a dozen kilometers away from the tower apartment where Jimoko lived, four urban legends had entered a battle-ready state. They were the Fakers. However, only Feiko was fired up. The other three were not so enthusiastic. To erase their brethren in order to become the original. They had no hesitation about that, but they were not so foolhardy as to walk into an obvious trap.

"Listen. Do you really think I came here to kill her without a second thought just because I got trolled on a message board?"

""Huh, we’re not?""

The Headless Rider, though silent, projected the same reaction, "Huh, we’re not?" with the black mist overflowing from its neck. Faced with such a response from her top three officers, Feiko pressed her temples and explained her intentions.

"…Well, it’s not that I don’t feel that way at all. But in order to expand into the Kanto region, a clash with Hanako the Investor is unavoidable."

In a world with countless similar urban legends, they use a prefix like ‘the so-and-so’ to specify an individual. The blank is filled with a famous anecdote or location of that Hanako. Jimoko is called Hanako the Investor because she makes her money through investments.

"Hanako the Investor was born in the first year of Heisei, so she’s a newbie in the Hanako community, but her power and influence in Kanto are on par with a grand authority figure in the entertainment world."

The history of Hanako-san of the Toilet goes back about seventy years, if you include her prototype, "The Third Hanako-san." From that perspective, Jimoko, being in her thirties, could still be considered a youngster. However, as Feiko said, her power and influence in the East were considerable even within the Hanako community.

"Given that woman’s personality, if we invade the East, she’ll undoubtedly be the first to stand in our way."

【So what you’re saying is. The one who trolled you this time did it to draw your fire?】

"That’s right. In the end, it was going to happen sooner or later."

In that case, a swift attack would be, if not the best option, at least the second best, Feiko argued.

"In terms of economic power, she’s far superior. The more time we give her, the more disadvantageous it becomes for us."

Feiko’s assessment was not wrong. Since learning of the Fakers’ existence, Jimoko had been gathering information and trying to assemble forces for the inevitable conflict. The former went well, but the latter not so much. The Fakers were a threat to other urban legends, but not to humans or other apparitions. If they were a group that harmed people, the Mutual Aid Society would have acted decisively, and other humans would have gotten involved. But since that wasn’t the case, many hesitated to confront the Fakers, considering their power. The fact that only Kawasaki had accepted the job, despite the massive five-hundred-million-yen reward, was proof of that. Although, there were some who, considering the circumstances, believed they could still negotiate for a higher price.

"So, if we’re going to make our move, it has to be now, while we have enough strength to have a decent chance of winning."

"I-I can’t believe you thought it through so much… Rika is sorry."

"Me too. I’m sorry, Hanako."

"It’s fine. Now that you understand, you’re ready to face this, right?"

After confirming the three had nodded, Feiko powerfully kicked off the ground and leaped into the night sky. She formed a hand seal, chanted an incantation, and began to run a spell formula to create an Alternate Realm centered on the tower apartment where Jimoko lived. But.

"This is."

"Hanako?!"

An Alternate Realm was being constructed with the tower apartment as its base. However, it was not according to the blueprint Feiko had designed. Multiple spell formulas, placed so cleverly that even she hadn’t noticed them, were assembling the Alternate Realm. Moreover.

"I’ve been had! She hired a mage of this level?!"

The resources being used for its formation were the very ones Feiko had accumulated to cast her spell. The magical power and spiritual energy she had fully refined just before activation had been completely snatched away. Spells that absorb an opponent’s power, spells that utilize an opponent’s power. These techniques exist in various systems, both Eastern and Western. However, they are generally only effective against opponents of a lower rank. Forced to see that her enemy was superior as a spellcaster, Feiko gritted her teeth, but she quickly noticed something and shouted.

"Tch… Rika! Hanako! Rider!!"

But it was too late. The figures of the three vanished. They had been teleported somewhere else.

"Detection is… probably impossible. I have to defeat the spellcaster, huh."

Though shaken, Feiko quickly regained her composure and headed straight for the roof of the tower apartment.

"Are you the spellcaster who created this Alternate Realm?"

She called out to the woman in a black sailor uniform waiting in the center of the rooftop. The woman, Kawasaki, gave a small nod in response to Feiko’s question.

"A pleasure to meet you, Feiko-san. I am Dr. Kawasaki. Please feel free to call me Doctor or Kawasaki."

"Feiko…?"

"As you have probably guessed, I have isolated Rika-chan-san and Kuchisake-onna-san."

A spellcaster like Feiko could regroup on her own even if isolated, but it would be impossible for the two physical fighters. That meant Feiko would have to go rescue them, but Kawasaki stood in her way as an obstacle. That was why Feiko had come straight to Kawasaki, the one who had created the Alternate Realm.

"Not bad… huh? Two of them?"

"Ah. Headless Rider-san is a separate matter. Satou-san wanted to play, so he took him for himself."

"Sato… Satou? Don’t tell me, Satou Hideo?!"

Feiko didn’t know about the connection between Jimoko and Satou. Jimoko didn’t publicly advertise their relationship. She disliked it because being associated with Satou would attract people with ulterior motives trying to curry favor.

"Yes. Even if you were to defeat me, Satou-san would just step in next. You’re checkmated no matter what you do… shall we continue?"

"Heh, hehehe."

What an unbelievable turn of events. The decent chance of victory she thought she had melted into the night and became a phantom. All she could do was laugh. But she had no intention of giving up.

"Don’t underestimate me, human! So what if the strongest is here? What of it? If that was enough to break me, I never would have aimed to be one of a kind in the first place!!"

Taking a deep breath, Feiko exhaled her resentment.

"You humans, who are given your very own name the moment you’re born into this world, you could never understand, could you?"

She wasn’t spreading negativity to gain sympathy. She was merely using her own nature to enhance her power.

"A name is proof of the self. An important boundary that separates me from them. It’s because of it that I can be myself."

Someone who doesn’t know that miraculous happiness could never understand this pain. Urban legends cannot change their names. Because they are apparitions, they are bound to their names even more strongly than humans. Even if Feiko were to give herself a stylish name, she would never be able to recognize it as her own. The more she insisted it was, the more she would suffer from the disconnect with her own self.

"Even if I’m going to die, I’ll go down fighting… I will prove that I was myself until the very end."

Clenching her fist, Feiko shouted.

"Come on, strongest! I’ll carve my existence into you!!"

"Um, actually, I’m the one you’re fighting first."

"I-I know that! Just go with the flow, can’t you read the room?!"

Kawasaki’s completely flat demeanor, devoid of any hostility, immediately took the wind out of Feiko’s sails. It was so frustrating that…

"And what’s with your outfit, anyway? You’re a grown adult, aren’t you? Aren’t you embarrassed to wear a sailor uniform? What, is that it? Are you trying to act like some kind of Japanese-style fantasy heroine? It’s honestly just sad."

But Kawasaki was completely unfazed.

"Hah. That’s precisely it. Satou-san seems to have a preference for that sort of thing. He gave me this sword too, saying it suited me."

Kawasaki patted the sword at her waist. The strongest’s fetish… who cares!! Feiko gritted her teeth at the utterly unaffected Kawasaki.

"Oh, that’s right. Speaking of fashion, I have a question for you."

"…What is it?"

"Actually, Satou-san was speaking quite passionately about your fashion sense."

With that preface, Kawasaki relayed what Satou had said, word for word.

"Is this correct?"

"…"

"I consider myself to have a decent understanding of Japanese attire, but when it comes to Western clothing… Feiko-san?"

Feiko, who had been looking down and trembling, lifted her head and screamed with tears in her eyes.

"I’ll… I’ll, I’ll kill you! Both you and Satouuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!!!"

And so, the battle began on a rather anticlimactic note. For the record, Kawasaki had no malicious intent whatsoever.
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			While Kawasaki and Feiko were starting their anticlimactic battle.

"Kyahahahaha! With driving that polite, you couldn’t pull away in a million years! You scared of gettin’ your license suspended?!"

【Ggggrrrrrrr…!!】

Satou and the Headless Rider were also engaged in a profoundly disappointing dead heat. The main cause was Satou, who was driving at full throttle and tailgating like a maniac.

‘You wanna go help your buddies, right? Then let’s race.’

Satou had created a pseudo-metropolitan expressway and proposed a race there… but of course, he had no intention of playing fair. You could tell just by looking. Who would think he’d play fair seeing him in a kamikaze pilot-style jacket embroidered with phrases like ‘Company Loyalty’ and ‘Salesman’s Spirit’? No one.

Even so, the Headless Rider had no choice but to accept.

"I even matched my level and my machine to yours, except for teleporting you here, so what’s with this sorry display? You fresh out of driving school or something?"

Pee-peh-poo-peh-peh-poo♪ Satou’s horn played a melody.

【Stop playing that crosswalk BGM! Are you mocking me?!】

"It’s your fault for being mockable!!"

Five meters. If the Headless Rider could pull away by just five meters, he would win. Despite that, he couldn’t create that gap even once. He had gotten ahead several times. But the meter Satou displayed in an easily visible spot, showing the distance between their vehicles, never once reached five meters. The limit was 4.99 meters. You could tell from the number. It was just to taunt him. Was the display fake? No, this man wouldn’t do something like that. He wouldn’t be so kind. The Headless Rider’s pride was being wounded beyond measure.

"Whoa whoa, you’re gettin’ anxious, huh? Your driving’s getting sloppy."

He was wasting precious time. That meant the survival rate of his comrades was steadily dropping. The Fakers had a strong sense of camaraderie, and the Headless Rider was no exception. That very fact was holding him back.

"They’re still safe. Jeez, this is no fun."

Satou, who had been driving while slurping a cup of udon he’d pulled from somewhere, lightly tapped his disposable chopsticks together.

【What are you…】

"I messed with time. No matter how much time you waste here, not even a second will have passed when you get out. Your friends are still fine."

Now you can focus on the race, right? Satou said, biting into a piece of fried tofu.

【…You monster.】

He was far more of a bizarre and alien being than an apparition like himself. The pinnacle of strangeness. The king of glitches. The Headless Rider cursed, but inwardly, he was beginning to calm down. It was a strange thing, but he knew that his enemy would never lie about a rule that was advantageous to him.

【That arrogance will cost you your life and…】

He tried to say something, but the horn music cut him off. It wasn’t pee-peh-poo-peh-peh-poo♪. It was a different song.

【Stop playing the jingle from that supermarket that delivers sincerity!!】

"Oh, you know it? You’re from the west, so I thought you might… I like it so much that when I go to Wakayama on business, I go to the store just to hear the music."

【Like I care!!】

The race was restarted.

【(Still, he’s so skilled.)】

It was true that Satou was matching his level. But that was only his overall stats, not aspects beyond his absurd power output. His natural dexterity remained as it was.

【(He must have been a very experienced rider to begin with.)】

If he had almost no experience, even with that dexterity, he wouldn’t have been able to keep up. After all, he was the Headless Rider. A being truly one with his steed.

【Kuku… Interesting.】

"Oh, finally got a fire in your belly? You’re gonna entertain me, right?"

【Don’t get cocky! I may be inferior in all other aspects, but I cannot lose when it comes to speed!!】

"All bark, huh."

The contest grew even more intense. The fact that Satou had stopped his taunting driving style was clear proof that the Headless Rider had flipped a switch. The safety of his separated comrades. What to do after they escaped. He had been carrying too much extra baggage. Those things had been weighing him down, but now his comrades’ safety was confirmed, and he no longer had to worry about time. That left only one thing. Discarding the idea of holding back for the future sharpened his riding.

【(Ahh.)】

Faster, pushing the limits even further. By shedding the excess and purifying his purpose, a change occurred in the Headless Rider’s state of mind.

【(This is fun. It’s so, so much fun.)】

The complex of not being one of a kind was common to all the Fakers. The Headless Rider had also been tormented by it. But look at him now. It was so much fun that he forgot the annoyance of that complex that clung to him like mud. He never knew that competing in a race, without a single other thought, could be so wonderful. That is why.

【(…Everyone, I’m sorry.)】

He apologized to his comrades in his heart.

【(I… want to win.)】

Even if it meant burning everything to ashes. As if in response to his resolve, the Headless Rider’s outline began to blur, and the black mist turned orange, scattering like sparks.

"You."

He was burning his own life force. Satou, who saw this in his mirror, widened his eyes for a moment, but then a smile spread across his face. Not the delinquent smirk that made a fool of people. It was a bright, joyful smile as he declared.

"Now that’s a real man."

A dead heat in the truest sense of the words. A close-fought battle where neither would yield an inch. The fierce dance seemed as if it would go on forever, but…

【Ahh.】

He was drifting away from that paradise of speed.

【What a shame.】

Contrary to his words, his tone was calm, and if he had a face, he would surely be smiling. His body began to crumble, turning into fine particles of light like sand. He had regrets. He felt apologetic. But to die in a moment more fulfilling than any he had ever known, that wasn’t so bad.

—As if this man would ever permit such sentimentality.

【?!】

The disintegration of his body stopped. No, more than that, his lost life force was replenished in an instant.

【Wh-why?】

He didn’t even need to think about who had done it. The Headless Rider asked Satou, who had pulled a brake turn and was now smoking a cigarette.

"That was fun, wasn’t it?"

【Huh?】

"It was so much fun you forgot all about being the original and all that, right?"

Well then, Satou grinned like a little prankster.

"Let’s do it again."

【…】

The Headless Rider was not so dense as to miss his meaning.

【…I see. So that was your intention all along.】

"Not me, but Jimoko-san. The Hanako-san you guys were targeting."

If possible, she didn’t want to kill them. She wanted to show them a path other than fighting. Satou had understood Jimoko’s true wish. That said, if they were the type to spit on mercy, Satou had no intention of letting them live. Jimoko also had her wishes, but she wouldn’t have said anything, not wanting to cause him too much trouble, so he would have played ignorant. But the Headless Rider, at least, was a man worth sparing. No, he was a man he wanted to spare. That was the result of their conversation, spoken not with words but with a race more eloquent than any speech, through the clear, rushing wind.

"Yo, you want one too?"

【Tell me my species.】

The two of them burst out laughing.



		
		
		
			Chapter 231: The Local Hanako-san ⑦
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 231

			The Local Hanako-san ⑦

			While Satou and the Headless Rider were going at it with the energy of a biker gang manga.

"Ring of Grudges!!"

Kawasaki and Feiko were engaged in a very orthodox battle between spellcasters. After a light warm-up skirmish, Feiko took the first move.

"Hoh. A labyrinth-type barrier, is it?"

The cityscape of the created Alternate Realm transformed into that of a creepy, old school building due to the barrier she wove. She hadn’t overwritten the Alternate Realm Kawasaki made, but rather created a smaller barrier one size down within it. Nevertheless.

"This is quite impressive. To create something of this magnitude inside a barrier where someone else holds the initiative."

As she spoke, Kawasaki stood in the middle of the hallway and looked all around. Feiko was nowhere to be seen. She wasn't showing up on her senses either. It was a textbook move for a spellcaster.

"And this isn’t just a simple cage… hmm, I see. A ring, a circle, just as the name implies."

Kawasaki instantly saw through the barrier’s effect. Labyrinth-type barriers are primarily created to trap an opponent, but this one did more than that. Or rather, trapping was more of a secondary effect. It improved the circulation efficiency of the curse by adding a twist to the standard loop structure of a labyrinth. The energy used for curses is the spellcaster’s negative emotions. But it’s not an infinite resource that never runs out. Just as it’s difficult to sustain anger or hatred, it diminishes with use. The more powerful the curse, the more conspicuous the consumption. Unless you pull a cheat like Satou and amplify some light malice, like from a prank, you can’t just fire them off repeatedly. Therefore, Feiko must have created a field that recovers the energy that dissipates when a curse is extinguished, in order to reduce the cost even slightly. Even if it can’t be recycled one hundred percent, it should save a considerable amount.

【You talk like you know everything… I’d love to see how long that composure of yours lasts. Cursed Melody!!】

It was almost the same moment Feiko’s voice was heard from the classroom speakers. Rapping sounds, eerie laughter, every kind of "ominous sound" you’d find in a horror movie. They came surging towards Kawasaki like a tsunami, accompanied by physical destruction.

"Well, well."

She defended against the attack with a barrier that included soundproofing in addition to physical protection. Thinking it wasn’t a good idea to remain indoors where the sound would reflect chaotically, Kawasaki ran into a classroom and broke through the window to escape outside. However.

【Do it! Terror Dolls!!】

That was her plan all along. As soon as Kawasaki escaped, countless dolls flew out of the school building. Ichimatsu dolls, bisque dolls, anatomical models, a statue of Ninomiya Kinjiro. It was an army of horror movie dolls.

"Hmm. I might as well use this."

But Kawasaki didn’t panic. An attack by sheer numbers is a daily occurrence in robot anime, after all. Kawasaki drew the sword at her waist, lightly caressed the blade, and met the approaching doll army head-on. Her swordplay was as beautiful as a dance, mesmerizing to watch. Although she was a spellcaster, Kawasaki had also practiced swordsmanship for the sake of robot action scenes. As she swung her blade, mindful of her jumps and leaps.

【…You know.】

A voice mixed with exasperation and irritation came from the speakers. When Kawasaki asked what it was.

【—I’ve been wondering for a while now, but what’s with that drone?!】

It seemed the drone buzzing around Kawasaki was bothering her.

"Ah, this? This is ‘Shuga-tan,’ a drone made by Satou-san."

‘If she’s a fighting Japanese-style horror heroine, you gotta see the combat scenes, right?’ he said.

Incidentally, the greatest military power in this location was Shuga-tan. Even if Kawasaki and Feiko joined forces, it would be impossible for them to destroy Shuga-tan.

【Lies! That’s a total lie! Because that drone keeps filming from a low angle!!】

"That’s part of the package."

【…Come again?】

According to Satou-san, Kawasaki began to explain.

"‘It’s all about the eroticism, you know. The eroticism. I wanna see those pure white panties through the black pantyhose. …No, wait, stop, don’t lift up her skirt. I mean, I’m happy, I want to see it, but that’s not it. I like that stuff too, but that’s not what I want to see right now. It’s, um, what is it. The extraordinary? I want to see a skirt get flipped up and the panties underneath during a serious battle. I want to see panties in a situation where you’re like, you don’t have time to be distracted by that. So let me place a drone there. In addition to the panty shots during the battle, I can also get a taste of being a voyeur. You see, I’ve been really into voyeur AVs lately. So, you know, while I’m at it,’ he said."

After relaying Satou’s statement word for word.

【He’s the worst!!】

Yes, I completely agree.

【And are you sane?! You’re a girl!!】

"Well, I’m not some fool who would expose my underwear to just any man, you know."

【The strongest is a total scumbag!! A complete piece of crap!!】

"Hmph, honestly. What do you know about me and Satou-san?"

Her reaction was exactly like one would have towards a child who refuses to listen.

"I love Satou-san, so this is fiiine."

She stuck out her tongue, a completely childish gesture.

"Besides, is there any point in worrying about the person you’re about to kill?"

【…I’ve had enough!!】

"Is that so."

Kawasaki casually ended the conversation and cut down the last doll. It was a considerable number, but mass-produced units are destined to lose to an ace.

"So, is this the end?"

【Heh, kuku… ahahahahahaha!! You fool! You think it’s over with just…】

"Ah, so that’s it."

Kawasaki clapped her hands together, interrupting Feiko who was just getting into a good mood for her explanation.

"To kill, to destroy, those actions are inevitably accompanied by negative feelings. At least for the side being killed, the side being destroyed."

The mass attack with dolls was just a setup for a bigger move. It was likely a mechanism to amplify and return the negative energy used to create the doll army.

"The amount returned exceeds the amount consumed, but you’re not Satou-san, so there must be some kind of limit, right?"

"…"

It probably wasn’t a card she could play repeatedly.

"So, am I right?"

【…Yes, you are, damn you!!】

Feiko spat out that they were a thoroughly incompatible pair and revealed herself. She stood atop the clock on the school building, and the remains of the dolls were sucked into her. Kawasaki made no attempt to stop it, simply watching intently. She had some leeway, but more than that, she had a premonition that she could gain some inspiration from this.

"!"

"Heheh, as expected, even your composure crumbles when you see this."

To describe it in one word, it was an exoskeleton made of wreckage. At about five meters in size, it looked somewhat like a small robot.

"—Grudge Armament Type 4, Heavenly Carcass Parasite."

With a triumphant look, she delivered her finishing line to the trembling Kawasaki. In all likelihood, this was Feiko’s trump card. Naming sense worthy of a middle school boy aside, it was actually well-made. Her tactics, from the Ring of Grudges to this point, had been solid and textbook. But none of that mattered to Kawasaki.

"—Totally, absolutely, one hundred percent YES!!"

"…Huh?"

Kawasaki looked up, giggling to herself, and began to speak in a torrent.

"I like giving them specialized armaments like sniper rifles or small variations with backpacks and such, but I love these flashy ones too!! What’s great about it, Feiko-san, is the design! I can feel the drama in that distorted, patched-together design!! Did you have to succeed in a surprise attack on an enemy base with no time to spare, forcing you to rig up additional equipment from scrap materials?! That’s the kind of wabi-sabi I feel from your Heavenly Carcass Parasite! Is there, is there a purge sequence?! There is, right!!"

Kawasaki thought to herself. She was truly glad she had accepted this request.



		
		
		
			Chapter 232: Jimoko-san from My Hometown
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 232

			Jimoko-san from My Hometown

			"Phew. I’ve gained some inspiration thanks to Feiko-san. Thank… whoa."

He finished his characteristically long-winded otaku speech and was about to offer his thanks, but Feiko-san cut him off by attacking. One might say she should have attacked while he was rambling on, but Feiko-san is a person of common sense. If some weirdo suddenly starts spouting nonsense in the middle of a fight, of course she would be shaken. Her rhythm had been completely thrown off from the very beginning, so it couldn't be helped.

"Kuh."

He blocked her fist with a layered barrier at the last second, but he couldn't nullify all the force and was sent flying. Feiko-san's exoskeleton seemed to possess even more power than he had anticipated.

"Just fall down already. To me, you’re nothing but the strongest opening act."

Feiko-san's initial goal was to eliminate Jimoko-san, but with Satou present, that was now impossible no matter how she struggled. Thus, she decided to challenge Satou to prove her own worth. Feiko-san had also participated in the decisive battle against the villainous noblewoman. She understood Satou's outrageous power all too painfully. And yet, for her to still burn with the spirit to mark him with a wound, her heart unbroken, was quite something.

"An opening act, you say. I believe that is an overestimation. To serve as Satou-san’s opening act, you would need to be able to destroy a universe, at the very least."

He continued to defend against a storm of attacks with his barriers. In between the blows, he inserted counterattacks using barriers like reactive armor, but they had no effect. It seemed her defensive power was as considerable as her offensive power. He hadn't taken any fatal hits yet, but at this rate, he would surely be defeated. To win in a head-on fight, he would have to use Kaiser. Dr. Kawasaki remained calm even as he made this analysis.

"My specialty is barrier magic."

"Huh? I mean, that’s obvious from how you formed that alternate realm at the start."

Her earnest reply to his sudden statement showed how serious she was.

"Then, do you know what a barrier is?"

"What do you mean?"

"You probably have a strong image of it as a shield. Or perhaps something used for sealing."

But that was not the essence of a barrier.

"To separate. That is the true nature of a barrier. And to separate something, you must discern the boundary and drive a wedge into it."

Between oneself and an approaching attack. A barrier could be formed with such a crude understanding, but an excellent barrier master was different. The ability to discern boundaries with greater precision was the mark of a superior barrier master, and Dr. Kawasaki was an exceptionally superior one.

"Like this."

"!?"

Dr. Kawasaki lightly swung his arm, and something like plates of light pierced Feiko-san’s exoskeleton in various places. Then, he snapped his fingers, and the exoskeleton shattered without a trace.

"How?"

She knew it was something imbued with purifying energy. But it shouldn't have had enough power to completely destroy the cursed exoskeleton. Dr. Kawasaki spoke to the bewildered Feiko-san.

"Even a pinprick is a different story if you have ten thousand of them, wouldn't you agree?"

The fine wedges were driven into the joints of the exoskeleton with perfect precision, and the resulting barrier produced a result far exceeding its cost. That was all there was to it.

"You seem to be a user of rather impressive barrier magic yourself, but it appears your studies were somewhat lacking."

It was likely due to the nature of her being an aberration. As an existence separated from the logic of the current world, she could create advanced barriers without any particular conscious effort. She had been able to get by with intuition rather than theory, which was why she couldn't comprehend Dr. Kawasaki's methods.

"And as for the boundary of this labyrinth barrier, see, my analysis is already complete."

Parin. The labyrinth barrier Onkan shattered like breaking glass, and the scenery returned to the alternate Seijo. The Onkan not only increased the circulation efficiency of negative thoughts needed to activate curses, but also served as an external tank. With that completely gone, Feiko-san's power was greatly diminished. Facing an almost fully-rested Dr. Kawasaki in that state was suicide. She was practically checkmated. Feiko-san understood this, but…

"So what? I’ll be me until the very end."

"You get angry so suddenly."

Remaining on the defensive, Dr. Kawasaki glanced up at the empty sky.

(It should be about time.)

Satou and Dr. Kawasaki had considered two possible outcomes for this mission. The first was to simply defeat her and be done with it. The second was to understand Jimoko-san's unspoken wish and bring things to a peaceful conclusion. Splitting up the Fakers was also for the sake of the latter. When people with the same ideology stick together, their thinking tends to become rigid, making it difficult to accept other viewpoints. So they decided to split them up and face them one by one to gauge their differences in ideology and their humanity. If even one of their comrades were killed, there would be no hope for discussion. But if even one of them was reasonable, a peaceful conclusion was not impossible.

"Oh, here they come."

"Th, this music that sounds like it’s here to deliver heartfelt sincerity is…"

A cheerful BGM echoed through the alternate Seijo, and they descended from the sky.

"Hello there. Your partner in life, Satou Hideo."

【You really like that line, don't you…】

"It’s really annoying that an old guy like this is the strongest in the world…"

"Tell me about it."

It was Satou, the Headless Rider, Rika-chan, and the Kuchisake-onna.

"You guys, why?"

She didn't think her comrades had betrayed her. That was precisely why she couldn't understand why they were with Satou, and she stood there, stunned.

"Yo, Rider. I can leave the rest to you, right?"

【Yeah. Leave it to me.】

"Mhm. Well then, Kawasaki. Let’s head out a little early."

Without waiting for a reply, Satou teleported with Dr. Kawasaki back to the real Seijo.

"Was that alright?"

"Feiko-san seemed like the type who’d get difficult if an outsider was around."

"Ah… That's certainly true."

"Well, they’ll be fine."

Watching Satou laugh so carefreely, it was strange how you could start to believe it.

"So, how about you?"

"Thanks to you, I was able to gain some inspiration."

"That’s great. I’m happy for you."

Satou looked as happy as if it were his own achievement. Dr. Kawasaki adored this fatherly smile of his. If he hugged him, Satou would accept it, no matter the time. That sort of tolerance, which he could believe in without a doubt, resonated with him more than anything.

"Satou-san."

"Hmm?"

"I really love you."

"Haha, thanks."

Satou rustled Dr. Kawasaki’s hair, but then…

"Alright. Now then, let me have a look at that panty shot video of yours."

He was just the worst.

◆

"Phew…"

After returning home, I was waiting for someone on my balcony, puffing on a cigarette. Saku-chan and Rika-chan were apparently having a sleepover at her place today, so it was a little lonely.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Jimoko-san appeared from the void and landed softly and silently on the balcony.

"It’s no problem. So, how did it go?"

I didn't think I needed to ask, but I did just in case.

"...For now, the Fakers have decided to suspend their activities."

"Oh?"

"It’s thanks to you, Hideo."

According to her, the Headless Rider took the lead and persuaded Feiko-san.

"He said, ‘I was able to forget, if only for a moment, the pain of not being the only one. Perhaps there are other ways for us to be saved’."

We don't know the world. If we don't know the world, we can't know ourselves. By meeting me, the Headless Rider was able to forget, even for a moment, the suffering that constantly tormented him. Is this salvation unique to me? Might there not be other paths for my comrades besides killing their own kind? He proposed this, and coming from a comrade who shared the same suffering, Feiko-san ultimately accepted it.

"I see. But."

"Of course, that doesn't solve everything. Those kids have already taken action."

The Fakers had already killed several of their own kind, other urban legends. The friends of those they killed might hold grudges. Just because they stopped their activities for a while doesn't mean the embers are completely extinguished.

"So, well, I plan to help out where I can."

"Hmm?"

"Wh, what is it?"

Jimoko-san looked annoyed at my puzzled expression.

"I know you’re a good person, Jimoko-san, but I was just thinking you’re getting pretty invested."

I had read her true feelings, that she didn't want to kill them. But that was it. I thought that once things were settled without anyone dying, she would be hands-off. The Fakers would probably feel awkward too, and a woman like Jimoko-san couldn't possibly fail to notice that. So I thought she would keep her distance…

"...Sigh. You really are something."

"What, what is it?"

She looked exasperated, yet somehow pleased. I couldn't quite read the reason for her expression.

"Well, of course I'd get invested. I had to overcome a similar struggle to get where I am today."

"Eh?"

I almost dropped my cigarette. My connection with Jimoko-san was cut once when we graduated from elementary school… Did something like that happen before she met me, or in the time after our connection was broken and before we met again?

"It was thanks to you."

"M, me?"

Eh, I have absolutely no memory of this.

"Well, I guess you wouldn't remember. You can be pretty sharp about some things, but you were just an elementary schooler back then."

"Wait, in the past? You’re talking about when we were in elementary school?"

"That's right. I was struggling with my own existence back then."

"Seriously?"

Well, I was an elementary school kid too. I don't remember everything. But I think I would remember if a friend was dealing with a serious problem…

"It was in fifth grade, about ten days before summer break started, I think. You snuck into the school at night, remember?"

"Umm… Oh, yeah, yeah, something like that did happen."

I think I was inspired by some scary story show on TV. I remember storming the school late at night. That's right. I met Jimoko-san there, who said she came to get something she forgot… hmm?

"But you didn't seem particularly different."

I have no memory of what we talked about. But I think it was something trivial. Then we held hands and did a test of courage, and just went home normally, right?

"You just didn't notice. At that time, I was definitely struggling, and you, Hideo, gave me the push I needed to overcome it."

"What? What was it? What did I say?"

"I’m not telling."

"Why not? Let me add it to my future cultural heritage, Satou's Book of Famous Quotes."

Let me show off how awesome I was even as a kid.

"What is this Satou's Book of Famous Quotes… What kind of stuff is in it?"

"The one-piece dress… is real."

"That’s not your famous quote. Why are you borrowing it without permission? You’ll get sued."

"No, to be precise, it was, ‘The wet, see-through one-piece dress that men dream of… is real.’ So it's safe."

"That’s not safe. And I don't even know what you're talking about."

"I don't know if you'll get it, Jimoko-san, but men have them. Ideal situations."

The season is summer. The place is the countryside. Maybe you're there with your parents visiting your grandparents. You get caught in a sudden rain and duck into a run-down bus stop with a roof. You're muttering about how the rain won't stop… when a cute girl in a white one-piece dress also comes to take shelter. ‘This is a pain.’ ‘It really is.’ A casual conversation starts naturally. It's a small bus stop. You naturally get closer. That's when I notice. Wait, isn't that see-through?

"It gets a young man's pure heart and under-heart racing like crazy."

"..."

"Well, I have more to say, but it would take all night, so I'll stop here."

Anyway. I had longed for such a situation, but at the same time, I thought it would never happen. I was fourteen that summer. It happened. It really happened. It happened when I went to my mom's hometown in the countryside.

"She was a girl so beautiful you’d think you'd never seen such a stunner before."

After summer break, I declared it, you know. That the one-piece dress is real.

"You…"

"So, I'd like your cooperation in enriching my book of quotes, if you would."

"No."

"Why not?"

"The reason you don't remember, Hideo, is because it wasn't anything special to you."

"Well, I guess that’s true."

It means it wasn't even worth committing to memory.

"That’s why,"

Jimoko-san turned her back to me and spoke.

"I was saved by that ‘ordinary’ heart of yours, the one that doesn't dwell on every little thing."

Jimoko-san glanced back at me.

"So, I won't tell you."

She smiled brightly. A beautiful smile, one that made my heart leap.

"...Man, Jimoko-san, you really are a first-love thief."

If she were in elementary school now, mixed in with the kids, how many little boys’ hearts would she have stolen?

"...I don't want to hear that from you."

"Huh?"

"It’s nothing. More importantly, I feel like drinking tonight. Keep me company."

"Mhm, sure."

For now, at least, my loneliness tonight seems to have found a cure.
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			Romance Killer

			Ura-Shinjuku. It was one of the communities built in a shifted phase space. A man walked through it, a memo in hand. His name was Kensaki Akira. He was twenty-four years old. After graduating from university, he had failed to find a job and, until recently, had been a deadbeat part-timer. But by chance, he came into contact with the extraordinary, his powers awakened, and he stepped into the Supernatural World…

‘My real life has begun.’

One big break. His gloomy everyday life had been blown away, and he had no doubt that a life full of glory was about to begin. Akira burned with ambition. It was a decidedly dangerous trend. To put it bluntly, he reeked of bad omens, but he himself was oblivious. In fact, a rather serious flag had already been raised. Satou. The man who had taken Akira in had shown him a picture of Satou and had drilled one thing into his head.

‘Listen up. If you plan on making it here, you must never… absolutely never, get on Satou Hideo’s bad side. You’ll suffer a fate worse than death.’

They called him the strongest. They called him the vilest Boogeyman. They called him the worst kind of prankster. The man had been trembling, but Akira hadn't taken the warning seriously. What could this shabby, airheaded-looking middle-aged man possibly do, he thought. However, he was just loyal enough to feel it would be wrong to completely ignore the words of his benefactor. So he decided to do a little research on Satou, and during his investigation, he was told about a certain bar.

"This is it."

Warning, a bar nestled quietly in a corner of Ura-Shinjuku. He had been told that if he wanted to know a fraction of Satou's terror, he should visit the master of this establishment. It must have been before opening hours. A CLOSED sign hung on the door, but Akira entered the bar regardless.

"...We’re not open yet. Get out."

The owner, a man with a large scar on his cheek who was polishing a glass at the counter, looked anything but a civilian. He didn't bother to hide his annoyance as he tried to shoo Akira away, but…

"I want to hear about Satou Hideo."

The owner’s face contorted into a massive scowl upon hearing Akira's words.

"...Ah, you’re one of those."

He then let out a deep sigh.

"You’re a rookie, aren’t you?"

"Can you tell?"

"Your stance is full of openings. I don't sense much power from you. And on top of that, you have no connection to Satou Hideo."

And yet, to so carelessly mention that name, you were a total greenhorn, the owner scoffed, not even a chick but more like a crack in the egg. Akira was irritated by his attitude but swallowed his frustration, judging it unwise to start a fight here.

"...So? Are you going to tell me?"

"I’ll tell you. In a way, it's pretty much my main business."

"?"

Akira tilted his head, but the owner gestured for him to sit, and he took a seat at the counter. As Akira took a sip of the water placed before him, the owner began to speak slowly.

"I was once an executive in an organization called the True World. We were enemies of Satou and the Mutual Aid Society."

"I see."

"He wasn't as strong back then as he is now, but even so, our organization never once managed to beat him."

He had been put through hell, the owner spat.

"The number of his damn harassments… There’s no end to them, so I’ll just tell you one."

As he said this, beads of sweat appeared on the owner’s forehead, and the hand polishing the glass trembled. Akira felt an unpleasant sensation at the sight but put on a brave face and prompted him to continue with his eyes.

"Satou Hideo has many nicknames, and one of them is the ‘Romance Killer’."

"R, Romance Killer?"

Don’t say something so anticlimactic out of nowhere, Akira protested with his eyes, but the owner ignored him and continued.

"The incident that earned him that nickname was what broke my spirit and made me leave the organization."

"..."

"The True World, my organization, and our rival, the Chaos Army. Back then, we were the two major powers of the Supernatural World."

Both were hostile to Satou, and both were constantly getting their asses kicked by him.

"We realized neither of us could achieve our goals at this rate, so we joined forces. Well, in the end, we both got crushed anyway."

This happened about a month before the decisive battle that destroyed the two major powers.

"That day, we were conducting a joint exercise with the Chaos Army in preparation for the upcoming battle."

The leaders of both organizations were absent, and two executives, including the owner, were in command. That was when Satou casually appeared, a frivolous smirk on his face, and announced.

‘I don't want to be bothered by a bunch of nobodies, so I came to thin the herd a bit.’

Naturally, they immediately assumed a combat stance, but…

"It was useless."

In an instant, they were all trapped in an illusionary space created by Satou.

"...It was a gentle… sweet dream."

The owner had seen a simple, yet happy page from an ordinary life.

"I’d fought with my lover the day before, and we both woke up feeling awkward. But both she and I wanted to make up. I’m just clumsy and couldn't find a way to start. She understood that about me, so whenever we fought, she was always the one to extend an olive branch. She'd silently make coffee and put it in front of me. And as we drank, one of us would just say sorry."

Indeed. That was certainly a small but happy page from an ordinary life. But with that face? With a face that looked like it belonged to a mobster, you were doing something as sweet as chocolate? Akira thought this but managed to hold it in. He was a sensible man.

"So he was going to kill you in the midst of a happy memory… is that it?"

How is that harassment? If anything, it seems merciful, Akira tilted his head, but the owner shook his head no.

"It wasn't a memory. I never had a lover."

"Wait, then what was that illusion…?"

"A desire. He exposed the secret romantic desires that people hide deep in their hearts, the ones they can't tell anyone."

"Ugh."

Now that was a cruel thing to do. It was like having the secret notebook you wrote in middle school read aloud to everyone. But with that face? With a face that looked like it could only belong to someone in the yakuza, you had a desire as sweet as honey? Akira thought this but managed to hold it in. He was a sensible man.

"Ha. You don't get it. The fact you think it ends with just having an embarrassing secret exposed means you don't understand Satou Hideo at all."

"Huh?"

"In real time, it was just an instant, but the people thrown into the illusion were made to soak in that sweet dream for a long, long time."

The owner’s breathing became a little heavier. The sweat on his brow increased.

"After you’ve had your fill of happiness, that's when it comes to kill you. Your sweet, sweet dream."

The lover he was chatting with across the table, her gentle expression suddenly twisted into one of pure malice as she threw scalding coffee at him. The plain flower decorating the stylish bay window transformed into a gaudy, ominous thing and began to scatter poisonous pollen. The large white dog they kept in the yard, its face contorted as if it had rabies, crashed through the window and bit into him, paralyzed by the poison. The countless photos of their sweet memories together on the chest of drawers came to life, and the ugly, flat lovers within began to rampage.

"Every single sweet fantasy you'd ever imagined bared its fangs and came to kill you, loaded with extra malice."

Hence, the ‘Romance Killer’. Your sweet dreams are shattered. Your sweet dreams come to kill you. It was a double meaning.

"..."

"The survivors were me and a few others. But we didn't survive on our own strength. We were allowed to live."

For what purpose?

"As messengers. We were kept alive just to spread the terror… ugh, uuugh."

The glass slipped from his hand, fell to the floor, and shattered. He probably didn't even have the leeway to care. The owner clutched his chest, trembling.

"He looked down on us as we lay collapsed, and with the same smug grin he'd had when he appeared, he said…"

With an expression painted in despair, the owner said.

"‘Hilarious.’"

If this had been revenge for something they had done to Satou, it might have been better. Poetic justice. They could have accepted it as such. But it wasn't.

"It wasn’t even concentrated malice. It didn't have that much passion."

To put it in perspective, it was like a prank you'd play on a friend with a novelty item, a gum pack that snaps your finger with a trap. Or maybe like hiding someone’s shoes because you were a little mad at them. Or perhaps you were frustrated and pulled a chair out from under someone you disliked as they were about to sit down, just to blow off steam. It was on that level. Satou had a good excuse to do it, so he did something like this with the casualness of a little prank. That was why the words he spoke were those of a frivolous young man.

"...Hah, hah. He's calmed down now, but his core hasn't changed."

In fact, now that he's calmed down, the explosive power he unleashes when he finds a good excuse to act is even worse. The quality of the delinquent acts delivered with his now even more peerless power is horrifying to even imagine.

"Why do you think I'm still in the Supernatural World? It’s to ensure that no one else ever becomes a victim like me."

Hence, ‘Warning’.

"..."

"Do you understand his terror now? If you do, then don't think about doing anything stupid, just live a quiet life. That's the secret to lasting long in this world."

Akira left the bar without a word. After walking for a while, he looked up at the sky and muttered.

"...I guess a grown man shouldn't be thinking about such dreamlike things. I'll save up enough money to live comfortably in my old age. I’ll make that my goal."

Akira was a sensible man.
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			There Were No Complaints

			"I've left my company and successfully started my own business. Takahashi-kun, Suzuki-kun, I'll take your congratulatory gifts now."

"You got it."

"As expected of our resident president. You’re raking it in."

While Satou and Dr. Kawasaki were intercepting the Fakers, Takahashi, Suzuki, and Chika were having a sleepover. The three mature women, now deepening their friendship in a way different from before, were currently squealing with delight over the Game of Life.

"But you know, for all three of us to be single, childless, and completely devoted to our careers, it’s just so dry."

"It's amazing how little luck we have with romance."

"I, in real life… In real life, I have a daughter…"

"But on the board, you just got cheated on and dumped by your lover on a BAD space. What do you think about that?"

"Uuuu."

"This is just making me sad. Let’s play Catan next."

"I’d prefer mahjong."

"I think the digital world isn't so bad. Let’s the three of us play, you know, that one. The one where you do pioneering and build stuff."

As the three middle-aged women were passionately discussing what to play next, the living room door opened. Rika, Sarna, and Sakuya entered. They were also having a girls' night and were staying over at the Saionji residence.

"Oh, what’s wrong? Are you hungry? Shall I make something?"

"In that case, I’ll cook. You’re providing the place, after all."

"No, it’s not that. We have something we want to talk to you moms about."

"Hmm? Well, have a seat."

No point in talking while standing, Chika gestured for them to sit.

"So, what did you want to consult us about?"

"We want to teach Uncle a lesson."

"What? Did he do something?"

"It’s not like that. How should I put it? We’ve been in the Supernatural World for a while now, right?"

The adults thought, what's a year, but they knew interrupting would just derail the conversation, so they listened in silence for the time being.

"And yet he still treats us like kids. Isn't he overprotective?"

He’s not. It's what any adult would do. That's what the adults thought, but they kept it to themselves. In short, she was at that age where she wanted to act more grown-up. Takahashi and Suzuki nostalgically recalled when they were like that too.

"We’ve taken on some pretty tough missions, and we even fought in the decisive battle against the villainous noblewoman, you know? I just wish he’d, you know, acknowledge us a little more?"

"Well, I understand what you want to say. Sarna-chan, Sakuya-chan, do you feel the same?"

"No, I’m just going along with Rika-san."

"I’m the same, plus, Hero Uncle has been getting pretty cocky lately, so I want to make him cry for once."

"I don’t think there’s ever a time when Satou-kun isn't getting cocky."

You could tell me he's been dancing on the pedestal of arrogance since he was a baby and I'd believe it.

"That’s true, but he's been especially so lately. I know it’s a reaction to all his hard work, but I wonder if spoiling him is the right thing to do."

"Are you his mother?"

"I can't tell who's the guardian here."

"Well, I get what you’re saying. So, what do you want us to do?"

"We were hoping you’d lend us your strength and wisdom."

Rika pressed her hands together, begging. The three adults looked at each other with troubled expressions. They were happy to be relied on by the children, but…

"Even so…"

"Even if we had a mock battle with this group and had Satou-kun match our level…"

"Even without his insane power output, Hiro is just naturally crafty, you know?"

"He's a pain in the ass one-on-one, but it gets even worse when it's many against one. He's pathologically good at handling groups."

It would be difficult even on equal footing. They would have to have him lower his level to a significant disadvantage for it to be realistic.

"Even if I were to unleash the authority of Hades, he would just raise his level to match, I'm sure."

"That’s true. A higher level means more cards to play. That would be a bad move against Hiro."

"If we assume the kids are the main fighters and we're their backup…"

"Should we lower our own level to reduce his options?"

The adults brainstormed strategies with Satou as the hypothetical enemy, but no perfect plan emerged.

"Isn't there something? A weakness. Like, being weak to holy light or something."

"His real strength is his ability to operate while eliminating weaknesses like that."

"In that sense, Sakuya-chan is similar, isn't she?"

"I suppose it's my nature."

It was at that moment.

【Satooo… Satooo… SATOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.】

""So loud.""

Takahashi's and Suzuki's phones blared with a mysterious ringtone. Naturally, neither of them had set such a ringtone. In fact, their phones were on silent mode, so they shouldn't have made any sound at all.

"Damn it, it's definitely that idiot."

"What the hell is this, some parody of Ultra Seven? Dammit."

"I apologize for our Hero Uncle."

"It’s fine, it’s fine," they said, comforting Sakuya as they checked their phones. A notification from a messaging app had come in. To be honest, the TS duo were already fed up at this point, but they checked it anyway.

> Can I brag a little?

The two of them immediately tried to turn off their phones… but.

"Ah, what is this? My body won't move. I can’t even close my eyes."

"Remote paralysis… He embedded a curse in the message to activate on sight?"

"That bastard, using such a needlessly advanced and exquisitely annoying harassment."

"So it won't end until we read it? Damn it."

It was a mandatory viewing disguised as a check-in.

"Hideo-san really goes all out when it comes to annoying Takahashi-san and Suzuki-san, doesn't he?"

"I suppose that's how much he trusts them."

"I wish he’d show us that side of himself too."

"For now, the two of them look pitiful, so let’s join them."

They all nodded at Chika's suggestion and peered at the phone screen.

> I’m on a bodyguard mission with Kawasaki right now. Look at this.

A photo of Dr. Kawasaki dressed in a black sailor uniform was attached.

> A girl of that age. And a very pretty one at that. > Is there any other 35-year-old geezer who can get a girl like that to cosplay for him without a single complaint? No, there isn't. > I mean, what can I say? Humility in excess becomes condescending, so I'll just say it, a capable man is just different. > Oh, and by capable man, I mean me, of course.

Ch, ch, ch, ch, ch. Five clicks of the tongue. We won't say who, but it was probably the flowers of the group. Satou was a natural-born troll, able to generate so much hate in just a few lines of text.

> You know. At first, I felt guilty, like I was tricking an innocent, sheltered weirdo. > But I was wrong. Kawasaki isn't stupid. His mind is seriously sharp. > I can't go into details, but he saw through something that genuinely sent a chill down my spine. > Well, that aside. Kawasaki is not an idiot. > And yet, he fulfills my desires one after another. So what does that mean? > It means I’m just that great of a guy ( ・´ー・｀)

All five of them thought the same thing. Since they were in love with him, they wouldn't deny that Satou was a great man. But that aside, this guy was infuriating as hell.

> Because I'm that kind of man, you see? I was given permission. > Permission for what? To film the battle. > So basically, we're about to have a viewing party for a panty shot video. > Oh yeah, it’s happening. It’s totally happening. This is the spring of my life, people. > Well, that’s the end of my bragging. See ya later (*´ー`*)ノ

Takahashi and Suzuki had never been more proud of their self-control than on this day. If they had been provoked even a little bit more, they would have surely crushed their phones.

≪Isn’t this guy getting a little too cocky?≫

"My deepest apologies for my foolish relative’s extreme rudeness…"

Sakuya apologized to the five of them. There were no complaints. They all recognized it as the absolute truth.

"Honestly, I wasn't very motivated, but now I’m fired up. Rika, Mama's going to show you how cool she can be."

"Yay. Mama, you're amazing."

"But Chika-san. In the end, we still don't have an effective strategy against Hideo-san…"

""We do.""

It was Takahashi and Suzuki who answered. It hadn't been planned. They looked at each other and laughed, as if to say, "You too?"

"What a complete idiot. Right?"

"Yeah. To think he'd give us a hint himself."

"He's going to see hell."

"This isn't a prediction. It's a prophecy."

Chika remembered. Though they had mellowed out now, these two used to be delinquents who ran wild with Satou. They weren't as vicious as Satou, but from a normal person's perspective, they were still in the category of crazy.

"We'll grant you a strategy."

"We'll have to pay a price for it, but you’re prepared for that… right?"

They all nodded, and the strategy meeting to make Satou cry began.
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			Shame Oblivion xxxx Battle

			The day after completing Jimoko-san's request. I was in top form from the moment I woke up. It was probably thanks to a large intake of Vitamin P (Panty Shot), an essential nutrient for men. That's why I thought.

(This is a little unfortunate for them.)

It was lunchtime. I got a call from Chika-san. She asked if I was free tonight, and when I immediately said yes, she invited me to a mock battle. When I asked what was up all of a sudden, she said,

‘It seems the kids, or rather Rika, are a bit unhappy with you, Hiro-kun.’

‘Unhappy? Well, I’m sorry to hear that.’

She's a girl of that age. It must be difficult to maintain a good relationship with a middle-aged man. Things that didn't bother her before might be starting to feel unpleasant. I asked Chika-san to tell me more so I could be more careful, and she said,

‘Oh, no, it's not like that. I guess she's at that age where she wants to act more grown-up. You’re not exactly overprotective, Hiro-kun, but you do take a lot of care with them because they're kids, right?’

I understood immediately. She had apparently participated in the decisive battle against the villainous noblewoman without my knowledge. Rika-chan probably thought something like, ‘He could acknowledge me a little more, couldn't he?’ There's a time in everyone's life when being treated like a kid by adults feels annoying. I had a phase like that too.

‘Sorry about this, okay?’

‘No, it’s fine. It's an adult's job to accept that kind of rebellion.’

Anyway, I got it. She wanted to show her strength in a mock battle and get acknowledged. There was no reason to refuse.

‘Me, Takahashi-kun, and Suzuki-kun will be joining as support, though.’

‘That's fine, that’s fine.’

I didn't think, what’s the point of relying on adults' power when you want adults to acknowledge you? In fact, I approved. It meant they were able to coolly analyze that the kids alone weren't enough to make me cry uncle.

‘But while I'll match your level, I won't go easy on you, okay?’

‘Yes. I know. Rika would be angry if you went easy on her.’

So that's how it was decided that we would have a mock battle tonight. But as I mentioned earlier, I was in top form today. Even if I matched Rika-chan and the others' level, I could easily imagine my mind and body would be razor-sharp. I felt a little sorry about that, but there was nothing I could do.

"Alright, see you tomorrow."

"See you tomorrow."

I finished my preparations to leave, left the office, activated my perception inhibitor, and teleported to the changing room of the designated training ground. I changed into a tracksuit and went out to the training ground, where everyone was already gathered… no, one person was missing.

"Is Hikaru not here?"

"He’s having dinner with his family at the restaurant you told him about, Uncle."

Here, Rika-chan handed me her phone. On the screen was a picture of a beaming Hikaru with the twins and their mom.

"We can’t really interrupt that."

"You’re right about that."

Sarna-chan's words were entirely reasonable. I couldn't destroy this happy space. But rescheduling would probably be inconvenient for the adults.

(...But Hikaru, huh.)

With the Jimoko-san thing and all, maybe I should seriously look into whether any of my other acquaintances have some kind of trouble brewing.

"What’s wrong, Hero Uncle?"

"No, I think I’m the one who should be asking what’s wrong. Can I finally comment on this?"

It was partly a diversion, but I was also seriously confused.

"What is this, a cosplay club?"

""You wanna die?""

"I mean, come on."

For some reason, the three adults were wearing school uniforms. Takahashi and Suzuki were in blazers, and Chika-san was in a sailor uniform. What else could it be but a cosplay club? In terms of uniforms, Rika-chan and Sarna-chan were wearing them too, but that was normal. It's the formal wear for students. Saku-chan had also used magic to change into a female body and was wearing a sailor uniform, but that was probably to match the others. So the strange ones were those sexy mature women over there.

"Today, the moms are part of the kids’ team."

"Ah, so this was Rika-chan’s idea."

That sounded about right. She's the type of kid to do something like this.

"And Saku-chan?"

"I’d stand out if I was the only one in normal clothes. So I matched them."

Just as I thought. That being said, Rika-chan, you’ve had a great idea.

(Alright, I've decided. I’ll actively go for low angles on the adult team.)

My panty shot fever had yet to cool. I was going to let it all out.

(Speaking of panty shots.)

My gaze naturally shifted to Chika-san. I remembered a nostalgic memory. The uniform she was wearing now was from the high school she used to attend. Unlike back then, her body was much fuller now, giving it a tight look, but I couldn't help but remember. I mean, to think she grew so much from that slender body…

"Wh, what is it? Do I look strange after all?"

"No… hey, Chika-san. Do you remember the first time we met?"

"Eh? Uh, yes. You guys got caught up in a fight in the Supernatural World, and I happened to save you, right?"

"That's how it was from your perspective. But I had actually met you the day before that, you know?"

"What?"

Hehe, of course you wouldn’t know. Even after we got to know each other, I was too embarrassed to say anything. This was my memory alone.

"I think I went to a convenience store late at night because I was hungry. On the way, I saw you standing on top of a water tank on the roof of an apartment building."

She looked so otherworldly, I was honestly captivated.

"When I saw you jump with the moon at your back and just disappear, I thought I was being tricked by a fox or something."

For a girl like that to appear when we were in a desperate pinch and save us was almost too perfect, wasn't it?

"I, I see. But why are you telling me this now?"

"Well, I was thinking of actively attacking the adult team from a low angle."

Since I declared I wouldn't hold back, I would use off-the-board tactics too. One reason was to spoil the mood and create noise in their fighting spirit. The other was that while I wasn't sure if it would work on the three adults, if I could make them conscious of guarding against panty shots, it would be a win for me.

"And when I looked at you, Chika-san, I remembered the unsexy gray sports shorts I burned into my memory that night."

...

Ooh, this disenchanted gaze gives me chills.

"This guy is definitely getting cocky."

"I’m absolutely going to make him cry."

"I think Hiro-kun needs to be taught a serious lesson for once."

"Hah, do it if you can."

Completely unrepentant and shameless. That's me, Satou-kun.

"Come at me from anywhere you want."

I beckoned them with my finger, and I could tell they had switched their focus. The first to attack was Rika-chan, as expected.

"Hyaa."

She was using her bare hands, no weapons. Well, not bad. From our perspective, her form was clumsy, but considering her age, it was pretty good. While parrying her punches, I paid attention to the others. Saku-chan was on support. Takahashi and Suzuki were maintaining a certain distance while trying to circle around to my left and right. Chika-san and Sarna-chan weren't moving, but they were ready to react instantly to any change in the situation. It was a solid approach. Not a mistake. Opponents who try to be clever are easy prey for me. Those types are easy to break the rhythm of. That's why a solid approach is harder to deal with. But just because it's harder doesn't mean it's impossible.

(Now, how should I break them down… hmm, Rika-chan's eyes have changed.)

She's about to make a big move. I decided to allocate more of my resources to Rika-chan, but…

"Wha?"

Rika-chan suddenly lifted her skirt high. An unexpected move. I instinctively averted my eyes to avoid seeing "it," but that was a trap. Where I turned my gaze, what jumped into my field of vision was a leg.

"Gah."

Takahashi's roundhouse kick struck me squarely in the face. I couldn't react properly and took the hit, my body stumbling. Waiting there was Suzuki, who launched a barrage of attacks. As I parried them, I tried to suppress my inner turmoil, but…

"Excuse me."

Cutting off the barrage, Suzuki moved out of my sight, and Sarna-chan slid into her place. My dynamic vision caught her putting her hand on the collar of her shirt and about to pull it wide open. I ducked my head faster than I could think, but once again, I was met with a waiting leg that kicked my face up.

""Oraa.""

Takahashi's and Suzuki's fists dug into my stomach. The impact shot through me, and I was sent flying helplessly into the wall. I got up immediately, but there was no follow-up attack from them.

"...Huh? It actually worked."

"...I can’t believe it."

The two stunned middle schoolers, and the TS duo with smug, malicious smiles on their faces.

"He can naturally avoid unintentional panty or bra flashes, but it seems intentional ones are a different story. His instincts make him overreact and avoid them, something his reason can't control."

"Yep. And our guess that high school girls' panties are somehow safe but middle school girls' panties are out was also correct, it seems."

"Y, you guys."

"Attacking your opponent’s morals is your specialty, isn't it?"

"This time, it's just your turn."

The presence of defeat felt so close I could hear its breath. A cold sweat trickled down my cheek without me realizing it.

"...Kuh."

Panty Shot Combat… My intuition told me this would be the most grueling battle I had ever fought.
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			"What a filthy trick. Aren't you ashamed of yourselves as adults!?"

""Look who's talking.""

Satou and the Panty-Flash Faction glared at each other from a distance. The reason the faction wasn't attacking was to apply pressure. The adults knew that in a battle of mental fortitude, sometimes not moving was surprisingly effective.

"Frankly, we're the ones who are shocked that something like that actually landed a hit," someone said.

"I agree. We've fought him in training countless times, but I still can't believe an attack connected so cleanly," another added.

"It’s not just that the attack landed. It’s the first time I've ever seen Hero Uncle so flustered."

Takahashi and Suzuki gave a faint smile at the children's expressions of disbelief.

"Satou possesses the qualities of both a scumbag and a proper adult."

"He wasn't always like that, but I guess he picked it up naturally after joining the workforce."

He had always been a caring and kind person when it came to children. When the sensibility of a grown-up was added to the mix, a junior high girl’s panty flash was elevated into the deadliest of weapons. Satou nodded at their two observations, his face a mask of pure vexation.

"...It's true. High school girl panties are still kind of borderline safe, but junior high is a no go. It's a crime."

"No, high school is a no go too. What are you talking about?"

Ignoring Sakuya's calm retort, Satou yelled at Chika.

"Chika-san! What are you making your daughter do!? Are you okay with this!?"

"Oh, he's shifted his attack to Saionji."

That said, Satou's point wasn't entirely off the mark. In fact, Chika herself wore a complicated, indescribable expression.

"Well, I had my doubts too, but Rika was so enthusiastic about it..."

"Honestly, I was skeptical, but if it could make the old man cry uncle, then you know?"

"If it means landing a blow on Satou Hideo, well, objectively speaking, a pair of underwear or two is a small price to pay."

"Besides, if Takahashi-san's predictions were correct, he wouldn't even see them in the first place."

"And in fact, he didn't."

The junior high girls saw no problem at all.

"I don't think you should judge things by the results alone!!"

"More importantly, Hiro, have you thought of a way to break through? Not that it matters, we’re attacking whether you have or not."

She declared their restart just as Satou’s mind began to lean toward cracking the Panty-Flash Combat, all while keeping up the pressure. The timing was truly exquisite. Chika and the TS duo had read Satou’s thoughts completely.

*...Damn it, what a pain.*

It wasn't as simple as just closing his eyes. Now that his specs were matched with the Panty-Flash Faction, being deprived of his vision would genuinely hurt. Nor was it a matter of just getting his head around it. This was a problem of social decency. The good sense Satou Hideo had built up with age was overreacting to a junior high schooler’s panty flash. No, this is bad. JC panties are a crime, he thought.

*This is super effective in a mock battle, even if it wouldn't be in a real one!!*

It was a tactic that only worked because there was nothing at stake. But the Panty-Flash Faction knew that much. All they needed was to make him cry uncle, here and now.

*The next main attacker is Saku-chan, huh.*

He focused his attention on his niece (technically, his first cousin once removed) as she rushed toward him, dual swords in hand. Sakuya had a support-type build, but that didn't mean she couldn't handle close combat. She wasn't an all-rounder like Satou, more of a jack-of-all-trades, master-of-none, but with allies, that was no problem at all.

"...They're timing the panty flash."

He muttered, catching sight of the two junior high girls in the corner of his eye, waiting to exploit the slightest opening.

"Should you really be saying that with such a serious face?"

"I should."

He answered while expertly parrying the attacks of Sakuya in the lead and the four providing support.

"Besides, what about me?"

"Hmph, Saku-chan, you're a high schooler."

He wouldn't actively go for a low-angle shot. But if he happened to see by accident, he could chalk it up to good luck.

"Besides, I'm the man who's changed your diapers, Saku-chan. You think I’d care at this point?"

"Hmm?"

A high kick was unleashed as if to say, *well then, let's test that theory.* The Satou of old would have dodged with minimal movement while thinking, *panty flash get, thank you very much...* but!

"Wh, y!?"

He averted his eyes faster than thought. And naturally, that created an opening, and he took a hit. They’re high schooler panties! Why, me!? Sakuya spoke to the shaken Satou.

"You often understand yourself the least."

He had changed his niece’s diapers. He had even bathed with her. They were that close. Since they started living together, he’d stopped thinking of her as just a relative and saw her as family. It would be normal not to feel anything seeing a family member's underwear.

"There's no way a social butterfly like Hero Uncle wouldn't be considerate."

Even if he thought of her like family, that was a separate matter. Satou was the kind of person who would be considerate where it counted. Otherwise, would he have suggested they do their laundry separately after she confessed to being a woman?

"Because you're precious family. It’s not the same as some random high school girl."

He couldn't enjoy the panty flash.

"Just as expected of Satou's niece. When she proposed this, I slapped my knee in approval."

"This was Saku-chan’s plan...?!"

After that, Satou continued to be toyed with by the Panty-Flash Combat, his defenses wearing thin.

"Mama, shouldn't it be about time?"

"You're right."

A thick fog rolled into the training ground. It must have been Chika's doing. A supernatural mist that deceived the senses. His visibility was limited to only a few meters.

*Wh, where from? Where are they going to attack from!?*

Satou sharpened his senses, wary of a surprise attack, but contrary to his expectations, the next assailants appeared from straight ahead. It was Rika and... Chika, rejuvenated by activating her power. Was this a diversion? At a glance, they were indistinguishable, but a moment's closer look would reveal the truth.

*No, are they using that to their advantage?*

Rika disguised as Chika pretending to be a rejuvenated Chika. Or the reverse. They could use it that way. But they couldn't fake their movements. If he remained calm, there would be no problem. That was his judgment, but...

""Hah!!""

"What!?"

The two of them attacked with movements that were, quite literally, indistinguishable. Even if she was matching Rika, Chika was clearly a powerful fighter. The fact that she was limiting her abilities should have been apparent in her movements. Yet it wasn't. Or rather, he could see it in both of them.

"Even for a mother and daughter... no, a synchronization using her power as a Star Priestess!? You can do that too!?"

He surmised that the two of them must have dissolved into the Earth once, then reconstructed themselves under Chika's lead. During that process, Chika must have created a line between herself and her daughter, allowing them to share power and experience.

"Amazing, Mama. He saw right through it."

"Well, it is Hiro."

Now he couldn't even tell which was Chika and which was Rika.

""Then let’s confuse him even more.""

The girl who had taken the form of Rika transformed into a young Chika. Satou was completely at the mercy of the panty-flash feints the two of them launched.

"Hah... hah...!!"

The four of them chipping away at him from a distance under the cover of fog, and the two of them relentlessly attacking him in close combat. Satou was forced completely onto the defensive.

*Don't underestimate me! I'm a man who once lost his heart completely to this woman! I'll see through you!!*

Things had been complicated since their reunion, but the facts of the past would never fade. Chika. No, Saionji Chikage. He refused to be the fool who couldn't recognize the girl he once loved.

*I see it!!*

The girl attempting a panty flash from the front was without a doubt Chika. He would take one of them down right here, right now. Bring on the panty flash. As long as it wasn't a junior high schooler's, it was a reward. He unleashed a strike with unwavering will, but...

"...I believed in you, Hiro. That you would find me."

Chika forcefully flipped up her skirt. You think it won't work if he knows it's coming? That might be true, if she had been wearing panties.

"————"

She wasn't wearing any.

He froze. The fog cleared. At the same time, Chika shouted.

"Now!!"

Everyone unleashed their ultimate attacks. If the power-limited Satou took this hit, it was all over. The Full-Flash Finish, after establishing the Panty-Flash Combat. This was their formula for victory. Everyone was sure of it. They were all ecstatic at the prospect of finally handing a defeat to the undefeated, strongest man, even with his power restricted.

≪————Huh?≫

But their joy turned to confusion, and then to shock. Everyone looked at Satou. He was battered. But he was still within a range where he could continue fighting. Had he removed the shackles he'd placed on himself? No, that wasn't it. He was a sore loser who knew no defeat, but everyone knew he wasn't the kind of man to break the rules he set for himself. So this was just him dealing with it perfectly at his current level.

"...N, no way."

"It’s not like it was completely impossible to deal with, but..."

It was the kind of thing that was only possible in theory, or not zero probability. For example, his sense of sight. Or his hearing. If even one of them had been at Satou's original specs, it might have been achievable. But with his power restricted to a level not so different from their own, even Satou Hideo shouldn't have been able to...

As the Panty-Flash Faction stood there, dumbfounded, Satou couldn't help but laugh.

"Heh heh."

You all look like you don't get it. But this is perfectly natural. If you are a man, I want you to imagine something. Imagine the girl you liked back in your school days flipping her skirt up right in front of you. And then imagine that what lay beyond wasn't panties, but something even more amazing. Is there any man who wouldn't be fired up by that? Is there any man who wouldn't be awakened by that?

————Saionji Chika's Full-Flash Finish had guided Satou Hideo to even greater heights.

"Now, let's end this."

On one side was Satou, now capable of constantly landing critical hits at the maximum output available to him. On the other was the Panty-Flash Faction, their all-or-nothing Full-Flash Finish having been weathered. The battle was over in about five minutes, with no need to even discuss who had the advantage. The Panty-Flash Faction lay defeated, while Satou, though covered in wounds, stood firmly on his own two feet. There was no need to state who was the loser and who was the victor.

"Saionji Chika, Saionji Rika, Takahashi Alice, Suzuki Mio, Sarna Diadokos, Ayase Sakuya..."

He called out each of their names, savoring them. Yanagi, Onisaki, the shadow of the one who wished for an end, Hades, the villainess... he had fought many powerful enemies besides them. But he smiled, thinking they were not only on par with all of them, but perhaps his strongest foe yet.

"Bravo. I will never forget this victory for the rest of my life."

This is the strongest. Is this really okay, being the strongest?.
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			"Is that bastard Satou here yet?"

"Now, now, Satou-kun is a busy man. It can't be helped."

One day, Satou had summoned five people, Takahashi, Suzuki, Chika, Yanagi, and Onisaki. He had told them to wait ahead at the hideout on Okutama Island, and so they waited, but Takahashi and Chika were growing restless.

"It's just as Suzuki-chan says. Besides, this seems like a serious matter. It wouldn't be a big deal if it were just one or two of us, but he called all of us... well, it can't be good news, can it?" said Onisaki.

"That's why I can't calm down, you cross-dressing bastard."

Takahashi spat. She knew it without being told. This group had been assembled. There was no way it was good news. Nine times out of ten, it had something to do with the past. If he just wanted skilled people, there were others he could have called. The fact that only these five were gathered meant it was nothing but a debt from the past. For Takahashi, who loved her current life, it made her feel responsible, and anxious.

"While the cross-dresser part is true, hearing it from you, Takahashi-chan, feels rather strange."

"Shut up. I'm a complete woman now."

The reason for Takahashi’s restlessness was as mentioned, but Chika, who had no particular guilt, felt differently.

"Ugh... I just can't get used to it... Yanagi is fine. He feels like a proper evolution of his old self now. But Onisaki... Onisaki...!!"

It wasn't that she was prejudiced against cross-dressers. Thanks to her frequent visits to Shunranman since her reunion with Satou, she had actually grown to love them. For Chika, who had not known her mother, Mama’s warm embrace was more comforting than anything. But she just couldn't get used to Onisaki. The memory of the past delinquent would inevitably cross her mind.

"...Good grief. It seems he has arrived."

Just as Yanagi announced it, the space in the living room distorted and Satou appeared.

"Sorry, sorry. Overtime ran a little long."

He plopped down on the sofa with a grunt and snapped his fingers. Bottles of tea appeared in front of everyone. Non-alcoholic. The five of them steeled themselves, realizing this was indeed a serious talk.

"So, what happened?"

"Don't be in such a rush."

Satou gulped down about half of his tea and began.

"I've got a friend, Hanako-san of the Toilet. Calls herself Jimoko-san. She got caught up in some pretty nasty trouble the other day."

He had been able to get involved by chance, but who knew what would have happened if he had overlooked it. The five of them watched Satou intently as he spoke with a sigh.

"So, I thought this would be a good opportunity. I decided to check over my circle of friends again to see if anyone else was getting dragged into something bad."

Having heard this much, they could guess the rest. He must have looked into it and found something. Some kind of trouble. And it was something related to the people in this room.

"The first one I looked into was Hikaru."

"...Akatsuki Hikaru. One of the children you're looking after, I believe."

"Yeah."

"Hey, wait a minute. Was there some kind of dangerous backstory with that kid?"

"We've spent a fair bit of time with him too, though not as much as Satou-kun, and we never got that impression."

"Yes. He sometimes comes to my place with the other kids, but I've never noticed anything special."

Takahashi, Suzuki, and Chika, who had personal relationships with him, tilted their heads. Satou brushed off their reactions with a vague smile and continued.

"Hikaru is classified as an esper, but... what are his roots?"

"His roots?"

"...An esper with no background, one who is a mystery, is not exactly a rare thing."

Takahashi's words were correct. Those with supernatural abilities that didn't belong to any existing system like magic or sorcery were broadly classified as espers. From there, they were further divided based on their backgrounds, such as the Star's Fallen Children, but there were many who were only in the broad category. Hikaru was one of them, but...

"The fact that you're bringing it up now means that's not the case, right?"

"Yeah. It's been on my mind for a while. I just didn't get any particularly bad feelings from it, so I left it alone."

He figured he could look into it when Hikaru had gained some skill and hit a wall. In fact, Satou asserted that there was no imminent problem.

"He wasn't the kind of bomb that would harm himself or those around him."

But, Satou said with a grim face.

"...When I looked into it very carefully, I found something that we can't just ignore."

"Satou-kun, this is getting tedious. Can you just tell us plainly?"

"Yeah, okay. I'll just say it then. The remnants of the Artificial God that those two idiots there created have dissolved into him. About seventy percent of it, I'd say?"

A sharp intake of breath came from everyone. Omnipotent, a savior of humanity. A being that embodied the universal image people held for the divine. That was the Artificial God. It was the linchpin for realizing the ideals held by the Chaos Army and True World, and Yanagi and Onisaki had intended to use it to rewrite the laws of the world. That said, simply embodying an image wasn't enough to alter the world's principles. That's why they had targeted Chika, the pinnacle of the Star's Fallen Children who could be called the Earth's sensory organs, the very stage for rewriting those principles, but let's put that aside for now.

"Chika-san and I prevented its birth, but..."

It had still manifested in the world in the form of a stillborn, premature infant. And then came the battle against the swarm of Aberrations, named angels, born from its corpse. That had been the effective last battle for the young Satou and Chika, and they had been victorious.

"...I remember that after we annihilated them, the corpses of the god and angels crumbled and fell over Tokyo like snow."

Satou nodded at Chika as she tried to continue.

"The government and the Mutual Aid Society aren't idiots. They properly investigated the effects."

"Right. And the result was no abnormalities, if I recall."

It was originally created from human thoughts and had a divine nature, but since it was stillborn, that too was incomplete. It was effectively a colorless, transparent fragment that would eventually return to the sea of human consciousness if left alone. That was the conclusion of the experts.

"Yeah. And in fact, there have been no problems related to the fragments of the Artificial God since then."

There was no point in thinking about something long over. In fact, it hadn't even crossed his mind until he started his investigation, Satou said with a sigh.

"I'll skip the finer details because they involve some unpleasant personal circumstances, but the fragments accumulated in Hikaru's mother before she became pregnant with him."

"...And that came to fruition within Akatsuki Hikaru," Yanagi finished.

"That's right."

"As I recall, his family situation was... ah, so his personality was wished for to be that way————"

Yanagi voiced his thoughts as if talking to himself, but...

"That's enough."

A beam shot from Satou's fingertip, cutting off his words.

"The reason he grew up to be a good kid is because he was raised with love from his mother and the kind people around him. Am I wrong?"

"...You are not. You are entirely correct."

"Trying to rationalize everything is a bad habit of yours."

If he could truly rationalize everything, then Satou sneered at Yanagi, he should try explaining Satou's own existence before finding fault with a kid.

"...So, Satou-kun, why did you call us here?"

"That's right. Couldn't you have just secretly erased the remnants yourself?"

"If you're asking if I could, then yes, I could. But well, I've been thinking about a few things in my own way."

The air changed. What came before was just the prelude. It seemed he was finally getting to the main point.

"I have a proposal for you all."
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			Late at night. Hikaru went to bed with his younger sisters as usual. His mother, Yuri, wasn't on night shift today, so she was sleeping with the sisters between them. But...

*...It's no use, I can't sleep at all.*

It wasn't a bad premonition, but he had felt a constant sense of unease. That was probably why. Even after turning off the lights and closing his eyes, sleep simply would not come. He had been lying still so as not to wake his sister or mother, but even the patient Hikaru was reaching his limit.

*Maybe I'll go for a short walk.*

With the utmost care not to wake his family, he got up and grabbed his phone and wallet before heading into the hallway. The lights were all off, but being a superhuman, his night vision was excellent, so it wasn't a problem. He stepped out of the entryway, locked the door, and just as he turned to leave, it happened.

"!?"

His body jolted with a start. And for good reason. A "door" was standing in the middle of the hallway. It was there with an air that said, *I've always been here, what's the problem?* but there was no such thing in his apartment's hallway.

"Th, this pink door that looks like it could go anywhere... Satou-san?"

If it were just a suspicious door, he wouldn't know, but the hint of playfulness suggested it was Satou. After a moment's hesitation, Hikaru opened the door and stepped inside.

"Where is this?"

It looked like the rooftop of some building. He looked around, and then spotted Satou smoking a cigarette on top of the water tank.

"Yo."

Satou raised a hand, a casual smile on his face as always, but Hikaru sensed something different about him today. Hikaru took a deep breath, said, "Excuse me," and jumped onto the water tank.

"I checked on you and saw you were still awake, so I took the liberty of inviting you. Sorry about that."

Satou was a genuine delinquent, but at the same time, he could be strangely conventional in odd ways. For him to interfere with someone else's privacy, especially a child he was fond of, was a sign that this was no light matter. Hikaru stiffened slightly but replied that it was okay.

"Hikaru."

"Yes."

"Have you ever thought about the roots of your power?"

"...No. I learned that espers with no clear roots aren't that unusual."

"Right. Same here, to be honest, I didn't pay it much mind. I figured I could just look into it whenever you hit a wall somewhere down the line."

But, Satou continued, he had looked into it due to some circumstances.

"And it turns out the source is something that has a deep connection to me and Chika-san."

"To you and Chika-san?"

"Yeah."

With a snap of his fingers, the world was rewritten, and the Tokyo of the past spread out before them.

"This is Tokyo when I was seventeen."

"That is..."

It was right in the center of Tokyo. A giant tree soared into the sky. Hikaru's eyes were drawn to the tree, or more accurately, to the sphere at its peak, formed by countless entwined branches. He didn't know what it was, but looking at it made something ache deep inside him.

"That's the egg of a god."

With that, Satou began to roughly explain the battle of the past and its conclusion. Hikaru listened, his gaze fixed on the god's egg as if bound to it.

"The shattered fragments of the god rained down all over Tokyo and dissolved into the bodies of many people. One of them was your mother. Of course, given what it was, the Mutual Aid Society thoroughly investigated the effects. They determined there were no particular problems, and in fact, nothing related to the Artificial God has ever happened to this day."

However, the Mutual Aid Society's assessment wasn't entirely correct. Though it was a god born of human wishes, it was a corpse, a fragment broken down to its finest particles. The Society's view was that it would eventually fade away within a person, but that's not what happened. Through a series of coincidences, many of the fragments gathered inside a single young woman, and were then passed on to the child she conceived.

"That's you, Hikaru."

"...The source of my power is that god?"

"That's how it is."

Hikaru unconsciously clutched at his restless chest and spoke in rebuttal.

"B, but... my power isn't that incredible..."

"I told you, didn't I? The Artificial God is a device for granting people's wishes."

It's only because he never had an insane craving for power that he ended up as an average esper. If Hikaru had truly desired power from the bottom of his heart, Satou said, things would have been different.

"To put it bluntly, it's a major source of trouble. Do you remember the first time I was invited to your house?"

"Huh? Um, that was when we met by chance at the bento shop, right?"

"Yeah. I told you then, right? That there were some guys plotting something bad nearby."

"Y, yes."

"Their targets were Rika-chan and Chika-san, but it wasn't unrelated to the Artificial God."

Hikaru's face tensed at those words.

"They were remnants of organizations called True World and the Chaos Army. The Artificial God was created by their boss as the key to achieving their plan."

If Hikaru's power had been exposed, they would have pursued him with bloodshot eyes. Hikaru's face grew paler and paler. Not because he imagined the danger to himself, but because he imagined the potential danger to his family.

"S, Satou-san! If it's you, you can take the god's fragments..."

"Yeah, I can erase them. As precisely as performing surgery."

"Then!!"

"Hold on. Make your decision after you've heard my whole story."

The words, *how can you be so calm,* died on his lips, suppressed by Satou's intense gaze.

"Even if I erase the fragments, your supernatural power won't disappear, but it will inevitably be weakened. There won't be any change at your current stage, but your growth limit will be significantly lowered. Even if you train as hard as you can, you'll probably top out at a mid-tier level."

Besides, he added. Even if it was only about seventy percent, its origin was what it was. The power was immense.

"Money, women, status. Even without using it as a wish-granting device, you could probably seize whatever desires a normal person might have with your own two hands."

"I don't need it."

Hikaru cut him off flatly.

"The things that are precious to me are already there. Of course, I'm not completely satisfied."

He had wishes. He wanted his sisters to have a good life. He wanted to be a good son to his mother. Yes, he had plenty of desires. But those were things he could achieve without something as grand as the power of an Artificial God. He could get them by working hard, so there was no need to cling to a god's power.

"I'm not saying power is unnecessary, but if it brings harm to the things I hold dear, then it defeats the whole purpose."

With great power, he could protect his family. Yes, that was also true. But there are no absolutes in this world. There are heights that cannot be reached even with the power of a god. Satou himself was proof of that. In that case, it was better to get rid of the unnecessary spark before it could start a fire. He wouldn't miss it in the slightest, Hikaru said.

"I see. But my story isn't over yet. This is the most important part."

Satou said that even if they were to erase it, there was a major concern.

"A concern?"

"Hikaru. You're a good kid."

"Huh?"

"You're a good big brother to the twins, and a good son to Yuri-san. You're a good friend to Rika-chan and the others."

What was he talking about all of a sudden? Satou layered more words onto the bewildered Hikaru.

"Where did that goodness come from?"

"Where...?"

He wasn't a dense kid. He could be slow on the uptake in some areas, like not noticing he was popular with the girls in his class, but he wasn't slow-witted. That's why he understood what Satou was getting at.

"Isn't it the result of being ‘wished for to be that way’? You know at least some of it, don't you? About Yuri-san."

Given the subject matter, Yuri probably hadn't told her underage son everything. But he remembered living with his father, so he should be able to guess.

"In that horrible environment. Wanting at least her son to be... it wouldn't be strange if she wished for it with an insane fervor, would it?"

If that were the case, then.

"If that personality of yours is derived from the Artificial God, then erasing the fragments might mean the you of now disappears."

"Please erase it."

"...Did you hear what I said?"

"Yes. And I've determined that it's not a problem."

"You mean you'd choose your family's safety even if the current you disappears?"

"That's not it."

Hikaru denied it clearly.

"I've never once thought of myself as a particularly good person."

But.

"If other people think of me that way, I believe it's because the many connections I have have shaped the me I am today."

If he was a good son, it was because Yuri was a wonderful mother. If he was a good brother, it was because Ai and Midori were kind kids. If he was a good friend, it was because Rika and the others were amazing people.

"You too, Satou-san. I am who I am today thanks to all these wonderful people. It's definitely not because of some incomprehensible god's influence."

That's why he didn't need a god's power. Hikaru said it with unwavering eyes. Satou stared into Hikaru’s eyes for a moment, then gave a final confirmation.

"Is that your final answer?"

"Yes."

"Understood————Hey! Hasn't an answer been given!?"

"Huh?"

In that instant, five figures appeared, surrounding the water tank. It was Chika, Takahashi, Suzuki, Yanagi, and Onisaki. In their hands, they held up signs of approval.

"Eh, eh, eh."

"Sorry about that, Hikaru. We had to test you a little."

"T, test me?"

What did he mean? Chika spoke to the confused Hikaru.

"I think Hiro explained it, but we have a history with the Artificial God."

"Me and Suzuki are former members of the Chaos Army and True World, and Yanagi and Onisaki over there are the ones who created the Artificial God in the first place."

"That's why we wanted to be sure."

"Sure of what?"

"Even though we were the creators, neither I nor Yanagi knew the whereabouts of the Artificial God's fragments."

"We learned of their location for the first time from Satou Hideo."

With Satou's power, it would be easy to erase only the fragments of the Artificial God. Everyone had thought that was what he would do, but...

"But you see. Hiro proposed entrusting the power of the Artificial God to you, Hikaru."

"Huh? Wh, why?"

Receiving everyone's gaze, Satou gave a small nod and spoke.

"The Artificial God is a life that was wished into existence by Yanagi and the others, and killed by me and Chika-san before it could be born. I thought there must be some meaning in the fact that it came to reside within you, Hikaru, through a series of coincidences."

It was these five who had objected to that.

"It’s not that we don't trust you, Hikaru."

"Yeah. But it's a heavy burden for a kid, isn't it?"

"That’s why we were against it."

"My reason and Yanagi's are a little different. While it's no match for a freak of nature like Satou-chan, the power of the Artificial God is immense."

"It could be said to be sufficient to destroy the world. It is not something that can be entrusted to a mere child. That was our reason for opposing."

"That’s what they said. So we decided to see if you were a man worthy of being entrusted with it."

"...Oh, so that's why you were being so mean, or rather, harsh."

Given the topic, he had just assumed the conversation naturally took a severe tone, but thinking back, it was strange. The Satou he knew would have been able to guide the conversation in a more gentle direction.

"Sorry about that. But hey, it wasn't for nothing. We got a unanimous vote of approval, after all."

"Um, actually, it's just a bother, so I'd like you to get rid of it..."

"Now, now, hear me out to the end."

Thinking that the usual playful Satou had returned, Hikaru adopted a listening posture.

"The reason the fragments of the Artificial God are a problem is because they could function as a wish-granting device. If it ceases to be a colorless power for granting human wishes, it loses its value."

If it doesn't grant wishes, then it's just a strong power. There's a non-zero, but extremely low, possibility that someone might try to turn Hikaru into a military asset for that power. But even if it were exposed, they probably wouldn't think it was worth poking a child under Satou's protection to get it. It's because it's a wish-granting device that it's worth taking the risk.

"Which brings us to..." ≪Wait, what's with that pocket?≫

Satou plunged his right hand into a half-moon-shaped pocket that had appeared on his abdomen and...

"Lucifer's Heart!!"

With a high-pitched voice, he pulled out a vigorously beating, blood-soaked organ and held it high.

"Hea... a heart!?"

"You, you... what kind of dangerous thing is that?"

Ignoring the startled gallery, Satou spoke with a smug look.

"If you're going to give it a color, the opposite is best. There are plenty of others who rebelled against God, but I figured if we're going to do it, we might as well use a famous one."

As Satou held up his left hand, a transparent, star-like radiance flew out from Hikaru's chest.

"Those two idiots created the Artificial God to be a light that illuminates the twilight. Then I shall remake it as a light that heralds the dawn."

Lucifer's Heart was sucked into the fragments of the Artificial God, and a brilliant light overflowed. It was a light as gentle as a star in the morning sky, and as powerful as the rising sun that signals the beginning. Someone, perhaps everyone but Satou, who were all captivated by its radiance, muttered, "Beautiful."

"There." ≪Seriously, so casual!?≫

Satou flicked the light with his finger as if it were a marble and pushed it back into Hikaru.

"I'm sure it's fine since it's Hiro, but... Hikaru, do you feel anything wrong with your body?"

"Uh, no. Not particularly."

"Well, it's not like you're going to get stronger all of a sudden. Whether you can make use of it or not is up to you, Hikaru."

Satou clapped his hands as if to reset the mood.

"Now that the serious talk is over, let's go get some ramen before we head back. What do you say?"

The smiling Hikaru was momentarily stunned, but he quickly returned the smile and answered.

"Yes! It’s on you!!"
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			What's With This Guy

			That day, I was visiting a bar in the Supernatural World called "Naked Heart."

"There's something I just can't accept."

The owner, John Avalanche, an American, age forty-two, said with a deep sigh. Since I was the only customer, he was probably telling me. I took a sip from my glass and listened intently to what he had to say.

"The public's alienation from fast food."

What's he hoping to accomplish by telling me about something like that? I mean, I get that small talk is what it is, but come on.

"Fast food was supposed to be for the masses, for the common folk. Right?"

When I think back to my student days before I stepped into the Supernatural World, when I had no money, well, yeah. I was basically broke in middle and high school, so I was grateful for cheap fast food that filled me up.

"But despite that, burgers, pizza, and beef bowls just keep getting more expensive every year. Is there any injustice greater than this?"

Yeah, there is. It's called inflation and rising labor costs. The people providing it are running a business. It can't be helped. But I get what you're trying to say. It's still cheap, but the price hikes sting like that annoying little bit of poison damage in an RPG. If you want to eat until you're full, the accumulated poison damage adds up to a pretty hefty price. At that point, you start thinking you might as well go for something more expensive but more satisfying, and you stop going. I wonder what students these days are doing. Have their allowances gone up compared to when I was a kid?

"As it moves away from the masses, the masses in turn keep their distance. It's a vicious cycle."

"But John, they're also making efforts on their end, like improving the quality to match the price hike."

"I'm not looking for that level of quality from fast food. The heart of fast food is its sloppy deliciousness and the sloppy feeling of being full."

I looked at the muscle-bound gorilla on the other side of the counter as he passionately laid out his theory. Come to think of it, I've known this guy for a pretty long time. Longer than Chika-san, with whom I lost touch for a while.

*When did I meet this guy... Right, I think it was the night before the final battle.*

Things had gotten kind of tense with Chika-san, or Chika-chan as she was back then, but we parted ways with nothing happening, and I was feeling a little sulky. I couldn't sleep, so I was walking the streets at night when this guy appeared.

"You look down, Superman. Tried to score a one-night stand with that girl you like and failed?"

"I'm going to kill you."

"...Whoa, sorry. It was a joke, but... I see. Ah, yeah. As a man, I understand how you feel."

"Don't sympathize with me or I'll kill you."

Back then, I was as sharp as a knife.

"Hmph... So, what do you want with me?"

It was obvious he wasn't an enemy. If he were, he was far too open, and more importantly, there was no malice from him. Some could hide it skillfully, and some could kill an enemy without malice. But John was neither of those.

"Why do you fight?"

"Huh?"

"The Mutual Aid Society. And the unaffiliated individuals who cooperate with them. They are all, to varying degrees, going into this final battle with some thought for the state of the world."

But you're different, aren't you? His eyes were eloquent.

"You're less interested in the state of the world than you are in the latest hit charts. So why do you fight?"

"...I wonder why. I don't know myself."

Because I want to protect Chika-chan. Because my two best friends have steeled themselves for the fight of their lives and are waiting for me. I could cook up any number of plausible reasons, but if you asked me if any of them were my "core," I don't think I could call them that.

"Maybe I'll find out when the fight is over. So I guess you could say my reason is to go look for it."

That was my answer. Not that I ever figured it out in the end. In fact, I only just remembered this conversation now. I'd completely forgotten about it back then. I was probably just feeling sentimental because I failed to get laid. I mean, after it was all over, I went straight to a game shop and played a new release all night. It was super fun, by the way. It's a timeless classic even now. Maybe I'll go look for it at some used game stores on my way home.

"I see."

John gave a small nod and left. The next time he appeared was a few hours later. A large army appeared to block my way as I tried to storm the main fortress. I had thinned them out beforehand, but there were plenty of ways to prepare troops, like familiars, magical beasts, and golems. Looking at their numbers and quality, I immediately decided I should be the one to lead the charge, and that's when he casually showed up.

"Soul-searching. Very youthful. Go on."

With bandoliers wrapped around his body and an assault rifle in each hand. John said it, looking like a tough guy out of a B-list action movie. I thought. What's with this guy?

The next time I ran into John was a few dozen minutes later. Inside the enemy's main fortress. It was a complex dungeon designed to delay me, and I was having trouble navigating it, but I was just about to reach where Takahashi was. An ambush appeared to block my advance. Just then, a slightly wounded John appeared from behind me.

"Go. Your buddy's waiting, isn't he?"

John said, firing his assault rifles with a flourish worthy of a movie. I thought. What's with this guy?

The next time I ran into John was a few dozen minutes later. Just before I reached Suzuki, another ambush appeared.

"Did you find what you were looking for? Not yet. Then you have to keep going."

John said, pulling the pin of a grenade with his teeth. I thought. What's with this guy?

The next time I ran into John was after I defeated Yanagi and Onisaki and prevented the birth of the Artificial God. The birth was prevented, but from its corpse, countless Aberrations, later called angels, appeared and filled the sky. Just as I was thinking what a pain this was, a battered John casually appeared next to me.

"Looks like the end credits are still a ways off. But if you blow these guys away, that girl's kiss is just around the corner. Man up, Superman."

John said, shouldering a rocket launcher. What's with this guy, I thought, as I launched into the sky at the same time John fired his rocket.

"...Hey, Hiro. Who in the world is that foreigner acting like your partner?"

Chika-chan, who was flying alongside me, asked in a bewildered tone. She had been reading the room and staying quiet until now, but it seemed she couldn't hold it in any longer.

"Beats me."

Even after that, our relationship continued, not particularly close, but just kind of dragging on to this day. Looking at the muscle-bound gorilla still passionately discussing his fast food theory on the other side of the counter, I thought.

*What's with this guy.*

I never even got that girl's kiss in the end, damn it...
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			Dreaming of a Reunion Someday

			The past is precious. The past shapes the present, and the present paints the future. Today, let us speak of one of the fragments of the past that constitutes the Satou Hideo of today.

"Haaah… I’m beat."

Satou Hideo, age twenty. He was utterly exhausted by the daily grind of society. Though he now handles everything in his public and private life with effortless skill, that was not always the case. The still unhealed wounds of separation and the unfamiliar life of a company employee had certainly worn down his mind and body. Not that he was exactly cornered, however.

In terms of assets, he had enough to live a life of leisure. If he grew tired of being a corporate drone, he could quit at any time. The reason he continued despite his complaints was likely because, all things considered, he enjoyed it, including its constraints. And it wasn't all struggles. There were small, everyday pleasures too. That's why he could keep going.

One of those small pleasures for the twenty-year-old Satou was...

"Yo."

"...You’re here again?"

It was chatting with Airi, the ghost of a girl bound to the intersection near his home. She looked to be about seventeen. But that was merely her age at death. If she were still alive, she would be a little older than Satou. Airi sighed in exasperation, but her face held a clear look of joy.

"Heh heh, don’t be so cold."

Satou offered her a can of coffee with a goofy grin. A ghost? you might wonder, but the Supernatural World possesses technology that allows spirits to eat and drink.

"Anyway, you gotta hear this. Today…"

"More complaining? I console you every time, don’t you think that’s a little strange?"

"What is?"

"Having a ghost who died young in an unfortunate accident listen to your gripes, that’s what’s strange. Shouldn't it be the other way around?"

"I’m a man who isn’t bound by convention."

"Honestly."

Their idle chatter began. Satou loved this time. But today, something was different…

"Really now, you need to get a grip, you hear? ...It’s not like I can stay here forever."

A lonely look on her face. Satou instantly understood that their parting was near. Their daily conversations had diluted her lingering regrets. Or perhaps, it would be more accurate to say that the will to move forward had begun to sprout within her. Satou pushed his own feelings deep into his heart and smiled as if nothing was wrong.

"You’re right. Well then, let’s go on a date next holiday. A date."

"Huh? That’s completely out of nowhere. What are you talking about?"

"'Cause you've never even had a boyfriend, let alone been on a date, right Airi-chan?"

"Wh?!"

Wh, how did you know that? Airi was flustered, having never mentioned such a thing, but she was dealing with the wrong person.

"You always look so envious when couples walk by. It’s super obvious."

"Guh…!"

"Why not do it at least once before you pass on? A souvenir for the great beyond, you know."

"You little…"

Seeing the mix of happiness and guilt on her face, Satou immediately added more words.

"I’ve wanted to go on a date with you at least once too, Airi-chan."

To meet a cute girl like Airi-chan and only ever just talk, that's just torture, Satou laughed.

"...I suppose it can’t be helped. If you insist, I’ll go out with you."

"Alright! Then it’s this Sunday. I’ll escort you in style, so look forward to it."

They made their promise, and the day of the date arrived. Perhaps to match Airi’s school uniform, Satou appeared at the intersection wearing a blazer.

"...It’s a bit late to say this, but I am a ghost bound to this spot."

"Hey, I’ll figure that part out, so don’t worry. You’ll be fine for a day."

And so the date began, but…

"Huh, a fishing pond? For a date?"

The first stop was a run-down fishing pond. And the next one…

"A mahjong parlor?!"

And the next…

"Rakugo?!"

And the one after that. They were all places one would question for a young couple’s date. It stayed that way until the very end. For dinner that evening, they stopped at an oden street stall.

"...So, how was it?"

Airi shot him a dubious look while munching on a beef tendon, but Satou replied nonchalantly.

"It was fun, right?"

"...Well, yes… It was fun."

"And the oden is good, right?"

"It is, but."

They were all questionable spots, but this was Satou. With his signature communication skills, he had somehow managed to ensure Airi had a good time everywhere they went.

"B, but, if you’re going to call it a date."

"I know. That’s why we’ll do that stuff next time."

"Eh?"

Satou spoke gently to the dumbfounded Airi.

"Passing on isn’t the end. It's not like you're a Christian, Airi-chan."

Her soul was bound for the Japanese underworld, a place where the concept of reincarnation was deeply rooted. And in all likelihood, there would be a next time. A reincarnation. That was Satou’s assessment.

"We’ll meet again."

If she must depart, it should be with hope as her friend, not regret. That was Satou’s parting gift.

"...!"

That must have been what broke the dam. Tears began to stream from Airi’s eyes.

"I… I died, it hurt, it was so painful… I still wanted to live… But, I met you, Hideo, and…"

As if to cut her off, Satou placed a light, fleeting kiss on Airi’s forehead.

"It’s a date, after all. Gotta have some perks. I’ll save a kiss on the lips for next time."

Satou grinned playfully. Say goodbye with a smile, at least. Airi was not so dense as to miss his meaning…

"You idiot. My first kiss isn’t that cheap."

With tears still streaming down her face, she put on a bright smile and replied in her usual tone. And without waiting for Satou’s response… she departed from this world.

"...That’s where my skills will come in, you know."

Satou cried, just a little.
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			Portrait of a Young Satou, Part One

			"Aah, I wish a meteor would just fall on that den of lolicon bastards and wipe them all out."

His appearance, trudging sluggishly through the entertainment district while cursing, was that of a true delinquent. The "lolicon bastards" were the members of True World and the Chaos Army who were after Chikage.

As Satou grumbled, Chikage managed a strained smile and said,

"Well, I don’t think they’re targeting me in that sense, but…"

"Whatever their objective, any adult chasing after a high school girl’s ass is a lolicon. A lolicon."

They’re a menace, the scum of society, he spat. His words were foul, but it was out of concern for her, so Chikage was secretly pleased.

"Still, what to do about them. As His Excellency says, numbers are everything in a fight."

To get rid of Yanagi and Onisaki, he would first have to tear off their limbs. Should he ambush their members and pick them off one by one? No, that lacked flair. They had mocked him more than enough. If he didn't do something that would make them hold their sides laughing, it wouldn't be any fun.

"For now, I guess I have no choice but to harass them bit by bit."

"Harass them bit by bit… like what, for example?"

"For starters, I’m thinking of getting my hands on the information stored in the Community Safety Divisions of every police station in Tokyo."

"...What for?"

A bad feeling was already creeping up on her, but Chikage asked anyway.

"I want info on guys who have been marked or arrested for stalking."

"...And how would you use that information?"

"I’ll pick out the ones who seem to be driven by lust and send them the personal information of the handsome men and beautiful women in True World and the Chaos Army."

Using ordinary people against superhumans seems pointless, doesn't it? But this time, it was different. The members of both organizations were, in a sense, very principled, so they would almost never kill without reason. If he sent a superhuman hitman, they would simply intercept them, but against harassment from ordinary people, they would be unlikely to take drastic measures. They would most likely try to ignore it. But even if they did, what’s unpleasant is unpleasant.

"I think it’ll slowly chip away at their mental state."

"...They could also use memory manipulation to drive them away."

"In that case, I’ll just gift them the personal info again. They’ll be able to enjoy their stalking with a fresh state of mind."

Chikage recoiled from the laughing Satou.

"...But, it’s still missing a decisive blow, or maybe it just lacks punch."

Something was missing. Something wasn't right. If only he could get one or two more pieces, he could paint a magnificent picture. As Satou began to ponder this and that,

"Hiro, we’re here."

He was snapped back to reality by her voice. Satou and Chikage had come to this entertainment district for a job. The request was to subjugate an aberration.

"...Hey, Chika-chan, is this…"

"Yeah. They’ve probably taken over the whole place."

They looked up at a certain multi-tenant building and murmured. The target this time was a doppelganger. The double that looks exactly like you, the one they say you die if you see. A request had come to the Mutual Aid Society about a doppelganger causing trouble, but even the two of them hadn't expected this.

"One or two is one thing, but to be this bold, are they stupid?"

"Things are chaotic in the community right now, so subjugating weaker aberrations is being put on the back burner. Maybe they thought it was their chance."

"Do whatever you want and then skip town? What a naive outlook."

Satou was exasperated, seeing as they themselves were standing right here.

"...A doppelganger, huh."

"Hiro?"

Satou stroked his chin with his index finger and thumb. The piercings on his ear clinked, chari. Chikage had a thought. Ah, this is a sign that something bad is about to happen. Not to her. Some unknown person was about to fall prey to his frivolous, malicious fangs. They hadn't even known each other for a year, but they had spent some intense time together. That’s why she knew. She just knew.

"Seems like it could be useful, so I guess I’ll just secure them for now."

"...Secure, you mean you’re going to make them your familiars or something?"

"Yeah. That shouldn’t be a problem for completing the request, right?"

"You’re right. Well then, shall we go?"

As Chikage surrounded the building with a barrier to prevent involving any civilians, they charged into the office. They beat down every last doppelganger that had replaced the original occupants and formed contracts with them as familiars. The request was completed in less than five minutes.

"Hey Hiro, are you free after this?"

"Hm? Yeah, I don’t have any particular plans. The only thing is collecting the reward for the job."

"Then, you know. Why don’t we just wander around for a bit?"

For Chikage, this was the best she could do to ask him on a date. Though he didn’t understand the complex heart of a maiden, it was a welcome suggestion for Satou. He accepted immediately. And so, the two of them began to wander aimlessly through the entertainment district.

They walked while chatting. Both Satou and Chikage felt that the distance of a single fist between them was frustrating, but they couldn't close it. They were giving off a rather bittersweet aura, but…

"Oh, that’s…"

"? What is it?"

"Oh, that multi-tenant building over there has the office of an AV company I’m a fan of… huh…"

His words trailed off, and Satou’s eyes widened.

"...Hiro?"

"...AV?"

At that moment, a current ran through Satou. AV, doppelgangers. He heard the sound of the missing pieces clicking into place, gachiri.

"Whoa whoa whoa, hold on, did my IQ just skyrocket or what? This is bad, this intelligence? I feel like I’m on par with Einstein! Should I seriously aim for Tokyo U? For some reason I feel like I could get in right now… Ukekekekeke."

A smirking Satou, and a terrified Chikage watching him.

(...This is probably going to be something terrible, on a level that easily surpasses my imagination.)

It was the moment the curtain rose on the miracle carnival that was about to befall True World and the Chaos Army.
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			Portrait of a Young Satou, Part Two

			1. The Footsteps of Ruin

That day, a social gathering was being held at a certain base of True World. To anyone with a conventional sensibility, they were nothing but an evil organization. However, they themselves genuinely believed they were acting for the good of the world, so regardless of their ideology, their core nature was that of good people. Thus, they held events to strengthen their unity, just like anyone else. The standing buffet party, complete with entertainment, proceeded in a friendly atmosphere, and smiles graced everyone's faces.

They were completely unaware that a malicious presence was lurking, ready to shatter their gentle world.

"This is it! This is what Napolitan is supposed to be!!"

As one of the members, an old guy, savored the classic ketchup-fried Napolitan pasta,

"That’s the exact same reaction my old man has, it’s hilarious. Is it really that good? I mean, it tastes great, but."

"Well, in terms of flavor, there are probably more delicious things out there. But this brings back memories…"

His words were cut short. The moment he recognized the boy who had spoken to him, the old guy’s face turned deathly pale. A flippant-looking, blond-haired boy with numerous piercings. It was,

"Sa, Satou Hideo!!"

"Heh heh, sorry to intrude."

With Satou grinning foolishly, a piece of fried chicken in hand, the friendly atmosphere changed in an instant. Everyone went on high alert.

"This is pretty good, though. What catering service is this from?"

"Surround him! Crush him from all sides at once!!"

The highest-ranking person present shouted orders, and the battle began. They employed textbook tactics, leveraging their numerical advantage, but it was useless against Satou. He simply dodged and weaved, enjoying the food he had collected.

"This isn’t enough…! Call for reinforcements!"

"Roger! Get Onisaki-san too… No, that won’t work. I think today he’s…"

They should have realized it at this point. The strangeness of Satou, who, despite running around, made no attempt to leave the True World base. But the filter of him being a thorn in their side, the biggest obstacle to achieving their grand ambition, clouded their judgment.

"Is this about enough?"

Once a sufficient number had gathered, Satou spoke. Standing in the center of the hall, chugging a plastic bottle of juice, he looked completely defenseless. Yet, everyone present felt a sense of foreboding. Their premonition was correct.

"You treated me to some good food. This is my thanks."

Satou snapped his fingers, and a giant magic circle appeared on the ceiling. Then, "it" rained down all at once.

«Gggghhhhaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!?!!?!!!!!!»

A scene of utter chaos. And no wonder. What fell and burst open were tin cans. The problem was their contents. Surströmming. The fermented food said to be the smelliest in the world. What’s worse, its stench had been amplified by supernatural power, making it the absolute worst. In an instant, all several hundred members were neutralized. Satou gazed at them as they foamed at the mouth and convulsed, and he laughed with genuine delight.

"Heh heh heh. You’ve got a fine selection of lookers here, don’t you."

It was a smile that oozed with vileness.

"...Still, having this many handsome men and beautiful women is ‘helpful,’ but it’s pretty cheeky for an evil organization."

Guess I’ll have to teach them a lesson, Satou snorted, and once again used a summoning spell. What appeared were numerous black mists, each about the size of a basketball. On Satou's command, the mists flew toward the men and women who were "at a level that could be cast" and began to envelop them, mozo mozo.

"Is this about right? Alright. Next up is the Chaos Army."

2. The Worst Kind of Foreshadowing Payoff

That day, Chikage was visiting Ura-Shinjuku for some shopping. She was a target of True World and the Chaos Army, the two major organizations of the Supernatural World, but they weren't watching her around the clock. Especially not during the day and in a public place like Ura-Shinjuku. The communities in the Supernatural World, created for use by all supernatural beings rather than a specific organization, were a kind of non-combat zone. Causing trouble here would only create unnecessary enemies. So Chikage could shop with peace of mind.

"...Hmmm."

Chikage stood in a corner of the bazaar, groaning as she looked at two skirts. At first glance, they seemed like normal women’s clothing, but they were actually combat attire. A certain number of people in the Supernatural World found purely functional gear to be uninspired. For people like them, there were creator groups that made items that could pass as regular fashion. What Chikage was looking at now was one such product from a supernatural fashion brand.

"I wonder if Hiro would be happier with the shorter one."

Before meeting Satou, she had never cared about fashion, neither in the Surface nor the Supernatural World. In the Surface World, clean, normal clothes or her school uniform were enough. In the Supernatural World, it was function only. An unusual preference for a girl her age, but that was who Saionji Chikage was. But after meeting Satou and falling for him… saying any more would be uncouth.

"But wait, I think the other day he was having a pointlessly passionate debate with someone from the Mutual Aid Society about skirt length?"

The image of Satou engaged in a heated discussion with a stranger flashed through Chikage’s mind.

‘Just making it short isn’t always better, right?! I mean, of course I like it! Yeah! I love short skirts! But that doesn’t mean mini is the best for everyone!! It’s like that thoughtless "just add bigger boobs" mentality, absolutely not! Depending on the person, jeans can be even sexier than a skirt!!’

Chikage couldn't understand it at all.

"Does he mean, what suits the person? In that case, for me…"

What would it be? As she fell deeper into her dilemma,

"Hasn’t Satou been quiet lately?"

"Right? He hasn’t made a peep since he raided True World and the Chaos Army a little while ago."

She happened to overhear such a conversation. It was a group of men and women eating ice cream at a nearby stall.

"Well, it’s not like he’s doing something around the clock, is he?"

"That’s true, but since he parted ways with his friends, he’s been causing some kind of trouble and becoming a rumor about once every three days."

"For a guy like that to be completely silent for nearly two weeks since that attack is kinda scary, you know."

"He’s definitely plotting something terrible."

She had no objections. Chikage recognized that it was the absolute truth. She was in love with Satou, but that was that, and this was this.

(I wonder what Hiro is doing…)

All he had said a little while ago was, "Heh heh heh, I’ve got a little something to take care of." He had a terribly wicked look on his face, so it was certain that someone was about to become very unfortunate.

As she was thinking this,

"Elegance! Elegance!!"

Speak of the devil. Satou’s voice echoed. He seemed to be using a voice amplification spell, as his voice reached the entirety of Ura-Shinjuku.

"...?"

When Chikage looked up, she could see Satou soaring through the sky, scattering something. Cards? What was this man, famous for various reasons, scattering? Naturally, everyone picked up the falling cards.

(A URL and… a QR code?)

The people in the city, including Chikage, instinctively took out their phones. It was suspicious, but it was unlikely to be a virus or a phishing scam. There would be no point in him doing that. So, thinking it was probably fine, Chikage also accessed the mysterious URL.

"Wh-wha?! Wh, thi, … awawawa!!"

The moment she saw the screen, her face turned bright red and she became flustered. And for good reason. What was displayed there was the cover art for an adult video.

"What the hell is this? Some kind of indiscriminate sexual harassment terrorism?"

"Every one of these seems pretty niche, or rather, hardcore."

"Looks like you can watch them for free."

Some were blushing like Chikage, while others tilted their heads in confusion. Everyone was trying to figure out his intention, when someone suddenly muttered,

"Huh? Hey, isn't this that guy from True World?"

In response to that mutter, someone else said, I think the actor in this gay porn video is in the Chaos Army… In that moment, Chikage remembered.

"A… V… Doppel… gänger…"

Chikage whispered in a daze. Following her, people here and there began to understand Satou’s intention.

"What is that guy, a demon?!"

"No, no, no, you’d do this?! Would anyone normally go this far?!"

"This is insane, this is insane…"

It was an unprecedented social genocide.

3. A.S. 18. Regarding Their Aftermath

At the time of that unprecedented social genocide, this author was a high school student, just like Mr. Satou. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the boy I was back then, still a fledgling drunk on his own specialness, died that day. Perhaps the reason I have been able to get by in this world in one piece to this day is, in a sense, thanks to him. Now, enough about myself, let us get to the main topic. Eighteen years have passed since then. The theme of this piece is to look back on that incident once more. First, let us hear from the anonymous expert on malice, Mr. L Myojo.

"Well, this is a bit embarrassing. I get interviewed a lot for my work in the Surface World, you see."

Mr. L kindly agreed to the interview. As a fan of her work in the Surface World, I was honestly quite thrilled.

"So, it’s about Satou-kyun, was it? Let’s see. If you’re talking about people more evil than him, there are tons of them, you know?"

In both the Surface and Supernatural Worlds, there are people who commit atrocities far greater than Mr. Satou. Looking back through history, Mr. Satou would likely not even rank, at least in the Surface World's listings, Mr. L explained.

"But there is no one whose malice is as ‘thin’ as his. There are massacres carried out in the name of justice and such, but in the end, that’s just a different label for what is essentially evil, right? At the root of any crime that gets etched into history, there is always a dense passion that ordinary people can never hope to match. Accomplishing great deeds, whether good or evil, is like that. But Satou-kyun doesn't have that. He consistently operates with a level of passion no greater than that of a small prank. He’s saved the world many times, but even that comes from a passion no greater than that of a small good deed."

...So you’re saying that for Mr. Satou, saving the world and committing social genocide are the same thing?

"Yep. The only difference is the direction. The passion involved is the same. That’s why he stands out. If he only ever did bad things, he probably wouldn’t be so noticeable."

It is precisely because he has accomplished numerous great deeds, unrecorded in the history of the Surface World, that we cannot ignore him. We unconsciously sense that imbalance, which is why Mr. Satou’s actions leave such a strong impression on us, she says.

"Well, that aside."

That aside?

"I think the social genocide Satou-kyun committed was just plain scummy. As a woman, I find it repulsive."

I couldn’t agree more. Afterwards, I got Mr. L’s autograph and left the office. The next person I spoke to was… someone who was involved in the great genocide.

The victims numbered in the hundreds, but all of them had left the Supernatural World and had not returned, so I honestly thought it would be impossible. However, the person who agreed to be interviewed this time, A-ko, along with a few others, is apparently planning to return soon. I wanted to hear about that as well.

"Oh, this face? Yes, I changed it back. To my old face."

What surprised me was A-ko’s face. She had returned to the face she had at the time of the incident. There was some aging, but this is probably what eighteen years would look like by superhuman standards.

"To talk about that, I first have to look back on what happened then."

...Please, go on. In contrast to my nervousness, A-ko began to speak in a remarkably calm tone.

"Well, to put it simply, it was hell."

...I can imagine.

"At first, everyone tried to do something about it. We tried using the power of the Surface World’s legal system, for example."

I heard there were moves to halt the sales, but…

"Yes, it was useless. Even when we succeeded, they were just illegally re-uploaded, and in fact, they spread even more."

My own research confirms these circumstances. The more they tried to erase the digital tattoo, something that was not yet common back then, the more deeply it was carved. Even now, a simple internet search would likely bring up the videos from that time.

"There was nothing we could do. We had no choice but to change our faces and run. Our relationships in both the Surface and Supernatural Worlds were destroyed."

...Not just the Surface World, but the Supernatural World as well? I can understand the Surface World, as the videos were apparently distributed to relatives, friends, and acquaintances who knew nothing of the supernatural. But the Supernatural World too?

A-ko answered my question with a wry smile.

"Is there any guarantee that your friends and acquaintances in the Supernatural World haven't seen the videos? Even if it’s not you, can you remain calm after being shown the lewd acts of a being with your exact same appearance?"

...I have no words.

"Insomnia, anorexia, bulimia. The days after my mental breakdown were hell. I couldn't even bring myself to hate Satou Hideo. I was so broken that just hearing his name, let alone seeing his face, would make my body tremble in fear."

But the fact that you have changed your face back and are speaking of those times means you have recovered, correct? What was the catalyst for that? A-ko began to speak with a calm expression in response to my question.

"I think it was about ten years later. I realized I couldn't go on like this and decided to face my trauma."

That is… very admirable.

"I decided to try and overcome it by watching the videos, so I searched for them online… and found them right away. I couldn't even last a few minutes. I thought, I can't do this, it's impossible, and was about to close the browser when the comment section caught my eye. I felt hatred for those people who were talking about a me who wasn't me as they pleased. But at the same time, I felt another emotion, one different from hatred. Without knowing what it was, I decided to rally myself by hating those irresponsible viewers, and dived into the sea of the internet."

Several more years passed. She went from just looking at the comment sections to sometimes starting threads on message boards.

"...And in time, I realized it."

Realized what?

"Yes… that I was becoming aroused."

…Excuse me?

"Shame, humiliation, and within it all, there was definitely ‘pleasure.’ Before I knew it… fufu, it’s crude, but, you know?"

…

"Was it just me? Was I just a pervert? Excitement and confusion eventually turned into resolve."

Re, resolve… you say?

"Yes. I sought out my former comrades and rivals who had been victims and confirmed it with them. And when I did,"

…Wh, when you did?

"Including myself, there were about forty of us. I found compatriots who had reached a similar state of mind."

…

"We talked it over and made a decision. We would change our faces back and start a new way of life."

It was at that moment. The door to the hotel room where A-ko and I were talking opened… and Mr. Satou appeared.

"Yo."

"Hello, Satou Hideo. I wonder if you remember me?"

"Yeah. I did a thorough investigation of your personal information back then. Since you seem to have restored your family register, I recognized your name on the client list right away."

To my surprise. A-ko was interacting with Mr. Satou with the same calm demeanor as before. The conversation proceeded, ignoring the astonished author.

"Anyway, who’s this old guy?"

"A magazine reporter. He says he wants to know about the incident back then."

A-ko smiled, saying she had timed it just right.

"I thought you were planning revenge under the guise of sending me a request, but that doesn't seem to be the case. What’s your objective?"

"I hold no grudge against you. That’s the truth. And my request is not a lie either."

"Hmm? Let’s hear it. The details just said you had something to ask of me."

"I want you to be our director."

"Director?"

"Yes. The people who were done in by you back then, myself included, have started an AV company."

Fuh?!

"The name is ‘Reincarnation.’ We named it that because we were killed by you, and then reborn. For our momentous first work, we unanimously decided that the most fitting director would be you, the one who started it all."

…

"You seem to have quite the strong opinions about AV, don’t you? If you like, you could also serve as one of the male actors, you know?"

Though if you lack the confidence, you’re free to refuse. In response to A-ko’s provocative smile, Mr. Satou,

"...You’re on. I can’t be an actor because of my public persona, but I’ll take the director’s job."

He accepted the offer with a fearless smile.

"Excellent. I’ll be counting on you, Director Satou."

"Yeah, leave it to me."

The two shook hands firmly. It was truly a historic reconciliation… or was it?
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			The Day That Someday Came

			"There’s nothing better than a drink in the middle of the day!!"

"That’s the truth."

"You ain’t wrong."

"To put it mildly, it’s the best."

It was a Sunday. Satou and his delightful group of mature women had gone out drinking since morning. Satou and Chika earned some disapproving looks from children, but they paid them no mind. Hardworking adults need this kind of rest sometimes.

"Where to next?"

"Let’s see. The first two spots were Hiro’s and Suzuki-kun’s recommendations, so maybe it’s our turn?"

"Yeah. Now, are there any good places?"

"We don’t have to decide right away. We’re getting a bit full, so let’s walk for a little."

And so it was decided. As the four of them were strolling along and chatting, Satou suddenly stopped.

"What’s wrong, Hiro?"

"Oh… I just realized, this is around where I used to live."

"First time I’m hearing that. Haven’t you always lived where you are now?"

"Even I couldn’t afford that place as a first-year employee."

The apartment Satou currently lived in was a fairly nice property. Considering his assets from the Supernatural World, he could have afforded it even in his teens, but there was his public persona to consider.

"The first place I lived after moving out of my parents' house was around here. I was here until I was about twenty-two or three, I think?"

"Oh, so it’s a place full of memories for you."

"Yeah. Though I haven’t had any reason to come back here since I moved, so I never did."

As he spoke, Satou began walking toward somewhere. The other three followed, and after a short walk, they arrived at a perfectly ordinary intersection.

"There used to be a friend I’d often chat with here on my way home from work."

"Here… you mean, at the intersection?"

"She was a ghost bound to this spot."

Satou’s eyes narrowed nostalgically as he answered Chika’s question.

"I was a rookie employee, and I was pretty stressed out."

"That’s surprising. I always thought you’d have handled things well right from the start."

"No way… I was an adult. The communication skills you need are different from when you’re a student, right?"

Unfamiliar work, unfamiliar social interactions. He used to complain about all of it to the ghost who was here.

"I was also still dragging around the awkward way I parted with you guys."

""Urgh.""

"Ahaha. So what was this ghost like?"

"Her name was Airi-chan. She died in an accident at seventeen. She was a bit sharp-tongued, but super kind."

It was his daily routine to bring her coffee or sweets on his way home from work and chat for about an hour.

"She’s passed on now, right?"

"Yeah. When I was twenty, I think. We had one last date… and then we said goodbye."

It was lonely, but they had parted on a bright note, Satou smiled.

"Whoops, got a little sentimental there."

"...Yeah. I’m starting to sober up, so shall we head to the next place?"

"Good idea. Who’s next, Saionji-san or Takahashi-kun?"

"Then I’ll…"

As she was about to continue, all four of them simultaneously whipped their heads toward the road. A little girl, about third grade, was crossing at the crosswalk on a green light. From her right, a passenger car that was clearly not normal was barreling toward her at an incredible speed. A normal person wouldn’t make it in time, but the people here were not normal.

"I’ll go. You guys handle the car."

Satou said curtly, then entered the crosswalk, scooped up the girl, and dashed to the other side. A moment later, a deafening roar echoed as the car crashed.

"The car is totaled, but I protected the person inside. The rest is up to the police," said Chika.

"Hey, is the kid hurt at all?"

Takahashi, who had also joined Satou, asked worriedly. As a preschool teacher, he couldn’t help but worry about children.

"Of course not. But just in case. Little lady, are you hurt anywhere?"

"…"

"Little lady?"

For some reason, the girl’s eyes were wide open, and she was frozen solid. Did I mess up? Satou thought, and tried to put the girl down to check her condition, but she wouldn't let go of his arm. As he wondered what to do,

"A, a, a… Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!"

She started crying at the top of her lungs. Satou immediately put up a perception-blocking barrier and yelled at Takahashi.

"H, hey, what am I supposed to do?! Do something, you!!"

"Why are you talking like a valley girl all of a sudden. …Anyway, calm down."

She probably just processed the situation and got scared. It was cruel to expect a child this age to just take it in stride. Let her cry for a while, Takahashi advised, and Satou, realizing he was right, regained his composure.

But,

"‘We met.’"

Suddenly, the girl started saying strange things between sobs.

"‘We met again’! Hideo, it's you!!"

""""...Huh?""""

Who? No, I don’t know her. She’s calling your name. It must be a different Hideo. What’s a different Hideo? The four of them communicated with just their eyes, oblivious to the girl who was now crying even more violently. Do something, Satou pleaded with Chika and Takahashi, but…

"W, well, it’s been a long time since I looked after little kids… and Rika hardly ever cried…"

"I might be an active teacher, but trying to pull a kid away in that state would just backfire."

They bluntly refused him. Left with no choice, Satou handed Takahashi his wallet and ordered him to buy some drinks and snacks that a small child would like. He had only ordered Takahashi, but Chika and Suzuki, wanting to escape the chaotic situation, seized the opportunity and went along too. Left alone, Satou decided to move and, recalling old memories, relocated to a nearby park.

"...You smell like alcohol."

As he sat on a bench with the girl in his arms, she said this in a tearful voice.

"S, sorry about that?"

"...Fufu, so this is how you act around kids."

"Um… miss, have we met somewhere before?"

With eyes swollen from crying, but with a bright look on her face, the girl said,

"Oh, we have. From a past life, I should say?"

This is bad, she's a weirdo! Satou shuddered, but he quickly remembered his own existence and came back to his senses. A past life? A past life, you say? Reincarnation? Whose, he thought, until it hit him.

"...Could it be, Airi-chan…?"

"Yes. Though I have a different name now."

"…"

Satou’s eyes widened as far as they could go. For a powerful being like himself or Chika, it was possible to retain memories even after being reincarnated. But the girl before him, now and in her past life, had no such aptitude. That is why Satou was so shocked.

"Ever since I was little, I always felt like I had forgotten something. I always felt like I had to find someone."

"Airi-chan…"

"It was you. To think we’d meet again like this."

Her cause of death in her past life was a traffic accident. And her cause of death in this life was nearly a traffic accident as well. To be saved from that fate by Satou was a true miracle, Airi laughed.

"...You’ve gotten old."

"...Well, I am a man in his mid-thirties now."

"It’s been that long. Of course you’d get old and put on weight… But, you’re still the same Hideo."

Satou felt a little like crying at Airi’s happy smile. As he soaked in the good fortune of meeting her again in this way,

"We have to fulfill our promise, you know."

"Promise?"

"Did you forget? Well then, I’ll remind you."

Airi grabbed Satou by the collar, pulled his face close, and,

"!?"

Planted a passionate kiss on him. It wasn't just any kiss. It was a deep one, with tongue and all. Several tens of seconds passed with him at her mercy, then, puha! Airi broke the kiss and smiled.

"That’s the first kiss I couldn't give you before."

It was at that moment.

"What the hell do you think you’re doing!!"

"You lolicon!!"

"What happened to the Hiro who used to vehemently condemn lolicons?!"

It was the trio of mature women, who had witnessed the entire scene. The trio ignored the wide-eyed Airi and fiercely cornered Satou, but…

"Hey Satou, are you liste…"

The trio’s eyes shot wide open.

"""H, he’s dead…"""

Satou was dead. He could not withstand the antisocial act of sharing a deep kiss with an elementary schooler.
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			It's Not Just About Fighting

			It was the night after the incident with the artificial god had been resolved. The six of us, myself, Chika-san, Takahashi, Suzuki, Yanagi, and Onisaki, were once again gathered in the same place. Today’s business was not about some trouble from the past. It was a request from the Mutual Aid Society.

"..."

"What’s wrong, Chika-san?"

"Well, it’s just that for this group to be all together..."

Chika-san looked over all of us and murmured with an indescribable expression.

"...is this really for job support?"

This request was neither troublesome nor violent. It was a job support consultation event. To be precise, it was job support for non-humans who wanted to make a life for themselves in human society. The event was a large-scale affair held in a rented municipal gymnasium somewhere in Tokyo, and the request had come down to us, as we all had our own roles as working members of society.

"I know, right."

"Yeah. I mean, I’m not complaining or anything."

Takahashi and Suzuki both showed their agreement.

"You say that, but if it were a world-ending crisis, we wouldn’t be needed," Yanagi said.

"Exactly. If they were short-staffed like with that villainess affair, that would be one thing, but Satou-chan can usually handle things on his own," Onisaki added.

In contrast, Yanagi and Onisaki seemed enthusiastic. I guess they were the types to worry about humanity out of some misplaced sense of meddling in the first place. Once you remove the problematic parts, they just become regular busybodies.

"That’s true, but..."

"Come on, now. We might be overkill in terms of combat strength, but we’re actually quite suited for this, you know?"

This is a line of work where you can earn a salaryman’s annual income by just taking on simple requests. It’s particularly noticeable with the younger generation, but relatively few of them have jobs in the Surface World. Even among those who do have a public face, many don’t actually perform any work duties. People like us who work regular jobs are actually quite rare.

"And our fields are nicely varied, too."

I’m in sales at a trading company, Chika-san is a business owner in the beauty industry, Takahashi is a childcare worker, and Suzuki works in food service. Onisaki is well-connected in the nightlife industry, and Yanagi has his hands in so many things he’s like a joker who can handle anything. You couldn’t ask for a more reassuring lineup for a job consultation event.

"...But can we really give any useful advice?"

"That’s what I’m saying. I mean, Saionji is a company president, so she’s probably good at this sort of thing."

"I’d be troubled if you asked if I’m good at it... but I plan to do my best."

As we were talking, the time came, and we all went to our stations. A short while later, an announcement was made, and the non-humans who had been lining up came into the gymnasium. The different counters were divided by industry, but Yanagi and I were handling all fields, so our table had a "General" sign on it. My only experience is in sales, but I do deal with other industries as part of my job.

"Um, is it all right?"

As I waited while sucking on a piece of candy, a consultant immediately approached. He was a well-built man with horns growing from his head. An oni, I guess.

"Please, have a seat. My name is Satou, nice to meet you. Could I see your information sheet first? Did you bring one?"

"Oh, yes. Here it is."

I took the document from the oni and looked it over. His name was Saiga... cool. He was 321 years old. Born in the Edo period. In terms of era, that would be around the time of the Chushingura, right? Let’s see, he was scheduled to graduate soon from a night school in the Supernatural World that teaches about human society. This night school also provides a Surface World high school diploma, which is helpful. His grades were neither good nor bad.

"You don’t have a human family register yet. Is that the next step?"

"Y, yes. I thought I’d apply after I graduate and have a better idea of how I’ll manage in the Surface World."

"I see. Have you decided on a name or age? If not, we can think about that together."

"Yes, please."

"Okay. Then let’s start with the name. Do you have any preferences?"

"Not really. Oh, but, um, what do you call them? Those strange names humans use..."

"Kirakira names?"

"Yes, that’s it! I’d rather avoid something like that."

That makes sense.

"For now, let’s go with the surname Saiga."

"Okay, I don’t mind, but why?"

"In your personal life it might be different, but at work, it’s normal to be called by your surname."

Since Saiga has the same pronunciation as his real name, he wouldn’t have an unnatural delay in his response. Even if he made friends in his personal life, he could just say he doesn't really like his first name and continue being called by his surname.

"I, I see. That’s very helpful."

"Next, your age. Can you use your humanization technique?"

"Yes."

His horns disappeared, his skin color changed, and his body became a size smaller. He didn’t look that old, so maybe twenty-three... no, let's make it twenty-five.

"How about we go with a backstory where you started working after middle school and recently graduated from night school to get your high school diploma?"

"Please."

"Okay. Now, for your desired occupation... construction related, I see."

"Yes. I was originally a carpenter in the Supernatural World."

He said he was interested in the technology of the Surface World and wanted to learn it.

"Do you want to do your own design work someday?"

"I’m interested, but first I’d like to experience many different work sites."

"I see."

So he could gain practical experience as a worker on-site while studying on his own to become an architect. Or maybe it would be best if he could get into a company with good support for acquiring qualifications.

"This might be a silly question to ask an oni, but are you a drinker?"

"Yes. I love sake. Oh, but I hear human society is very delicate about these things, so I plan to be careful."

"Oh, that’s good. That kind of awareness is important. But I see. Yes, being able to drink is a good thing."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah. We live in an age with all sorts of talk about alcohol harassment and what not, but the construction industry is different."

Smaller companies especially have a strong sports club mentality, so there are a lot of drinking parties. If he can show them he enjoys a drink, they’ll take a liking to him. From the way he talks, Saiga-kun seems to have a serious disposition. Combined with that, I see him as the type who would catch the eye of his superiors.

"Hmm."

"Satou-san?"

"Let’s chat for a bit. Think of it as practice for an interview. Try to answer while keeping in mind that you’re a human."

"O, okay."

For the next ten minutes or so, I engaged in some idle chatter with Saiga-kun. Of course, I didn’t do this for no reason. It was my way of assessing him.

"...Seems like you’ll be fine."

"Yes?"

"If you’re okay with it, would you like me to introduce you to a construction firm run by an acquaintance of mine?"

It’s not a major company, but they handle a wide range of work, and the president and employees are all highly skilled. They also offer great support for acquiring qualifications, so I think it’s a good workplace. I explained about my acquaintance’s firm in simple terms, and it seems Saiga-kun was interested.

"That’s an incredible offer! But are you sure?"

"Yeah, I’ve decided you seem like someone I can introduce without any problems."

Besides, they were looking to hire because a few of their workers were returning to their hometowns.

"And I’m here to support people like you who are trying to make it in human society."

I smiled, telling him he didn’t need to feel indebted, but Saiga-kun seemed about to protest.

"If you want to repay me in some way, then giving it your all is the best reward I could ask for."

"Satou-san..."

"Good luck. I’ll be rooting for you."

"Yes!!"

Alright, next.
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			It's Not Just About Fighting

			About two hours of handling consultations went by, so we decided to take a short break. For non-humans, the night is when things really get started. The night was still young. We could expect even more visitors to arrive. That meant taking breaks at appropriate times was important. I put up a "On Break" sign and headed to the smoking area outside the gymnasium.

"Phew..."

Honestly, I didn’t feel bad. It wasn’t as if I’d always been picky about my requests. I had taken on non-combat jobs for non-humans before. Still, if I had to state a preference, I liked the rough-and-tumble jobs that paid well and were over quickly. But as you get older, your way of thinking changes. The effort and reward weren’t quite balanced, but a request like this, one that gave me the chance to interact with all sorts of people, was quite enjoyable in its own way.

"I wonder if they’re doing okay."

I had a decent amount of experience with this kind of work, but Chika-san and the others were different. It had only been a little over a year since they’d returned to active duty. They didn’t do these kinds of jobs back in the day, so I was a little worried. Well, Chika-san was a business owner who managed people, so I wasn’t too concerned about her, but the TS combo was another story. And Onisaki, too.

"Guess I’ll go check on them."

I stubbed out my cigarette in an ashtray, went back inside, and headed for the specialized careers corner where Takahashi, Suzuki, and Onisaki were stationed. Takahashi was the closest, so I decided to check on her first.

"Hmm. So you want to be a childcare worker."

"Yes! I love children, human or non-human, so I absolutely want a job where I can be involved with them."

It seemed a consultant had just arrived, and Takahashi was making a grim face.

"Yo, holding up okay?"

"Satou. Well, I’m trying to handle this as sincerely as I can."

"Glad to hear it. You look like you’ve tasted something bitter. Is there a problem with this person?"

"Ah, as I thought... is my species a problem?"

The female consultant’s eyebrows drooped as she hung her head. I wondered what was going on and peeked at her document.

I see. Ms. Taeko, an Ubume.

To put it simply, they were supernatural beings born from the lingering regret of women who died in childbirth or lost their children. Given that background, there was a certain anxiety about them kidnapping babies. However, anyone truly dangerous should have been screened out before coming here, so I thought she was probably fine.

"Oh, no, that’s not what I’m worried about. It’s just that you seem like a really nice person."

"?"

"?"

Both Ms. Taeko and I tilted our heads at her cryptic remark.

"This is just based on my own experience," Takahashi began, and started to explain her reasoning.

"I’ve been in this industry for a while now. I’ve seen all kinds of colleagues. It’s not that rare to find someone who says they took this job because they love kids."

Taking care of small children is tough. It would be difficult if you didn’t like it. When I said as much, she replied.

"You’d think so, right? But personally, I feel more at ease with people who can just treat it as a job. And by ‘at ease,’ I mean in the sense that I can rely on them as a colleague without hesitation."

She added a clarification that she didn’t mean in a way that would harm the children, and then continued.

"The reason is, and this isn’t limited to childcare workers, but teachers too, you’re not just looking after the kids. In fact, your relationship with the parents is more important. It’s best if they can look after their own children, but the mothers and fathers of the world have a lot on their plates. That’s why they leave their kids at daycare, but since they’re entrusting their precious children to us, of course they’re going to worry, right?"

I don’t have kids, but I could imagine. You’d worry about what might happen when you’re not watching.

"That’s why things like the daily communication notebook and the small talk when they come for pickup are surprisingly important. Today, this and that happened. I’m a little concerned about this, what do you think? Things like that. By building a relationship of trust with the parents, the care you provide for the children becomes more fulfilling as a result, but..."

Ah, I think I was starting to understand what she wanted to say.

"Some of them, out of love for their own child, become like monster parents."

"M, monster parents?"

"It’s short for ‘monster parent.’ Basically, it refers to a guardian who behaves unreasonably at a daycare or school."

Since Takahashi’s explanation might not have been enough, I also searched the word on my phone and showed the definition to Ms. Taeko.

"A good person who genuinely loves children often gets mentally worn down dealing with that type of person."

From an outsider’s perspective, it’s nothing more than an unreasonable accusation. And yet, they apparently sometimes blame themselves, thinking it’s because of their own shortcomings or mistakes.

"Because they care so much about the children, they tend to take the parents’ words more seriously than they need to."

If you have a business-like attitude, you can just brush off complaints. That’s probably what Takahashi meant by being able to feel at ease.

"...It’s not a pleasant story, but shall I tell you about a real case?"

"...Y, yes, please."

"Alright."

It looked like this was going to be a long talk, so I decided to take my leave. I could see she was handling things just fine.

Next up is Suzuki.

After that, I checked on Suzuki and Chika-san, and they all seemed to be doing well. So I returned to my own seat, psyched myself up, and resumed the consultations. Time passed, and just before four in the morning, the event came to a close.

"Good work, everyone."

"You too, Hiro. By the way, where did Yanagi go?"

"Now that you mention it. I think I remember seeing him leave the gymnasium at some point."

Three pairs of eyes turned to me and Onisaki, but I had no idea either. He was a serious man, so he probably wasn’t slacking off, but...

"Oh, speak of the devil. Hey, Yanagi, where have you been?"

Onisaki questioned Yanagi as he returned to the venue.

"Hm? Oh, I was just finalizing a deal with the Mutual Aid Society."

With the Mutual Aid Society? He responded to our puzzled faces.

"After listening to a few people, I realized there seemed to be quite a demand for this."

He apparently thought it would be a good idea for us to take it on as a formal business.

"W, wait, you..."

Onisaki’s face twitched as she spoke. I knew what she wanted to say. His business dealings in the Surface World were one thing, but in the Supernatural World, it was another. After all, Yanagi was a man who had once built an organization into one of the two great powers in Japan’s Supernatural World. It wouldn’t be strange for people to fear that he was trying to strengthen his influence in the Supernatural World through a job placement business.

"I understand what you want to say, but rest assured. The matter was concluded peacefully."

"...Seriously?"

"Quite seriously. Well, it was thanks to you, Satou."

"Me?"

"They had the insurance that, if it came down to it, you could dispose of me with your overwhelming military might."

And so, the negotiations didn’t get complicated, he said with a small smile.

"..."

We couldn’t help but look at each other. We were probably all thinking the same thing.

...Hasn’t this guy gotten even more devious than before?

Because of my existence, he could pretty much do whatever he wanted if he put his mind to it...
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			The Smart Idiot

			Sunday. I was watching TV absentmindedly while eating the lunch Saku-chan had prepared for me. Saku-chan had been out since the morning. Hikaru-kun had called for her.

‘Um, Satou-san. I know my power isn’t something to be spread around, but...’

‘You want to tell Rika-chan and the others?’

‘...Yes. Would that be alright?’

‘Something like that is fine.’

‘Thank you so much!!’

That conversation took place after we ate ramen. So today was the day of the confession. A few days had passed since the night he learned the truth, but given the topic, I think choosing a relaxed holiday was a good idea. They were probably all gathered at Rika-chan’s house right now.

"Ah, the bloom of youth."

I slurped my yakisoba. You might wonder why Saku-chan, a skilled cook, would prepare leftover yakisoba. This was my preference. Freshly made yakisoba is delicious, of course, but I also like it cold. The limp cabbage, the hardened meat, and the springy noodles that have soaked up the moisture from the ingredients and absorbed even more flavor are the best. I don’t heat it up. It’s the taste of my mom’s cooking from when I was a kid. It reminds me of the meals she used to make and leave for me when she went out.

"I want a taste of youth, too..."

Maybe I should head to Ura-Akiba and buy a full-dive game console and some school-themed gal-games and eroge. Just as I was thinking that, my phone rang. Since I was in the middle of eating, I used my psychokinesis to check it.

It’s Honda.

It was from a technician affiliated with the Mutual Aid Society with whom I was reasonably friendly. His character was a cut or two above Kawasaki’s, and his talent a cut or two below, but the fact that he was a guy made a world of difference.

"A request to be a tester, huh."

I had no particular plans, so I sent back an "OK" sticker.

"Alright, now that’s settled, I’d better eat up."

I quickly finished the yakisoba, had a quick smoke, and teleported to the lab. There must have been a change in personnel. They were startled by my sudden appearance, so I apologized and headed to the director’s office.

"Yo."

"Is that the voice of my friend, Satou-shi!?"

"Don’t say it like you’re Li Zhengzi."

Besides, I’m showing my face, not just my voice. This is a fine middle-aged body, not a tiger.

Is he trying to establish a character?

Messy hair, glasses, a worn-out lab coat. I always think he has the stereotypical look down.

"Hahaha, my apologies. I’ve recently gotten into ‘The Moon Over the Mountain.’"

"‘The Moon Over the Mountain’... man, that’s nostalgic. My friends and I used to joke about it all the time in elementary school."

"Hahaha."

With a sigh, I sat down on the sofa, and Honda served me coffee. The coffee this guy makes is surprisingly good. It’s one of my secret pleasures when visiting Honda’s lab.

"So, you want me to be a tester."

"Indeed. The higher-ups actually requested something for the rookie kids."

"...I’m a thirty-five-year-old man, you know?"

"Well, please hear me out."

He said that, so I decided to listen.

"It goes without saying at this point, but the Supernatural World is filled with all sorts of dangers."

"True."

"Among them, the Mutual Aid Society is particularly concerned about malicious humans."

"Ah."

Humans can approach you with malice hidden behind a smile. There are non-humans like that too, of course. Demons, for example. But in terms of how easy they are to deal with, non-humans are easier than people. For example, against a demon, you can wear a rosary or an item imbued with holy power. You can take countermeasures based on a non-human’s species, but against a human, your only option is to see through their true nature.

"So, I was tasked with creating a database and an app that allows users to view information on persons of interest."

"...Oh yeah, we never had anything like that before."

"You can view the documents if you ask for them."

"The powerful don’t care about malicious humans, and those who do care have more important things to worry about."

People have a limited capacity. Trying to cram everything in is counterproductive.

"There was a proposal to include it in the curriculum, but as you said, its priority for those who need it would be low."

"So you’re creating a system to easily check information."

"Indeed. I imagine the establishment of the educational institution was the catalyst."

You might think this is a job for an SE or a programmer, but not entirely. While those skills are necessary, this is something for use in the Supernatural World. Occult security is needed to prevent data leaks, so it’s right for someone like Honda to be involved. However.

""That would be boring.""

Our voices overlapped.

"Right?"

"As expected of my friend Satou-shi. Precisely. Honestly, something of that level doesn’t spark my motivation."

Honda’s way is to satisfy his own desires while meeting the client’s demands.

"The request from above can only deal with individuals who are already known."

It wouldn’t cover anyone who wasn’t already a known name. That wouldn’t be very useful, Honda said with a shrug. That’s true, but within the realm of what’s feasible, making existing data easier to view is about the only option.

But Honda was not satisfied with that.

"Some kind of analysis tool that can rip information out of even a first-time opponent?"

"Correct."

"But realistically, how do you plan to analyze someone you’ve never seen before?"

On an individual level, there are people who can strip a new opponent bare down to the number of hairs on their butt. But that depends on individual skill and is difficult to reproduce with a universal technology.

"I will use the collective unconscious."

"...You mean you’re going to use the collective unconscious as a database for queries?"

If so, it would be possible to extract personal information even from a first-time opponent. After all, all of humanity is connected to it. But.

"That’s going too far."

Just accessing it would be extremely difficult.

"Are you the one saying that? The very idea was sparked by the All Satou Resolution you used on the villainess."

"What, that silly prank?"

According to him, a significant amount of resources had already been allocated to research on accessing the collective unconscious.

"Including the will that desired ruin which you subjugated last spring, there have been a fair number of examples of enemies extracted from the collective unconscious."

Now that he mentioned it, that’s true. I’ve crushed every enemy of that type, but just thinking ‘if anything happens, we can just throw it at Satou’ shows a severe lack of a sense of crisis.

"Although some of the higher-ups did indeed have that perception and were reluctant to approve the budget."

"How did you get the budget approved?"

"The Chairman forced it through. He argued that even if it ends up being pushed onto you, there’s a difference in perception between doing nothing and at least trying, right?"

"Well, yeah."

The existence of the Mutual Aid Society in my mind would undoubtedly become less significant.

"Let’s get back on topic. Research had progressed to the point where access itself was possible. Well, it was really just accessing it, we couldn’t do anything with it. But then came your All Satou Resolution. Seeing that was a shock... not because of the vileness of the act, but because of the technology."

Was that clarification necessary?

"A perfect copy is impossible. But I figured that a small part of the technology used could be reproduced, albeit with a significant drop in quality, so I began my research."

He’s really working hard.

"And with the cooperation of Yanagi Seiichi, we recently reached a point where it’s somewhat practical."

"Yanagi?"

The artificial gods were beings that also utilized the collective unconscious. So naturally, Yanagi would possess that kind of technology. Onisaki was also one of the creators, but he himself isn’t the technical type. The technical aspects were handled by his subordinates, while he likely provided support using his luck.

"He was willing to cooperate?"

There’s no harm in putting the Mutual Aid Society in his debt. However, it’s a technology that, if misused, could create something as troublesome as an artificial god. For Yanagi, who recognizes his past actions as a mistake, that was a bold choice.

"Of course, the Mutual Aid Society also accepted a constraint. If we misuse it, we’re headed straight for ruin."

"They’d naturally take out that insurance. I just didn’t think he would accept it, even if the offer came from the Mutual Aid Society."

I would think he’d be hesitant even if the Mutual Aid Society presented the risk of a ruin-level penalty.

"That’s where Satou-shi’s existence comes in. He probably calculated that if something were to happen, you would be moved to completely eradicate the technology."

"That Yanagi..."

Well, he’s not wrong. Ah. If the technology used to create the artificial gods was provided and then misused, I would definitely take action. Still, I don’t know...

"So, we had the technology, but its application was still undecided."

"...And you shoehorned it into this job because you wanted to use it as soon as possible."

"Indeed."

Not "indeed." That’s completely for your own selfish reasons.

"Is it not a good thing when my desires make someone other than myself happy?"

"It’s not bad, but..."

Grumbling, I urged him to continue.

"The specification is this. You point the camera of a gadget equipped with an AI modeled on a spirit-division provided by Omoikane-no-kami at a target for analysis. Using the information obtained, such as appearance and soul wavelength, it queries the collective unconscious. Only if the target is determined to be a threat is information extracted."

However, even when it extracts information, it’s not that detailed, apparently.

"Name, the reason it’s judged a threat. If it’s committing evil acts, its tendencies. And a simple combat style, at most."

The higher the precision of the information, the more difficult the extraction. Conversely, by narrowing the target or limiting the information, the hurdle is lowered. So for a device to be distributed to children, that’s about the limit in terms of cost.

"If we limited it to only malicious individuals, we could increase the density of the information a bit, but..."

"Well, there are dangerous people who cause trouble without any malice."

Like Kawasaki.

"Indeed. If the goal is to keep children away from danger, it would be better to broaden the scope a little."

"Agreed."

"So, to explain the request again. I would like to ask my friend, Satou-shi, to conduct a field test of the prototype and help accumulate data."

"Alright."

The former anyone could do, but the latter couldn’t be entrusted to just anyone. After all, you have to snap pictures of people who are deemed threats. It’s too dangerous. In that respect, I can handle most villains on my own, so I’m the perfect tester.

"Thank you. Then, here you go."

"!"

"Y, you..."

A gadget shaped like a red notebook was placed on the table. For someone who doesn’t know, it’s nothing special, but for someone who does, it’s...

"The Iromon Dex."

"You’re an idiot."
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			He presented this to me with a completely serious face. How was I supposed to react? As I held my head in my hands, Honda casually let another remark slip.

"It’s for kids, after all."

"The design is from the first generation."

That’s for old guys and gals.

"Because this is the image I have in my head."

Well, me too, but still. Ah, this brings back so many memories. My mom bought me the toy. I remember my dad saying he wanted one too and getting smacked by my mom.

"...Whatever. I’m getting changed, at least."

"Getting changed?"

I snapped my fingers and transformed the clothes I was wearing. A black inner shirt, a red jacket, jeans. And finally, I put on a red and white cap. Perfect.

"Satou-shi, you’re really getting into it, aren’t you?"

"Shut up. You show me this and expect me not to get excited? Give me a break!!"

I picked up the dex and put it in my pocket. Now, before I set off to become an Iromon Master... one more thing.

"Honda, what’s the security like on this thing?"

"Hm? It has a soul-based authentication function so only members can use it. And a self-destruct function."

Apparently, if someone tries to force their way into it, it will shatter into pieces on the spot. He said it was a precaution, though it’s unlikely an ordinary organization could reproduce it even if they did analyze it.

"I also plan to install an offensive barrier, but I haven’t gotten to that part yet. It’s still a prototype."

"I see. In that case, here’s a freebie. I’ll install an offensive barrier for you."

"Oh, from Satou-shi himself? What do you plan to install?"

"I’ll force anyone who uses it improperly to wear this."

I pointed to the clothes I was wearing with my thumb.

"For women, it’s a belly-baring sleeveless top with suspenders and denim shorts."

No matter what they wear, their clothes will transform into one of those two outfits unless a certain condition is met. It’s a different version of the curse I put on Thanatos and the others.

"Wow, how nostalgic. I had a crush on her too. And what is this condition?"

"Registering 151 new villains. The analysis function will be temporarily unlocked, but viewing will be disabled, so misuse is impossible."

"That’s rather cruel."

It would be easy if it included the Surface World, but this is only for people from the Supernatural World. Over 100 would be tough. But it’s the fault of whoever uses it improperly, so it can’t be helped.

"But it’s a good idea. It means the database will get richer."

"Right? Oh, but maybe having only one way to break the curse is a bit too much."

I’ll add an option to have it removed by paying a nuisance fee (in the tens of millions) to the Mutual Aid Society. Should I add a feature where the amount decreases depending on the number of registered people?

"...Perhaps letting a few prototypes get stolen to enrich the database is an option?"

"Not a bad idea. Well, that’s the Mutual Aid Society’s domain, so I’ll leave it to you."

I created a package containing the spell and handed it to Honda.

"Much appreciated."

"By the way, how does this thing handle malicious non-humans?"

Non-humans themselves aren’t connected to the collective unconscious, but if there’s a human who knows about that non-human, it’s a different story. It should be possible to extract information through that person.

"It’s installed on the prototype, but it’s undecided whether it will be in the final version. There’s the issue of resources, but also reliability."

"...Ah, I see."

There’s a possibility that the information from the human who knows them is incorrect. But since it’s apparently installed on the prototype I was given, I should probably test it.

Now then.

"See you later, Professor. I’m off on a journey."

"Indeed. I pray that you will become a splendid Iromon Master."

I said goodbye to Honda and left the lab.

First, I’ll try it out on the people I know who could be a threat.

I’ll use that to check its functionality. Now, who should I... ah, right, I’ll go with him. He’s a big name, and I know him well. I searched for his whereabouts, and it seems he’s in his office, so I teleported there directly.

"Whoa, if it isn’t Satou-kyun. What’s up?"

Lucifer, who was eating ice cream on the sofa in the Devipro office, looked at me with wide eyes. I apologized for the sudden visit, pointed the lens at him, and snapped a picture.

«Legendary Iromon, Lucifer (Idol Form)»

"Huh? What’s this?"

So it has a voice function too... oh, I can turn this off. Makes sense given its purpose. I thought for a second they shouldn’t have included it in the first place, but it’s probably Honda’s hobby.

«The former chief of angels and king of the demon world, who also holds the title of morning star.»

The text and voice are playing at the same time, but the text on screen is mostly hiragana and katakana. Is this a recreation of the original? As a fan, I appreciate it, but it’s hard to re… oh, I can turn this function off too. It’s nice how it has these little quality-of-life features.

«Currently obsessed with his idol activities and is basically harmless, but one must not forget he is the lord of demons.»

"Hmm, hmm."

"It’s not ‘hmm, hmm.’ What? What is this? Seriously, what is this? The other day you just showed up and ripped out my heart."

He was almost like a random attacker, Lucifer said with a shrug. Well, it’s true that I suddenly teleported in, ripped out his heart, and left. I guess I can’t complain if he calls me a random attacker. But.

"The heart was a nuisance fee. For scheming something strange with a person’s genes."

I’ll skip the details, but it turned out that this guy had secretly stolen my blood that was collected when I went to give blood. It was obvious it wouldn’t be used for anything good, so I settled it with his heart.

"Isn’t the exchange rate for a heart and blood a little off?"

"A demon of your level isn’t going to be bothered by having a heart or two ripped out."

Considering the intended use, it was practically like a blood donation. A fair trade.

"And in the end, Satou-kyun’s blood was unusable anyway..."

"Oh, as I thought?"

There have been idiots who tried to make a clone of me before. Well, it didn’t go well for them. They were completely annihilated along with their research facility. I swear I didn’t do anything. My blood seems to have gone berserk on its own. I’m not consciously aware of it, but it seems that if someone tries to misuse my genetic information, something bad happens.

Lucifer might have thought he could handle it, but it seems he failed.

"By the way, what happened?"

"A third of the demon world was obliterated... and that was with me doing my best to contain the damage. What is with your blood, Satou-kyun..."

They’re currently in the middle of reconstruction. Ah, so his recent intense focus on his idol activities is partly to earn money for the reconstruction budget.

Well, Lucifer doesn’t matter. What’s more important is the Iromon Dex.

"...It’s a good sign that it can extract information without any problems, even if it’s just the surface level, from someone of his level."

Lucifer’s disguise is perfect. The information obtained from the camera’s analysis must be full of fakes. But it seems that if you query it and there’s a human who knows the truth, it can extract the information without any issues.

"Anyway. What is that thing, really? I mean, I can guess."

"The Iromon Dex. It’s a gadget the Mutual Aid Society made for kids. Its purpose is just as you imagine."

"...Um, could you let me try it for a bit?"

"What? Are you interested?"

"I’ve played every game in the series from the first generation to the current one."

No way. We should battle sometime. Seeing this has reignited my passion, so I was thinking of buying the first generation again on my way home.

"But you get a penalty if someone who doesn’t belong to the Mutual Aid Society uses this."

"The fact that it affects even someone at my level means it was your doing, Satou-kyun."

Lucifer made a disgruntled face. I could remove the restriction for him, but I have no obligation to go that