

  

    
      
    

  




  Cosmic Princess Kaguya! Light Novel


  [Prologue]


  > Page 8–10


  —Once upon a time, a long, long time ago...


      “Iroha!”


      A voice—more like a scream—pierced straight through my ears.


      I turned to look. A swarm of armored warriors burst forth
endlessly, their thunderous shouts echoing between the narrow
cliffs.


      There must’ve been about a hundred of them—no, maybe two hundred?
Either way, it was no small number.


  —No. Not even close.


      I hurled a dagger with all my might. It spun through the air and,
in one sweep, slashed through the armored warriors—


      —and in an instant, they scattered into nothing but particles of
light.


  —But if this were a far-off future…


      “Ugh, this is going south fast!”


      Before I could even catch my breath, another voice slammed into
my ears again.


      Okay, fine—I noticed them from the start. Someone was hiding in
the bamboo grove.


      But I just couldn't resist waiting to see the cool jump effect
through the gaps between the stalks.


      From up there—


      I jerked my controller so hard that my wrist nearly snapped.


  —Ahem… it’s not some long-forgotten past, or some distant future.


  —But rather, a near-future world instead.


      Threads of light burst from my arm, wrapping around the
enemy—


      and compressed them into a mid-air firework.


      I won. I’ll let my teammates handle the cleanup.


      I shifted into a cross-legged position on my chair and wiped the
sweat from my chin with the back of my hand.


      When I blinked and looked again, it was already evening.


      Before I realized it, the sun had slipped below the horizon,


      and darkness had wrapped itself around my room.


  —She’s just an ordinary high school girl who loves video games.


      My face reflected in the windowpane,


      revealing glowing orange eyes—


      like I was some kind of alien…




  Cosmic Princess Kaguya! Light Novel


  [ Chapter 1]


  > Page 11-36


  "Iroha's aim is perfect!"


  "This is totally pro gamer level!"


  Yea…


  I replied to my teammates over voice chat without bragging. I've been
playing this game seriously for years, so performing at this level is
pretty normal. It might even be the bare minimum. At least, that's what
I secretly believe.


  "Y-yeah, it's thanks to both of you too"


  That said, hearing the two of them praise me does make me a little
happy deep down.


  That last moment really got my heart racing. I reached out to grab a
glass of water while my hand was still trembling slightly, and...


  I'll just keep it a secret that the glass bumped against my teeth and
made a loud clink.


  KASSEN


  It's a full-drive action game that simulates warfare during the
Sengoku era. It has been an explosive trend over the past few years.
With its 360-degree visuals and surround sound, players experience
battles as if they were actually on the battlefield. Combined with
advanced controls and deep strategic gameplay, it's no surprise the game
has become a masterpiece of the industry.


  The game has a wide player base both domestically and overseas. There
are even professional gamers who specialize in Kassen.


  As for my skill level? Probably somewhere around mid to high
tier.


  "I'm serious though. You really don't want to become a pro?"


  "Iroha could definitely do it!"


  "Well..."


  No, I can't. I gave up thinking about that path a long time ago. The
thing I should be focusing on right now is...


  —Beep. Beep. Beep.


  "Oh no! I got too into the game. It's time for my part-time shift.
Sorry, I'm logging out first. See you at school"


  I jolted upright as if an alarm clock had shaken me awake. I quickly
disconnected by removing the contact-lens-like device from my eyes. It
still held a faint warmth from them.


  They are known as "Smart Contacts"


  Oh right, today is Thursday too.


  As my vision returned to normal, my thoughts also returned to
reality. I work part-time five days a week at a hidden café located in a
quiet residential area called BAMBOO Café.


  For some reason, this place becomes unusually busy on Thursdays. Even
holidays aren't this crowded.


  My hand instinctively reached toward the row of energy drinks lined
up along the edge of the desk, but—


  "Wasting drinks equals four plates of pasta!"


  I immediately pulled my hand back after being slapped in the face by
the message written on my own sign.


  For a broke high school student—no, a broke high school senior—who
survives on a part-time job and a tiny allowance, wasting money is
absolutely forbidden.


  I spoke to Yachiyo's shrine-shaped acrylic stand, which is my "other
kind of energy drink", standing proudly on my bookshelf, before dashing
out of my tiny one-room apartment.


  For a broke high school student like me, who can't even afford to
celebrate a victory with a drink, there's only one way to travel.


  Walking.


  I broke my own record by walking from my room to the café in just ten
minutes instead of the usual fifteen. I slipped through the automatic
doors of BAMBOO Café and—


  "Why is my hamburg steak cold?!"


  "Hey! Our order still isn't ready?"


  "What is going on here?!"


  "S-s-sorry!"


  ...Wow. This place is a battlefield too, huh. Alright then, let's do
this.


  "Good morning!"


  With the standard restaurant greeting used at any time of day, I
headed straight to the staff room.


  In just thirty seconds, I finished changing and immediately jumped
onto the battlefield.


  "Manager, I already put a new hamburg steak set in the oven. I'll
leave the rest to you!"


  "Thanks, Sakayori!"


  "Hayashida-san, I'll handle this side. Could you take the order from
table eight?"


  "Got it, Sakayori! You really saved us!"


  "By the way, what happened to Mio-chan?"


  "S-Sakayori, Senpai!"


  "What do you mean, 'what happened?'"


  Mio-chan, my junior part-time coworker, stood frozen in place,
drenched in sweat. At the same time, a customer who was even wetter than
Mio-chan turned toward me.


  "I asked for some water, and this employee poured the entire pitcher
on me"


  ...The entire pitcher?


  "I-I'm really sorry! I tripped while carrying the water pitcher!"


  Ah, I see. So that's what happened.


  "Come on, apologize together! We sincerely apologize for this!"


  BAMBOO Café continued operating as usual today as well.


  "I'm going to take my break!"


  Somehow I managed to survive that storm-like rush hour. Completely
exhausted, I retreated to the staff room and opened a clip from
Yachiyo's livestream.


  "Senpai, I'm really sorry about earlier!"


  Mio-chan, who had taken her break earlier, stood up just as our
shifts switched.


  Higashi Mio, the new hire who joined last month, is full of
enthusiasm and determination. Unfortunately, her skills don't quite
match that enthusiasm.


  As a result, she makes all kinds of mistakes every day. Some are
small enough to make people smile, while others are serious enough to
make your face turn pale.


  "I'm really, really, really sorry! I'm so clumsy, and, um..."


  "I'm sorry you have to take care of a useless newbie like me"


  "No, not at all. Helping cute juniors like you is exactly what a
senpai is supposed to do"


  "Waa... Senpai, are you some kind of saint? You must be a saint. Why
do you never get mad at me? Don't tell me you think I'm not even worth
getting angry at...?"


  It's not like that at all. Do you really think I'm that
heartless?


  "I just think that if someone gets scolded right from the start,
anyone would freeze up and not know what to do. Besides, you learn
really fast, Mio-chan. Earlier you took the order for that whole table
group, right? That helped a lot"


  "Really? You're not just saying that to make me feel better?"


  "No, I'm serious"


  "I'm so happy! Then after my break, I'll do my best!"


  As soon as she said that, Mio-chan dashed energetically out of the
staff room.


  Almost immediately afterward, I heard the sound of her tripping over
something in the hallway.


  That really is so like Mio.


  "I'll believe in you"


  "...Haa"


  I let out a sigh and leaned back against the folding chair behind
me.


  After a while, I relaxed and stared blankly at a poster on the wall
that said "Wash your hands before working".


  My eyes drifted to the side, past the signs labeled "Alcohol Sales
Precautions" and "Proper Dress Code Guidelines".


  Eventually they stopped at the calendar.


  "So it's already July..."


  "Seven... fourteen... twenty... three?"


  Whenever I look at a calendar, I unconsciously start counting the
days until payday, then calculate backward how much I can spend per
day.


  It's a rather sad habit I picked up after moving to Tokyo a year
ago.


  Alright, this month should be manageable.


  Or maybe drinking just one can of energy drink wouldn't be so
bad...


  ...No, better not. A high school girl living alone in Tokyo never
knows what might happen.


  ...If something did happen, it wouldn't be surprising.


  Better to save money just in case, even if I have to push myself a
little.


  —One hundred yen today is one thousand yen in the future, you’ll just
resent yourself tomorrow.


  So annoying... but Mom was right. And not just about money.


  Mom is always the one who's right.


  Coldly right. Mercilessly right.


  She relies purely on logic and has plenty of experience to back it
up, to the point that I can't even meet her eyes.


  That's why I couldn't stand it anymore and ran away from home.


  During the winter of my third year of middle school, after what felt
like our millionth argument, I finally moved to Tokyo as I had planned
for a long time.


  On one condition: I had to pay for all my tuition and living expenses
myself.


  I left my hometown almost like a runaway kid.


  I thought I had gained freedom.


  But in reality—


  Even now, Mom probably still thinks—


  —Iroha will cry soon and come running back, because she's that
weak


  Her words still echo in my ears from time to time. No matter how far
apart we are, they sound as clear as if she were standing right beside
me.


  "In ours hearts, We've all got a song, It's a precious melody,
Straight from your soul, Singing so sweet~♪”


  [Note] The song: Remember


  Before I realized it, I was humming one of Yachiyo's songs.


  My favorite song.


  I took my earphones out of my bag and continued playing from where I
left off. Her voice gently surrounded me, helping me relax a little.


  Amid the music, I could still hear Mio-chan apologizing in the
hallway.


  Once the break ends, the war will probably start again.


  ※


  "There she is. Iroha's coming"


  "Good morning"


  The next morning, I met Roka and Mami at the usual spot along our
usual route to school.


  …In yesterday's game, their avatars in the virtual world already
looked cool and carefully designed.


  But in real life they looked even better.


  Even standing in the shade, it felt like they had an aura shining
around them.


  "Did you make it to work on time yesterday?"


  "Those dark circles under your eyes are intense. Did you sleep at
all?"


  "I slept~"


  "When Iroha says she slept, that means three hours, right?"


  Roka frowned with concern and immediately shot back.


  She seemed to see right through my excuses.


  "That's basically not sleeping. Just hearing that makes me
sleepy~"


  Mami let out a long yawn. She must really be tired.


  If I stared at her too long, I'd probably get sleepy too.
Dangerous.


  "What were you doing? Working?"


  "No, reviewing and preparing for exams. Finals are coming up"


  "At your level, Iroha, you'd probably still get first place without
studying"


  "That kind of overconfidence is what gets people killed. In this
world, one wrong step and you get shot from behind"


  Ah… I accidentally said one of Mom's lines.


  "That's your mom's line, right?"


  "Yeah…"


  When I made a defeated face, Mami nodded proudly and put a hand on my
shoulder.


  What's with her?


  "Iroha is always in serious KASSEN mode"


  Just like Roka said, my battles don't end when I log out of the game
or leave BAMBOO Café.


  In fact, real life is the real battlefield.


  I have to defend my position as number one in the class, which I've
held since the first semester. Even if it costs my life.


  It's not just about test scores—


  "Ah! Sakayori-san, good morning!"


  "S-senpai Sakayori! Good morning!"


  "Good morning. And thanks for the other day"


  Good morning, everyone.


  "Sakayori-san looks beautiful as always today"


  "I managed to greet senpai!"


  "I'm jealous…"


  Polite. Excellent grades. Good at sports.


  I have to maintain the image of the "perfect high school girl".
That's the only way I can keep moving forward.


  —Working too hard is just an excuse lazy people use. I'm simply doing
what I can.


  Only by working this hard can I even glimpse the back of my mother
walking far ahead.


  But no matter what I do, Mom has never praised me.


  Not even once.


  When was the last time she did?


  If I remember correctly—


  Huh… when was it…


  It was—


  "Alright. Can anyone explain this? Today is the sixth…
Sakayori-san"


  [Note] In the anime version, Iroha is listed as a second-year high
school student in Class 3, number 12. Since today is July 12, that’s why
the teacher called on Iroha. However, this part was likely written
incorrectly.


  "Yes!"


  The teacher suddenly called my name, snapping me back to reality.


  Oh no… where are we in the lesson?


  Classical Japanese after PE is always a battle against
sleepiness.


  But even so—


  "'Narinu' comes from the continuative form of 'naru' combined with
the auxiliary verb 'nu', indicating the completion of an action"


  "Oh, excellent"


  "As expected of Sakayori-san"


  "She's so amazing I don't even understand what she just said"


  Sakayori Iroha.


  The perfect girl who never makes mistakes.


  That was close…


  ※


  "Alright then, I'll head home first"


  "S-sorry, senpai! I messed up again today. I'm really sorry, super
sorry—"


  "It's alright, Mio-chan. You're making fewer mistakes now. Good work
today"


  Like every day, I barely survived my part-time shift at BAMBOO Café,
where orders flew around like bullets.


  As I said before, Thursdays are especially packed. But Fridays are
just as busy…


  Today… yeah. I'm really tired.


  Maybe I am tired.


  But even so—


  "Hehe… finally a three-day long weekend. I've been waiting so long.
I'll finally get to sleep six hours a day"


  Normally I walk with long, fast strides.


  But today my feet dragged along, each step barely half a foot
long.


  When I looked up, I saw a full moon floating above the buildings.
Like a round window opening into another world.


  Lately I've been looking at the moon more often when I'm home, even
though I never cared about it before.


  Has something changed inside me?


  …It's beautiful.


  I felt like Mom's voice was about to echo again, so I quickly put my
earphones back in.


  I need music.


  Of course, it has to be Yachiyo.


  Hmm… then "Remember"


  The familiar intro flowed into my ears.


  My heart floated gently upward.


  The threads of tension inside me slowly loosened one by one.


  Just this alone guarantees three minutes and fifty-three seconds of
happiness.


  No matter how many times I listen, it never fades.


  The debut song of the oshi I love most—Yachiyo.


  The legendary AI streamer, Runami Yachiyo.


  A mysterious diva who appeared out of nowhere and turned my entire
world upside down.


  She is the overseer of the virtual world "Tsukuyomi". She teaches
users how to use it, guides them through it, and also performs as an
artist who livestreams regularly. She is the icons of the platform.


  Age: 8,000 years old


  An absolutely unbelievable character.


  Yet no one knows her real identity.


  She claims to be an AI.


  But even the creators, designers, and staff know nothing.


  There are countless rumors. A secret project between multiple
corporations. A foreign government program. Even "a spirit inside the
digital world".


  New rumors appear every week. The randomness of them all makes
everything even less believable.


  For me, whether she belongs to a company, a country, or is a
ghost—


  I'm just grateful that this world created "Yachiyo".


  I'm not exaggerating when I say this, but—


  I survived because of Yachiyo.


  When I was cornered. When I couldn't go on.


  When I was stuck in the middle with nowhere to move.


  Yachiyo gave me wings through her songs.


  She told me, "You can fly too"


  With this very song I'm listening to now.


  "...Beloved melody, sweetest harmony, softly echoing inside… your
heart still sings"


  I live every day because of Yachiyo.


  Watch her streams → I can laugh


  Listen to her songs → My heart calms down


  Vent in the counseling app → Countless times


  If she streams, I watch.


  If she doesn't stream, I watch old clips.


  On days when I don't want to eat, watching her helps me eat a
little.


  Even without a concert ticket, I still go.


  I try to stand in the best spot I can manage.


  Just to burn the sight of her into my eyes.


  Then I use that image to cover over bad memories before I sleep.


  On days when my legs don't want to carry me to school or work,


  just playing her music makes my body move on its own.


  She makes me feel like "living isn't so bad".


  Yachiyo never blames me.


  She never rushes me.


  But she is always by my side.


  Sometimes she might even be kinder than real people.


  If Yachiyo didn't exist…


  How would I keep living?


  I know I have to keep living.


  But—


  Tears slowly welled up.


  Today… I must really be exhausted.


  The edge of the moon began to blur.


  "—!"


  Huh?


  What just passed by?


  A small dot streaked across the face of the moon.


  "A shooting star!"


  "A shooting star…"


  I was so startled I instinctively clasped my hands.


  —Only fools rely on God for everything


  Mom's voice echoed in my head.


  But I still wanted to make a wish.


  Anyone. God. Jesus. Buddha—


  "Money..”


  Wait. Why did I wish for something like that? That's not very
high-school-girl-like.


  How lame…


  I must really be tired.


  I chuckled at myself and kept walking.


  Without realizing that the direction I was walking and the direction
the shooting star fell…


  were the same.


  "...Huh?"


  When I got home, I finally noticed.


  The streetlamp next to my apartment… was glowing in seven RGB
colors.


  Seven colors…?


  "A… gaming utility pole?"


  What a weird way to describe it.


  I stepped back without thinking. What is this!?


  It's just a normal gaming utility pole.


  Yet it's glowing with gamer RGB lights.


  I touched my eyelids to check. Yeah, I'm not wearing Smart
Contacts.


  Which means—


  "I-it's a hallucination"


  I was about to walk away—


  Fwoosh—


  The utility pole released a puff of smoke as if trying to stop
me.


  …Please don't.


  My exhaustion surged back tenfold.


  This is bad.


  If this is real… I'm in serious trouble.


  A billion thoughts ran through my head.


  But the most important one was—


  "Why… does it have to happen here?"


  If it were any other utility pole, I'd just ignore it.


  But not this one.


  It's right next to my room!?


  There's no way I can spend a peaceful three-day weekend living next
to something supernatural like this.


  This apartment costs 38,000 yen a month.


  No guarantor. No landlord coming to fix things. The neighbors never
come out either.


  Which means… I'll have to deal with it myself.


  …This is so screwed.


  I stepped closer.


  The seven-colored lights began to flicker like they were calling to
me.


  Then a crack appeared like a door.


  A bamboo-patterned handle popped out.


  And it began to open—


  "No no no"


  I pushed back with my arm with all my strength but..


  The force was insane!


  In the end, I was pulled inside—


  “A baby.. bed?”


  Cushions. Toys. A mobile.


  And in the middle—


  "Waa… waa…"


  "A b-baby!?"


  Once upon a time… no, not that long ago.


  In the very near future, there was an ordinary girl named Sakayori
Iroha.


  One day, while walking home, she encountered a seven-colored glowing
utility pole.


  And she said—


  "Whaaaaa???????”
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  [ Chapter 2 Part 1 ]


  > Page 37-71


  “Eh…”


  What the heck is going on here? What just happened?


  My brain can’t process it. Calm down. Get a grip and reorganize the
situation from the beginning. Where did things start going wrong?


  First of all, on my way home from my part-time job, I saw a shooting
star. Okay, that part still makes sense.


  Then the utility pole started glowing. It released smoke. Then it
opened up… and a baby popped out from inside.


  Isn’t that a bit much? How many gods would I have to pray to for
something this insane to happen?


  “Eh? Eh?”


  And this baby is actually alive. Not a doll or CG. A real living
thing that’s breathing.


  She’s staring straight at me with big round sparkling eyes, looking
almost like she’s trying to say something.


  『…You’re the one who opened it, right?』


  I didn’t open anything. You opened it yourself, didn’t you?


  『…But you touched it, didn’t you?』


  So what? Who does it hurt if I just touched it?


  『…I know. You’re interested in it, aren’t you?』


  Well… honestly, I am a little curious, but—


  “Sorry! I really don’t want to invite more trouble into my life right
now. Excuse me!”


  I left the place, even though it felt like a waste.


  Like abandoning a rare item in a game just because your inventory is
full.


  [Note] The original Japanese phrase here means something like
“feeling as if someone is pulling your hair from behind,” meaning you
leave reluctantly. I couldn’t find a good translation, so I compared it
to a game instead.


  —Damn it. Whatever happens, happens!


  —Crash! Smash!


  —Woooooo!


  —Screeeech!


  Just as I was about to do something, a series of noises followed one
after another.


  A drunk guy yelling.


  Glass shattering.


  Dogs howling along the street.


  And the sound of a car slamming on its brakes.


  Suddenly the safety of this town feels questionable. Since when did
the city become like this?


  Well, that can wait. Leaving this here would be dangerous. At the
very least, I should report it to the police.


  “How am I supposed to hold a baby…?”


  Carefully and nervously, I lifted the baby out of the utility
pole.


  Light.


  Before I could even notice if she was warm or soft, the first thing
that shocked me was how light she was.


  She had almost no weight at all.


  It felt like holding a rolled-up towel.


  If I accidentally applied just a little force, she might flatten like
paper.


  No good. I can’t do this.


  My instincts are telling me something clearly.


  There’s no way I can just leave a weak, defenseless living thing like
this lying around on the street.


  This isn’t even about law or morality.


  It’s simply something every human being should agree is absolutely
forbidden.


  But it seems the concept of the “gaming utility pole” doesn’t quite
align with normal human thinking.


  Because the moment I lifted the baby out—


  the pole basically went, “I’ll leave the rest to you,” and ran
away.


  The handle, the door—everything disappeared.


  In the blink of an eye, it returned to its original state.


  Are you kidding me? Hey, wait a second!


  “Excuse me! You forgot something!”


  Even after saying that and knocking on the pole…


  it stayed completely rigid, without any response at all.


  In the middle of the street at night,


  I stood there holding a baby in front of a utility pole.


  “…Doesn’t this make me look like a kidnapper?”


  Suddenly the baby in my arms felt heavier.


  When I looked down, I saw her chubby cheeks lifting up.


  She gave me a pure, innocent smile.


  “Ah~♡”


  “Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope!”


  No matter how I think about it, it’s impossible.


  Keeping her is not an option.


  Then maybe I’ll just put her down here—


  No. Absolutely not. I can’t just leave her on the street.


  Then maybe on top of a vending machine…?


  No… that’s dangerous too.


  …So what am I supposed to do with this baby?


  As if she sensed my hesitation—


  “WAAAAAAAH!”


  The baby unleashed her “ultimate move.”


  Her full-power crying echoed mercilessly throughout the quiet
residential district in the middle of the night.


  “Okay okay, that’s enough!”


  The only thing I could think of was that I didn’t want anyone seeing
this.


  So I dashed up the apartment stairs carrying the crying baby.


  Luckily I didn’t run into anyone.


  The moment I locked the door to my room, I felt relieved.


  …Wait. Why am I relieved?


  Why did I bring her back here?


  Doesn’t that basically make this a full-on kidnapping!?


  This is bad. Clearly my brain isn’t functioning properly from
exhaustion.


  “WAAAAAH!”


  Meanwhile the tiny beast refused to stop.


  She vented all of her dissatisfaction in the only way she could.


  By crying.


  —THUMP!


  Eventually a neighbor slammed the wall.


  “K-kabedon… first time I’ve ever experienced that…”


  I was a little shocked.


  But it’s understandable at this hour.


  “Waaah…”


  “Hey now, it’s okay. Don’t be scared, okay?


  Look look. Plap plap plap~”


  Sakayori Iroha, the perfect high school girl,


  discovered that besides muscle training,


  there is one more thing she cannot do.


  That is—


  make a baby stop crying.


  She desperately tried copying what she’d seen others do to soothe
babies, but—


  “WAAAAAAAH!”


  —THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!


  Neither the crying nor the wall-banging stopped.


  What should I do…?


  In complete despair, I grabbed the last straw and frantically started
scrolling on my phone.


  “How to make a baby stop crying”


  Apparently many mothers have the same problem.


  The search results were far beyond expectations.


  There were an absurd number of them.


  “Um…


  ‘Hold the baby’ — already doing that.


  ‘Hold vertically’ — already doing that.


  ‘Gently rock’ — did that.


  ‘Walk around while holding’ — did that too.


  Then the only thing left is…”


  A lullaby.


  Okay. Think.


  A song my mom used to sing when I cried.


  A lullaby is…


  —Don’t cry. Crying is just running away.


  —If you’re truly sad, don’t sit there crying. Think about how to stop
the same thing from happening again.


  …I can’t remember.


  Only her lectures come to mind.


  Just as I was about to clutch my head in despair—


  “…Ah.”


  Something caught my eye.


  An acrylic stand shrine of Yachiyo.


  Standing proudly on my desk.


  In that instant, the confusion in my head seemed to clear away.


  “In ours hearts, We've all got a song, It's a precious melody,
Straight from your soul, Singing so sweet~♪”


  Before I could even finish the first verse of the song
“Remember,”


  the baby was already breathing softly in her sleep.


  “Yachiyo’s song is ridiculously powerful…”


  I gently laid the baby down on the futon.


  Holding my breath,


  I slowly pulled my hands away millimeter by millimeter.


  Okay.


  Hands completely removed.


  Ten seconds passed…


  She still didn’t wake up.


  “…What a relief.”


  Success.


  All the strength drained from my body.


  Even the wall-banging stopped.


  But…


  what should I do now?


  No matter how I think about it, I probably have to report this to the
police.


  For the first time in my life, I dialed 110 on my smartphone and
pressed the call icon.


  While listening to the ringing tone,


  I rehearsed what to say.


  I have to be extremely careful.


  If I say even one thing wrong,


  they might think I kidnapped her.


  Let’s practice.


  “There’s been an incident…”


  …No good.


  “A baby appeared… from a seven-colored glowing utility pole…”


  That sounds ridiculous.


  “There was a baby crying so I brought her home…”


  …Yeah I’d definitely get arrested.


  I’m completely lost.


  How am I supposed to explain something I don’t even understand
myself?


  “This is Tachikawa Police Station. Is it an incident or an
accident?”


  “Ah! It’s okay! Everything is… fine now! Sorry! Thank you very
much!”


  In the end,


  I called the police


  just to tell them “everything is fine”


  and hung up.


  The most suspicious phone call ever.


  …I’m sorry, officer.


  I can’t do this anymore.


  I’m really exhausted.


  Even though today was supposed to be the day I finally got six hours
of sleep…


  ※


  In the distance,


  I heard the cooing of wild pigeons.


  It sounded like a newspaper delivery motorcycle passed by chasing
them.


  When I slightly opened the curtain,


  the newborn morning sunlight poured into the room with dazzling
brightness.


  …I managed to sleep another six hours.


  It seems I fell asleep without realizing it.


  What exactly happened yesterday?


  “Maybe it was a hallucination… probably not.”


  Because the evidence is right here.


  The baby born from a utility pole is sleeping peacefully beside
me.


  It seems she didn’t cry again last night.


  The saying “a sleeping baby is an angel” must be absolutely true.


  Yesterday she nearly made my head explode.


  But seeing her tiny cheeks sparkling in the morning light,


  I almost reached out to gently pat her head.


  Wait…


  Since when did she get this big?


  That’s strange.


  Yesterday I could easily hold her with one arm.


  Even the bracelet she always wears


  doesn’t look this big.


  “Ah! It’s wet! Seriously!?”


  When I placed my palm down to check her size,


  I immediately felt an alarming amount of moisture.


  Oh no…


  Well, it can’t be helped.


  She’s a baby after all.


  Even if it’s not my responsibility…


  changing her diaper wouldn’t hurt.


  Actually that means I’ll need new clothes too.


  And something to wrap her in…


  Towels.


  Milk.


  Baby bottles.


  And… a baby carrier?


  And…


  “Hey, isn’t that way too many things?”


  When I started counting on my fingers,


  I ran out of fingers.


  The moment the store opened,


  I rushed into a shop with the slogan


  “A trusted companion for new parents.”


  …A well-known baby goods store called Nishitakeya.


  After searching online,


  it seems this place has everything a baby needs in one shop.


  Of course…


  you still have to pay.


  “Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope!”


  I blurted out in the middle of the aisle.


  Diapers are ridiculously expensive!


  And there are so many kinds.


  If I have to choose between cheap and expensive…


  obviously I’d choose quality.


  Who would pick the crappy ones?


  Baby clothes aren’t cheap either.


  Milk comes in cheap and expensive versions.


  If you buy bottles,


  you also need sterilizing solution—


  something I never even knew existed before.


  After gathering everything and bringing it to the register—


  “That will be 13,243 yen.”


  How is that a “trusted companion”!?


  Damn it…


  the money I worked so hard to save…


  “Why am I spending my money on something like this…?”


  Holding the baby supplies I bought—


  and the baby herself—


  I trudged home.


  …Climbing uphill the whole way.


  “Uwaaa!”


  When she started whining along the way,


  I made silly sounds to make her laugh.


  “Brrr brrr brrr~”


  “Ugh!”


  When she fussed again,


  I checked the time for feeding.


  “Mm…”


  If she still didn’t stop,


  I sang a lullaby.


  “Ehe.”


  The baby cried often.


  But she laughed even more.


  Once you see that smile,


  you want to see it again.


  People always say


  once you have a child,


  your life starts revolving around them.


  For me,


  three entire days off


  were spent doing nothing but trying to make a baby smile.


  Without touching my textbooks even once.


  “…Wait. What am I even doing?”


  Holding the baby in my room, a chill suddenly ran down my spine.


  Wait a second.


  Why am I putting so much effort into raising this child?


  This isn’t right.


  Now isn’t the time for this.


  I was supposed to spend these three days studying.


  “Ugh.”


  “Hungry, right? Okay okay, I get it. Just wait.”


  I shouldn’t be able to tell what a baby wants


  just from the tone of her whining.


  No good.


  I have to report this to the police.


  Even if they suspect me.


  I have to let this baby go.


  Otherwise, my life will disappear faster than time in a video
game.


  “Mm…”


  “Full already? Then it’s time to sleep, little lady.”


  Well, it’s late today.


  Tomorrow then.


  Tomorrow morning I’ll go to the police box first thing.


  And my acting as “the mom”


  will end there.


  That’s what I swore to myself.


  Before singing Yachiyo’s song again.


  I used it as a lullaby instead.


  Her sleeping face still looked like an angel.


  That night, I had a dream.


  I became part of the apartment ceiling,


  looking down at my room from above.


  In the middle of the four-and-a-half tatami room


  was my favorite low table with a tablet on it.


  A faint glow from the screen illuminated the pitch-dark room.


  “Uhehehe.”


  A ticklish little giggle echoed.


  The tablet screen kept switching images.


  News about the possibility of a giant meteor striking Earth.


  A romance movie where lives were at stake.


  A packed Yachiyo concert.


  Anime.


  Live sports broadcasts.


  Videos of me hanging out with friends.


  “Ay ay ay.”


  The one controlling the tablet was the baby.


  She was desperately devouring information.


  Her eyes sparkled mysteriously


  even though she wasn’t looking at a phone screen.


  Then moonlight streamed through the window.


  Under the moonlight, the baby’s hair slowly grew longer, like a plant
photosynthesizing spreading itself to absorb more light.


  And then


  I fell asleep again.


  “Hey… I’m hungry…”


  I woke up to a small complaining voice.


  “Yes yes, I know. You’re hungry, right?”


  Still half-asleep,


  I rubbed my eyes in the dark room.


  “I want milk…”


  “Please wait a moment. I’ll boil some water…”


  You want milk, right?


  I understand now.


  After three days of intense training, I could finally understand the
baby’s needs just from her whining.


  It was almost like her sounds were turning into words…


  …Wait.


  What?


  “WAAAAAH!”


  I shouted and turned around.


  The girl also jumped in surprise.


  “Eek!”


  That’s right.


  A girl.


  There was a girl standing there.


  In the pitch-dark room,


  a young girl had suddenly appeared,


  staring at me with wide shocked eyes.


  “That scared me…”


  No, I’m the one who should be scared!
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  Anyway, whatever.


  This confirms it.


  She’s definitely not human.


  She looked about ten years old.


  Eyes so beautiful they looked like two shooting stars.


  Long shining hair reaching her waist.


  Pale skin visible even in the darkness.


  Perfectly shaped lips.


  If you only judged by appearance,


  she was simply a beautiful girl.


  …Who is she?


  Actually, no.


  You don’t even need to answer.


  I already know.


  You’re… “that baby” right?


  I know.


  Because we spent the last three days together.


  Because I could understand you just from your whining.


  Because our hearts communicated that clearly.


  I already thought it was strange.


  Being born from a utility pole.


  Growing rapidly overnight.


  Opening your sparkling eyes


  and greedily consuming information…


  …Or maybe this is just a dream.


  Ah, I see.


  If that’s the case—


  “Please leave!”


  I immediately stuffed the Nishitakeya items I bought into a cardboard
box and politely tried to return them to her.


  “……”


  But the mysterious girl stared at the Nishitakeya box in
confusion.


  “What is this~~?”


  “No, that’s my line! This is terrifying! How did you suddenly grow
this fast!?”


  “Well~ these days everything moves fast, right?”


  Why are you answering like you’re giving an interview to the
media?


  More importantly—


  why can you talk?


  You were a baby just a moment ago!


  This is too much.


  I can’t accept this.


  And I can’t wait until tomorrow either.


  “I’m not dealing with something this bizarre!”


  I grabbed the girl’s arm and tried to drag her outside by force.


  “Noooo~!”


  But she didn’t budge.


  Using her small body, she resisted with all her strength.


  “Hey, move already!”


  “Noooo!”


  I never thought I’d end up testing my physical strength like
this…


  Don’t underestimate me. If it were a utility pole, that’d be one
thing, but if it’s a tiny little girl like this, then just pulling with
all your strength like a tug-of-war would—


  “Ow, ow, ow!”


  “Ah, sorry!”


  “Ack!”


  Ah… now I need to apologize even more…


  The moment she said it hurt, I instinctively let go. With that sudden
release of force, the girl was flung away…


  She rolled across the floor several times, and then—


  Crash!


  Her head slammed hard into the aluminum window frame.


  “Are you okay!?”


  “Ow! My whole head hurts! My hand hurts too! Somebody help me~~”


  The moment I heard the words “help me,” I froze for a second.


  —“Help me?” You can say that so easily. Are you really my daughter?
That’s surprising. Didn’t I tell you already? In this world the only one
you can rely on is yourself. Don’t tell me you forgot. If that’s the
case then—


  And then it would turn into a four-hour lecture…


  No, wait. This isn’t the time to be thinking about that. I need to
stop her first.


  “Wait, stop. Don’t shout like that in the middle of the night. The
neighbors will start banging on the wall again.”


  But the sound that echoed through my room wasn’t knocking from the
next apartment.


  Instead, it was…


  Grrrlll—


  The growling stomach of the girl in front of me.


  Come to think of it… I haven’t given her a midnight feeding yet. And
I haven’t even eaten dinner myself.


  Grrrlll—


  A second growl rang out. This time it came from my own stomach,
answering hers like a challenge.


  Watching a girl on the verge of adolescence “converse” through
stomach growls like this wasn’t exactly a common sight.


  An awkward silence drifted between the two of us for a while. Then
the girl spoke.


  “Could you help me out~~?”


  She made pleading eyes and tilted her head slightly, as if trying to
coax me.


  What is with that shameless attitude? She doesn’t even look like
someone capable of thinking seriously. When I’m in front of this girl,
everything starts to feel ridiculous.


  My body was so drained of energy I felt like collapsing.


  I let out a long sigh, light enough that it felt like I might float
away, and used that momentum to push myself up to my feet.


  Ah… geez…


  —The one who stands up first has to do everything. If you don’t want
to do it, then just stay seated until the other person gets up.


  “Five hundred ninety-four yen… for five meals… and it’s already two
in the morning.”


  In the middle of the night, I ran to the convenience store while
still wearing my pajamas. What I bought was omurice, because I figured
that if you’re talking about something kids like, it’s probably this
kind of thing.


  Of course, there was no way I could buy two. So I heated up the taco
rice I brought home from work and ate that instead.


  We sat across from each other at the low table and started our
extremely late dinner together, me and the mysterious girl.


  “Thank you for the meal.”


  I pressed my hands together and took a bite of taco rice.


  Mm… the staff meal from BAMBOO Café really is consistent. It’s not
just that it tastes good. The fact that it’s free is the best seasoning
of all.


  Meanwhile, the mysterious girl just stared at me without
blinking.


  I ignored her and kept eating. Eventually she slowly grabbed a spoon
with her left hand and stabbed it into the omurice.


  It didn’t seem like she was left-handed. It looked more like she was
copying my movements, like watching a mirror.


  Then she scooped up a big bite of omurice and shoved it into her
mouth.


  “—Nom!”


  Her round eyes sparkled like they were filled with tiny stars.


  “This is amazing! What is this?”


  After that she started eating nonstop. Eyes wide, chewing happily,
like someone who had never eaten food before in her life.


  “Um… omurice… I guess.”


  “Omurice! I love it!”


  …Why is she that happy about it? My wallet took quite a hit, but
somehow it feels like I got a little bit of reward in return. Just a
little.


  “And what’s this yellow thing? What about the red one? And the soft
little things inside?”


  “Egg. Ketchup. Chicken…”


  I answered absentmindedly amid her endless questions, and out of
habit reached over to unlock the tablet on the table.


  Just as Yachiyo’s livestream was starting.


  “When there’s an age difference, people around you always say things
that make you hesitate, right? But for Yachiyo, friendships between
people of different ages like you often see in movies are something I
really love~★”


  Hearing Yachiyo’s smooth, effortless voice suddenly made it feel like
my everyday life had returned to normal.


  “Delicious! Delicious! This is seriously amazing!”


  Even though there was still a mysterious little girl sitting right in
front of me happily devouring an omelet rice.


  What even is this kid? Who is she really? No… I can more or less
guess that already. The question I should be asking is…


  “By the way, where did you come from?”


  The girl immediately stopped moving.


  “Hmm.”


  With a look that said “Well obviously from there, right?” she pointed
toward the full moon outside the window.


  The moon… the moon, huh. I see.


  I never expected to get an answer. She should still be just a baby,
yet she remembers things from before coming here?


  It’s strange, but the more I think about it, the less human she
seems.


  “So? What’s an alien doing here? Planning to conquer Earth or
something?”


  “Hmm… I don’t really remember much〜 But basically, every day was
super boring, so I thought I’d run away somewhere more fun. Something
like that.”


  The explanation was way too vague. I couldn’t understand her goal at
all.


  “Don’t run away.”


  “Ehh〜 Why not?”


  Why, huh…?


  “Running away might be easy, but starting over afterward is hard. Are
you prepared for that?”


  “Prepared? Nope. If I want to do something, I’ll do it. If I don’t
want to, I won’t.”


  This conversation is going nowhere. Does she even think before she
talks? Or does she just not think at all?


  “Also, it’s normal for everyday life to be boring.”


  “Eh! No way! Iroha, you really think that’s okay〜?”


  “It’s not about okay or not… wait! Why do you know my name?”


  “Hehe. Wanna know〜?”


  Ah, forget it. I’m done. She’s getting way too smug about it and it’s
annoying. Let’s change the subject.


  “Hey… by the way… does this sound familiar to you?”


  I paused Yachiyo’s video and showed her a picture book on the tablet:
“The Tale of the Bamboo Cutter.”


  “What’s this?”


  “It’s the Tale of the Bamboo Cutter. A princess from the moon comes
out of a bamboo stalk, an old man raises her, then there’s a bunch of
marriage proposals and stuff… blah blah. Basically it gets pretty
chaotic.”


  When I summarized it lazily like that, the girl tilted her head in
confusion.


  “Marriage?”


  That was kind of cute… no! It’s not cute! Absolutely not!!


  For a second she really did look innocent and pure…


  I almost got fooled, but managed to keep my composure.


  “Bamboo〜?”


  “Well… you didn’t come out of bamboo though. You came out of a gaming
utility pole.”


  The more I thought about it, the more ridiculous it sounded. But
there were similarities. A glowing bamboo, a baby, a girl who grows up
strong, and the moon.


  “Or maybe… you’re Princess Kaguya?”


  “Sounds tasty…”


  Hey, listen will you? I’m talking about you here. Don’t lose interest
before I finish.


  The girl who had devoured the omurice in the blink of an eye wasn’t
looking at the tablet anymore. She was staring at the taco rice in my
hands.


  You’re still going to eat more?


  “Uuu…”


  She immediately pretended to cry. When I finally gave up and handed
over the plate of taco rice, she instantly stopped fake-crying and
grabbed the spoon.


  “Thank you for the meal! By the way… where were we?”


  “I just told you!”


  “Oh right! So that means Iroha is this grandpa?”


  I’m about to punch you so hard you’ll fly back to the moon.


  “Do you think you’re looking at me eighty years in the future or
something? No!”


  “Muhahaha〜”


  And now she’s laughing it off again. She really only remembers the
worst habits.


  “Wow, this omurice over here is tasty too!”


  “That’s taco rice!”


  “Omurice is delicious〜”


  Seriously, listen! I’m trying to explain something here. Fine, I get
it. Someone like you definitely isn’t Princess Kaguya. You’re just a
gluttonous alien.


  “How can I eat more of this?”


  “Um… buy more, I guess. Or cook it yourself…”


  “Cooking〜〜? I wanna try making some!”


  Wow, that’s bright… her excitement was so intense I instinctively
stepped back.


  “So what happens next in the story?”


  Huh? Oh, the Bamboo Cutter story. She switches topics fast.


  “The grandpa raises her, people come to propose marriage, things get
chaotic, and then?”


  Is she actually listening? I thought she’d already lost interest. But
it seems she’s just as greedy about information as she is about food.
For a moment I remembered the glowing-eyed baby I once saw in a
dream.


  “Iroha?”


  Looking closely, her face does resemble the baby version… wait, no it
doesn’t.


  “Ah… yeah… um… then someone comes to take her back. The grandpa and
everyone try to stop them but fail. In the end the princess is given a
celestial robe, forgets everything about Earth, and returns to the
moon.”


  “Ehhh〜”


  “....”


  “And then?”


  “That’s it. The end. A happy ending.”


  “What? It ends when she goes back to the moon? What kind of ending is
that? That’s totally a bad ending.


  Princess Kaguya definitely wouldn’t be happy! And yet people tell it
like it’s some heartwarming story. I can’t accept that at all!”


  I had no idea what part bothered her so much, but she kept talking
nonstop. Thinking about it, I don’t know if returning to the moon was
really what the princess wanted either, but—


  “That’s just how the story goes.”


  I couldn’t keep up with the conversation anymore. I took the empty
plate to the sink, hoping it would signal that the discussion was
over.


  But…


  “Why does it have to end as a bad ending?”


  She was still talking.


  “Can’t it be a happy ending~?”


  How should I know? Why ask me?


  “La la la la~ I want a happy end~ not a bad end~”


  Why are you singing now… geez. Can’t be helped.


  I leaned against the sink and looked back.


  “It can’t be helped. No matter how much you complain or sing, things
that are already decided won’t change.”


  Then I looked down at the sulking girl and said firmly.


  “All you can do is accept it.”


  Or maybe those words were actually meant for myself. The words
slipped through my throat and left a heavy weight in my chest.


  “…”


  The girl stared straight at me. I didn’t mean to sound that harsh,
but she suddenly went still, like she’d frozen. Two seconds. Three
seconds. Four seconds…


  What is she thinking?


  The silence grew more and more uncomfortable.


  Then suddenly she spoke.


  “Okay, I’ve decided!”


  This time she declared it with determination.


  “I’ll make it a happy ending myself!”
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  She struck a dramatic peace-sign pose like a magical girl or an
elementary school idol, right here in this cramped
four-and-a-half-tatami room.


  “And I’ll take Iroha with me all the way to the happy ending! Let’s
go together!”


  I got dragged into it without a choice. The words “happy ending”…
felt like a tiny pebble tapping lightly against my toe.


  —The things that too good to be true are poison. You have to be
careful.


  “I don’t need that. A normal ending is good enough for me.”


  Endings are usually decided already. All that’s left is to accumulate
the story until you reach that point. That’s all.


  “That’s a lie! No way, right?”


  It felt like that alien girl was saying something else, but I didn’t
hear it. I’m not going to let this already chaotic life get any more out
of control.


  The three-day holiday passed in the blink of an eye. The canker sores
in my mouth increased again. And seriously… just let me sleep
already!!
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  From far away, I heard the cry of a Japanese turtle dove. A newspaper
delivery motorcycle passed by, as if chasing that sound. When I opened
the curtain slightly, the newborn morning sunlight…


  “Hmm? This is already the second time.”


  I jolted awake and hurriedly looked around. No one was there. The
closet, the bathroom, the balcony, and then I checked the closet again…
nothing.


  She wasn’t there anymore. Only the morning light remained in the
room, along with fragments of the night drifting faintly.


  Did she leave? Or… was everything just a dream because I worked too
hard?


  “Yes!”


  I clenched my fist and made a full-force victory pose. As if she had
been waiting for that exact moment, the drawer under the sink
opened.


  “I’m right here~”


  I figured as much..


  Inside, there was a girl who looked bigger than last night, sitting
curled up hugging her knees.


  “Hey, hey. Who’s the person Iroha always watches? Do you like
them?”


  After finishing breakfast faster than usual, getting dressed faster
than usual, and preparing to go to school much earlier than usual,


  while I was busy shaking the frying pan in the kitchen, that alien
girl was playing with Haruki’s tablet and suddenly asked.


  Even though she’s an alien lifeform, when asked about Yachiyo I
couldn’t help feeling happy, so my voice accidentally became
brighter.


  I tried to hold myself back so that my excitement wouldn’t show too
much.


  “She’s an AI streamer named Runami Yachiyo. She’s my oshi. She can
split into multiple bodies, sing or dance, and she’s eight thousand
years old. That’s her setting.”


  “Eh? AI? Then that means she’s a robot. Wow, that’s interesting?”


  For some reason, the alien girl became even more excited, making the
low table she was using as a chair creak noisily. Hey… don’t sit on the
table..


  Whatever. After finishing the last task, I turned off the light,
washed my hands, slung my school bag over my shoulder, put on my shoes,
and said,


  “I’m heading out.”


  As soon as I finished saying that,


  “Eh! No, no, no!”


  The alien girl rushed toward me at high speed. Did she get bigger
again? Now she looked about the same size as me.


  “Stay with me!”


  She suddenly sounded serious. Just a moment ago she was saying “Wow”,
wasn’t she?


  “No. I have to go to school. Don’t leave the house. The food is over
there. Pancakes.”


  I cut the conversation short and pointed at the frying pan on the
stove. That was Sakayori Iroha’s ultimate poverty food: “flour-and-water
pancakes.”


  The alien girl immediately stuffed it into her mouth, then twisted
her face before saying,


  “Ugh, it tastes terrible…”


  What an incredibly rude opinion. If you don’t like it, you don’t have
to keep eating it.


  “Anyway, I’m going now.”


  “Wait, no, no!”


  Ugh, it’s so hot… In this room where using the air conditioner is
forbidden and only a fan is allowed, being clung to like this is almost
like torture.


  And aliens have body temperature too, huh. Come to think of it, when
she was a baby she felt warm too…


  “Don’t you think it’s strange? Even though I’m an alien, you just
leave me in this suspicious room and go out like nothing. Is school
really that important?”


  You’re aware of that!? In that case, let me say something back.


  “More important than life itself.”


  I looked straight into her eyes and said that.


  The school life I built over the past year is the crystallization of
my stubbornness, effort, and patience. I’ll protect it with my life, and
I won’t let anyone destroy it. Especially not some weird alien like
this.


  “Even if it’s my fault for getting involved with you, I’ll return
everything to how it was.”


  Playing house is over. The past three days had their own value, but
from now on I’ll go back to being a perfect high school girl again.


  “So hurry up and think of a way to return to the moon.”


  “....But I don’t know how to go back. And this place seems pretty fun
too.”


  What do you mean “this place”? Earth? Are you here just to sightsee
for fun?


  “Just hurry up and figure it out! By today, got it?”


  I thrust out my index finger like a lightsaber from a famous sci-fi
movie. At that moment, it felt like something—


  The alien girl seemed like she was about to argue back, but maybe my
pressure got to her, so she pressed her lips together, stayed silent,
and stepped back.


  “I’m going.”


  I didn’t let that chance slip away. I said goodbye for the third time
and closed the door. She didn’t look like she was going to chase after
me.


  “Boo.”


  It sounded like the alien girl said something from the other side of
the closed door, but it was probably just my imagination, so I ignored
it and walked down the apartment stairs.


  “If I can keep this rhythm going, then a peaceful life definitely
won’t be just a dream.”


  ※


  In the staff room after school, my homeroom teacher,
Tachibana-sensei, was looking at the survey about students’ desired
universities along with a list of several universities.


  The teacher attached a pamphlet and handed it to me.


  “Yes. I was already planning to do that.”


  “Don’t push yourself too hard. Your body and your mind too. It
wouldn’t be worth it if you break down.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  Both the body and the mind have to stay healthy, while maintaining a
certain standard. Those words were completely the opposite of the past
three days.


  An ordinary peaceful weekday after a long holiday made me realize
once again who I am.


  That’s right. I am Sakayori Iroha, a perfect-type high school girl.
Good grades, good conduct, excellent in both academics and sports.


  However, that “perfection” is limited only within the framework of
the word “high school student.” In other words, it is perfection as
nothing more than an ordinary high school student.


  Therefore, in my life there are no glowing utility poles, no babies,
and certainly no alien girls.


  I am someone who walks forward steadily, simply, realistically, and
continues striving toward my goals without giving up.


  And someday, I will make Mother—


  “Your parents must be very proud of their daughter, right?”


  “Eh?”


  I raised my head automatically. Tachibana-sensei’s smile, which
reminded me a little of an old goat, didn’t seem to contain any hidden
meaning. He probably just brought up the topic of parents casually.


  “If that were the case, that would be nice.”


  I quickly gave a perfect smile and answered. Sakayori Iroha, the
perfect-type high school girl, even has a professional-level fake
smile.


  But then…


  “....There’s still time before the deadline. Take your time to think
about it.”


  The teacher, rich with life experience, seemed to see something.
Beneath that smile, he looked as if he were quietly chewing and
swallowing some feeling, like a ruminating animal.


  I bowed my head and said, “Excuse me,” then left the teachers’
room.


  The moment I stepped out, lively laughter drifted in through the open
window.


  “Wanna go to Tsukuyomi today?”


  “There’s Yachiyo’s livesteam, right?”


  “Let’s watch the KASSEN livestream of Black onyX!”


  The entrance hall I looked down at from the window seemed like
another world. The students breathing in the after-school air were
walking happily, as if wings had grown on them.


  “....Come to think of it, I’m an after-school student too.”


  The smile that slipped out of me, as if mocking myself, might also be
a smile, but it must look completely different from their bright
smiles.


  It can’t be helped. On my back there are no wings, only the
exhaustion from hard work and lack of sleep piling up to the point that
I could almost stumble while walking.


  Alright, I have my part-time job today as well. After that, I’ll
review my lessons as usual. I have to hurry and catch up with the
sluggishness of the past three days.


  I picked up one university pamphlet from the several the teacher had
given me.


  The University of Tokyo. My goal has never changed for a long
time.


  In Japan, when it comes to higher education, this is the only place
Mother would accept.


  —If you’re going to aim for something, aim for first place. If you’re
only aiming for second or third, then you might as well not try at all
and just walk along the easy path instead.


  The words Mother once scolded me with surfaced in my mind.


  That must have been when I won second place in a piano recital. I ran
to Mother with a bright smile, but she said that with a blank
expression.


  —Why are you smiling?


  At that moment, I felt as if all the effort I had made until then had
been rejected. The silver medal hanging around my neck suddenly felt
strangely embarrassing.


  Even though all I wanted was for Mother to say just once, “You did
well.”


  I wonder if the University of Tokyo can replace a gold medal.


  “Becoming a daughter to be proud of, being acknowledged, getting what
I want, a happy ending……yeah, that would already be wonderful.”


  When I comforted myself like that, the tense smile on my face seemed
to loosen a little.


  It felt that way for a moment, but then—


  “Here I go! On… your… mark!”


  “Whoa, that’s totally Usain Bolt!”


  My eyes stayed fixed for a while on the back of a male student who
dashed out through the school gate at world-class speed.


  Of course, there was no way I would notice the alien girl crouching
beside the school gate like a ninja.


  “Ah, Iroha’s here!”


  “Just finished talking?”


  “Eh? Roka? Mami?”


  “Iroha, how was your long holiday?”
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  I thought the two of them had already gone home long ago, but Roka
and Mami were waiting for me at the shoe lockers.


  That’s right. I have them too. Friends who can draw out a carefree
smile from me.


  “Have you been really busy~?”


  Because my house was invaded by that alien girl, I barely contacted
anyone during the past three days. Maybe they had thought about waiting
for me at Tsukuyomi instead.


  On holidays when the three of us don’t have plans to hang out
together, those two often log in late at night. When that happens, after
I finish my part-time job, studying, and housework, there’s a short time
before bed when we can play or chat a little.


  Maybe because they think that making plans to meet might be a burden
for me with my busy schedule, they try to think about many things on my
behalf.


  Of course I feel sorry for making them worry, but I can’t deny that
the concern from my friends makes me feel better. To be honest, I pity
myself a little, and there’s a small ache in my chest for thinking that
way.


  “Sorry! Um… I’ve been getting hit by storms one after another….”


  I answered vaguely for the moment, but if they press further, how
should I explain it… While thinking that, I changed my shoes.


  “Anyway, let’s go home!”


  “Let’s go home~”


  The two of them seemed to sense something, and suddenly changed the
mood. They took my hands and led me along the path bathed in
sunlight.


  “Iroha, what path are you going to choose for your future?”


  “The music track, right? Or maybe esports?”


  Roka and Mami walked on both sides of me, taking turns asking
questions without stopping.


  “I don’t have talent for those things. Hmm, I guess I just have to
get into Todai. Otherwise Mother won’t accept it.”


  [Note] Todai refers to the University of Tokyo.


  Music won’t work. Esports should be left to people more suited for
it. As for studying, at least that’s something I can still keep trying
at. Mother raised four younger siblings while graduating from
Kyodai.


  In that case, someone like me who doesn’t have any burdens at all
should be able to go one step further than that, right?


  When I replied in a slightly joking tone,


  “That’s the minimum requirement? Isn’t that too harsh?”


  “My parents spoil me way too much.”


  The two of them laughed together at the same time.


  It was the same conversation as always, no different from any other
day. Roka and Mami’s smiles were the same as ever.


  But the fact that they deliberately waited for me until it was time
to go home might mean they actually wanted to ask something.


  Yet the two of them seemed to have planned it, maintaining the same
rhythm and the same atmosphere.


  “This is the right way, right?”


  “Yeah. Go up those stairs. Iroha, hurry!”


  Huh? I’m being dragged toward a building I don’t recognize, different
from usual. What’s over there?


  “Wait a second. You two… is there something today?”


  I have my part-time job, my studying… and that alien girl at home
too.


  “Didn’t we promise we’d go to the new café?”


  “No, today I—”


  So that’s how it is..


  Please, Mami, don’t do this. During the past three days I spent an
unbelievable amount of money and I’m almost broke. I can’t say it out
loud, but right now I can barely even bring myself to step into a fancy
area like this.


  “But we promised!”


  Ah… this is hopeless. In Mami’s eyes, the flames of a gourmet have
already ignited. When Mami is like this, nobody can stop her.


  “Alright, let’s go!”


  “Please~~”


  The plea of a broke high school girl had no effect. In the end I was
dragged to a complex of multipurpose buildings whose concept was
“connecting the sky, the earth, and people.”


  Inside was a corner of a high-end café. The atmosphere, the natural
lighting, and the prices were all extremely luxurious.


  “A celebration for us surviving our failing grades thanks to Iroha’s
notes~~”


  “Think of it as a thank-you gift. Please enjoy~”


  “Th-thank you!”


  What was placed in front of me was a three-layer fluffy pancake,
packed with cream and dreams, like the very symbol of the phrase
“photogenic.”


  From experience, I could tell… a moment like this definitely means
they’re treating!! I was so happy I could almost cry. Honestly, I could
barely remember the last time I ate something sparkly and cute like
this.


  Even if I tried to politely refuse out of manners, those two would
gently brush it off anyway. In that case, I might as well dig in without
holding back…


  “Thank you for the food—”


  “—Thud!”


  Right as I reached toward the shining pancake, a three-pronged weapon
suddenly stabbed into it mercilessly.


  “…Eh?”


  The one holding the silver fork was a snow-white left hand that
wouldn’t melt even under the summer sunlight.


  “Thank you for the food! Nom nom…… Mmm, this is soooo good!”


  Those hands.


  Seriously… she ate it in one bite.


  The culprit who turned the three-layer fluffy pancake into a
two-story building in the blink of an eye was the very person smiling
brightly like a fairy-tale princess of the moon.


  “Yo, Iroha!”


  She winked perfectly, as if scattering stardust down onto the
earth.


  Y-you idiot… you!!


  “Eh, she’s so cute. Who is this kid?”


  “She’s wearing Iroha’s clothes too. Is she Iroha’s friend?”


  “Ahhhhh— Yes! That’s right—no, I mean… well… you could say friend,
but not exactly, um…”


  How am I supposed to explain this!! And hey, she just casually put on
my clothes!! Can’t we arrest this girl for some kind of crime or
something?!!


  “Do you like pancakes? Here, have some more~”


  R-Roka!! Don’t encourage her!


  “This is what pancakes are like? They’re totally different from
Iroha’s~”


  Shut up! And how did you even get here!! I told you to stay in the
room—


  The carefree alien completely ignored my panicking and finished the
pancake Roka gave her in a single bite. She even smiled brightly and
said something silly. Her relaxed, shameless attitude gradually cooled
the burning anger in my head.


  “Introduce her to us, Iroha. It’s cheating to keep such a cute friend
all to yourself.”


  “No, I mean, calling her a friend is… um, well, you see…”


  I deliberately hesitated to buy time while shooting her a look that
said “Hurry up and go back.”


  “I’m from the moon!”


  What is this ridiculous alien saying… How did she even interpret the
situation to think that was the right thing to say? This is the
worst…


  And so she introduced herself like that.


  “…Eh?”


  “Tsuki…?”


  “Tsu! Tsukiji! She's from Tsukiji! She’s my cousin!”


  Wait, isn’t that explanation a bit forced? When I nervously turned to
look at Mami’s face—


  “Wow~ Recommend some good sushi places to me~~”


  [Note] Tsukiji is a district in Chuo, Tokyo. and it is also home to
the famous Tsukiji Fish Market. which is why Mami asked about sushi.
Besides being the name of a district, Tsukiji It could also be seen as a
play on the word “Tsukijin" meaning "people from the moon”


  Perfect, we got through that safely. As expected of Tachikawa’s
number one gourmet girl. And what about Roka?


  “She’s so cute. What’s your name?”


  Phew. It seems she’s completely captivated by the alien’s beauty. As
expected of Tachikawa’s number one beauty enthusiast.


  “My name? My name is, um……”


  Suddenly, the fairy tale I read yesterday popped into my head. That’s
right, that princess was—


  “Kaguya!”


  Princess Kaguya.


  “Kaguya~~ That’s such a cute name!”


  “Yeah~ It fits her perfectly.”


  That’s right, Kaguya! While Roka and Mami were getting excited, I
sent another message through my eyes and fired a full-power wave at that
Princess Kaguya (temporary name)—


  “Kaguya? Kaguya…… Kaguya, huh…… Oh, I see! I’m Kaguya~!”


  Kaguya looked even happier than expected. For a moment I recalled a
phrase I had seen somewhere before “A name is the first gift in
life.”


  “Sorry, I have to go! Thanks for the treat! I’ll pay you back
later!”


  That was my limit. I quickly stuffed the bottom and top layers of the
pancake that survived Kaguya’s attack into my mouth in two bites, then
grabbed Kaguya—who was still blushing—and dashed out of the café like
the wind.


  “Aww… it was so cool inside that building earlier~ Can’t you do that
at your house too, Iroha?”


  Even after we left the café, Kaguya kept chatting cheerfully. I
dragged that alien girl to a corner where there were almost no people,
and then—


  “Are you still in your right mind!? What are you doing here! Didn’t I
tell you to stay in the room! What was that about coming from the moon!?
What if your identity gets exposed! And why are you wearing my clothes!
How did you even know where I was!?”


  I let everything out without holding back. To me, they were all
completely reasonable questions and complaints, but—


  “Well… it’s boring.”


  Kaguya replied with just that single sentence, like a five-year-old
child sulking after having their toy taken away.


  What is with her anyway, this crazy alien girl? Boring? Don’t you
have any other reason to say? Just because of that reason alone, you
broke the promise and came outside, and even risked letting other people
know you’re an alien…


  You even went against the rules and appeared in front of other
people, and even said you came from the Moon? All of this just because
“it’s boring”? Seriously?


  “Ehehehehe.”


  Looks like she’s serious… During the two seconds I stayed silent,
Kaguya’s mood seemed to change, turning into a strangely awkward smile…
Wait? Or is she trying to laugh it off?


  “Listen, if you live like that your life will fall apart. Sometimes
you have to learn how to endure—”


  I started speaking smoothly, but then I couldn’t continue. Because
those words… they were the words my mother used to say to me. Ah— I
ended up repeating the exact same thing…


  “Hey, hey. How do you use this?”


  Taking advantage of the moment I let my guard down, Kaguya held
something out in front of me. It was a contact-lens-type computer
device, the thing they call—


  “A SmartCon? Isn’t this mine? Why did you bring it?”


  “Nope. I bought it using Iroha’s notebook.”


  ……Huh?


  “Yay!”


  Don’t “yay” me. What are you even yay-ing for? I grabbed my phone and
frantically searched through my online purchase history.


  ‘Current wallet balance: 452 yen. Change from yesterday: -124,400
yen.’


  ……Huh? Is this real? Th-this can’t be possible…


  “I-I saved that money with my life on the line… Food, cooling,
warmth, fun, I cut back on everything. I even forced myself not to pay
for my oshi. I saved and saved… I really did! I saved up this
much!!”


  Inside I wanted to scream and burst into tears and run away from
everything, but I was so miserable I didn’t even have the energy for
that. The most I could do right now was just stand there and shout my
protest at the top of my lungs.


  “Ah, it’s fine! You just have to change some kind of bank data,
right? It looks like you can even increase the numbers in the wallet!
For Kaguya, it’s easy. Want me to do it?”


  Seeing how abnormal I looked seemed to startle her a little, but she
seriously has no sense of ethics at all!


  “Of course not! No matter what, absolutely don’t do that!”


  This alien has to be kicked out as soon as possible. I firmly swore
it in my heart, then opened the apartment door that I hadn’t locked
yet.


  “Excuse me, coming in first!”


  “Hey, that hurts! What was that?”


  “Ta-daa~!”


  A smell so delicious it made my mouth water instantly, along with
Kaguya’s extremely proud expression as she rushed ahead to greet me
first. In front of me were beautiful, luxurious-looking dishes lined up
across the table.


  I swallowed hard without even realizing it.


  “First is potage soup made from fresh corn~ This one is a gobo and
crispy asparagus salad with an onsen egg. The main dish is hamburger
steak with tomato sauce, served with sautéed zucchini. Like this~”


  After saying that, Kaguya gave an extra smile. Food that looked far
too delicious to have ever entered my house before made even the usual
low table seem proud of itself.


  “What… is this? You made it?”


  “That’s right~~”


  No way. It looks incredibly good, so good my mouth is watering
already, but…


  “And this… you used money from my wallet too, didn’t you?”


  “That’s right~~”


  Ack, I can’t take it anymore. I’m about to faint already…


  “Come on, eat.”


  When she suddenly stuffed a spoonful of potage soup into my
mouth—


  Unbelievable. I’m smiling so much my cheeks feel like they’ll fall
off. It’s so delicious it feels like my tongue is melting…


  “What is with you… This is insanely good… What is this feeling? Just
eating something delicious after not having it for so long… and suddenly
my whole body is filled with happiness…”


  I don’t know why, but my chopsticks and my tears won’t stop. How long
has it been since I last ate food someone else cooked for me? Staff
meals count as homemade food, sure, but it doesn’t feel the same. It
feels like… it has a real “taste.”


  No, other food has taste too. But lately it feels like there’s a thin
cloth covering it, hiding the flavor underneath. Something like that…
It’s so good… Once I eat something like this, there’s nothing left to
say. But that money… one hundred twenty thousand… gulp…


  “…You demon.”


  “Not a demon. I’m Kaguya~~”


  Don’t use a cute voice like that. It’s so irritating. Damn it. It’s
so good I can’t even stay angry. That’s really vicious. And she still
looks like she’s having endless fun.


  Food like something an angel would make, cooked by this demon alien
girl. Even the tap water I drink afterward tastes good.


  But then, after finishing the meal, when I picked up my smartphone
and looked at it, I found that—


  ￥1090 (Super Misono)


  ￥540 (Super Misono)


  ￥1239 (Kondo Meat Shop)


  ￥2680 (Sakamoto Fish Shop)


  ￥465 (Super Misono)


  ￥780 (Hiroshi Bakery)


  ￥350 (Aoki Fruit Shop)


  ￥1560 (Kobayashi Household Goods)


  ￥730 (Fruit Paradise)


  ￥2000 (Bistro Matsuo)


  ￥390 (Super Misono)


  ￥1250 (Kondo Meat Shop)


  ￥1456 (Shop YU)


  ￥220 (Tokado)


  ￥1200 (Super Misono)


  ￥3720 (Aoki Fruit and Vegetable Shop) …


  No matter how you look at it, this girl is still a demon.


  “Hey…”


  I leaned my well-fed body back and lay down on the wooden floor. My
stomach was warm now. From head to toe, it felt like I was filled with
sweet happiness, as if my whole body was melting.


  “To be honest, I can’t let you hide here forever.”


  Even so, the things that are impossible are still impossible. I said
that while staring at the light bulb on the ceiling.


  “I already forced things by running away from my mom and living
alone. I really don’t want any more trouble. If something happens, I’ll
definitely get sent straight back home… Hey, are you even
listening?”


  “Okay, here and here… tap tap tap tap… ding!”


  Of course she isn’t listening. I figured as much.


  What Kaguya was staring at with sparkling eyes, her hands moving
rapidly without even realizing it, was—


  My notebook computer. The screen was filled with suspicious-looking
code running wildly across both vertical and horizontal lines.


  I did think about stopping her, but because I was so full that my
body felt heavy, my back stuck firmly to the floor and I could barely
move. And besides—


  “One more time… tap tap tap tap… ding!”


  Seeing Kaguya happily swaying her body while cheerfully tapping the
keyboard somehow made me feel a little sad for no clear reason, so I
couldn’t bring myself to do anything.


  What is this feeling…? I’ve never seen this before, yet it strangely
feels familiar. Whose memories am I looking at right now…?


  “Finished!”


  Finished what? Crap, I spaced out.


  “Don’t tell me you just committed cybercrime??”


  “Look, Iroha! I found a portable game, so I tried playing it!”


  “Ah, that’s…”


  It was a retro egg-shaped handheld game console that my older brother
gave me a long time ago. She must’ve dug it out from storage herself. I
don’t use it anymore, so I figured it was probably fine…


  “This is ‘InuDOGE’!”


  Inudoge? When I looked down at the handheld console, I saw a
character that looked like a Shiba dog wagging its tail. I’m pretty sure
it didn’t used to be like that. She probably made it herself.


  “Now we can always be together~! Hehe~~”


  “You’re in a good mood… Are you planning to stay here for the rest of
your life or something?”


  “Then where else would I go? If I get caught, Kaguya-chan might get
dissected into pieces~”


  “Then go back to the Moon. Try to figure out a way to return.”


  “I’m trying, but it’s really hard~~ Ugh.”


  The way she answered while pressing the game buttons beep-beep like
that… it honestly sounded like she was talking about a mini-game
instead.


  …Sigh. Seriously.


  I forced my back, which was stuck to the wooden floor, to lift up
with great effort.


  …I managed to get up.


  “Then… you can stay until someone comes to pick you up.”


  Thinking about it carefully, I can’t really just abandon her
either.


  “Really?”


  “One: don’t draw attention to yourself! Two: don’t go outside without
permission! Three: don’t bother me! If you can follow these rules, you
can stay here.”


  “…Then what about going to see friends?”


  “Rule one. Not allowed.”


  “…Then going to a café together?”


  “Rule two. Not allowed.”


  “…Then playing together?”


  “Rule three. Not allowed.”


  “T-then… Kaguya can’t go outside, there’s nothing fun, and I have to
live like this forever? Locked away for eternity, ending in a bad ending
like that…?”


  Kaguya’s face, while holding Inudoge, visibly turned pale.


  “If you can’t accept that, then let’s just pretend none of this ever
happened.”


  “No, no! Don’t be so mean!”


  “A happy ending is something you create yourself, isn’t it? In a
situation like this, try to enjoy it and turn it into a happy one.”


  “In this plain, boring house?”


  Alright. I really should kick this girl out after all. Just as I
decided that and started rolling up my sleeves, my phone vibrated with a
time notification. 20:30


  [Note] In the anime, the time here is 19:30


  Crap. I meant to finish preparing my lesson reading before this time,
but in the end I didn’t get anything done today again. But it can’t be
helped— I have to go.


  “What? Where are you going? Are you leaving Kaguya behind again?”


  But Kaguya, who quickly noticed the change in my behavior, rushed
over and clung to me like a tackle.


  [Note] In sports terminology, “tackle” means throwing your body in to
block the opponent. It’s not referring to the Pokémon attack move.


  “Let go! I’m not going anywhere. I’m just logging into
Tsukuyomi.”


  “Then bring Kaguya with you!”


  “You can’t. You need a SmartCon to— ah.”


  There is one right here. Damn it. Looks like I’ll have to bring her
along… Ah, right. I need to add one more rule!


  “Rule four. Food expenses will be charged as a flat rate!”


  “Huh!? You’re adding rules now?”


  We put on the SmartCons and sat close together. Kaguya grabbed my
wrist. Her hand was warm and soft.


  “Alright, here we go. One, two, three!”


  When I closed my eyes, animated graphics simulating the universe
spread out before me. We shot through nonexistent galaxies like a
falling star, and ripples of light splashed outward…


  …Splash Then a gigantic red torii gate appeared.


  Beneath our feet stretched an endless shallow lake, with countless
lanterns drifting smoothly across the water’s surface. In the sky, the
crimson light of the setting sun blended with the color of the torii, as
if the gate itself were radiating light.


  “——The sun is setting. Night is about to arrive.”


  Runami Yachiyo appeared, graceful and sacred.


  This was the entrance scene to the virtual world Tsukuyomi. No matter
how many times you see it, it never gets old.


  Ah… no matter how often I look at it, it still feels overwhelmingly
beautiful. Yachiyo’s design is truly incredible. Her face is already
stunning, but when combined with a Japanese-style outfit inspired by sea
creatures and a sea bunny mascot named FUSHI by her side—


  It makes her the eternal goddess, the singer of the digital world,
the mother of Tsukuyomi, and a true symbol of brilliance.


  As a regular user, I immediately entered Tsukuyomi. But since it was
Kaguya’s first time logging in, she was probably receiving the tutorial
from Yachiyo and Fushi right now.


  That’s right. For first-time visitors, Yachiyo gently takes their
hand and guides them along, smiling with a perfect hundred-point smile
while speaking in a clear, refreshing voice that feels like a breeze
passing through your ears—


  “—Before going outside, dressing like that is just boring!”


  Then she guides you into the character creation window.


  After that comes the incredibly fun time of creating your character.
As for me, my avatar has a blue-toned street style. A kimono mixed with
a hoodie, belt, and boots for a cool look. I even added fox-patterned
ears and a tail.


  When I first saw myself in this form, I was honestly thrilled. No—
even today it still looks cute as ever. As expected of such a flawless
design.


  But what about Kaguya? What kind of appearance will she take when she
shows up in Tsukuyomi?


  A shimmering ripple of light ran through the air.


  There it is. The light split open from its center…


  “Whoa!”


  The gal princess, Kaguya, descended with her brilliant golden
hair.


  Kaguya wore a vermilion red and light green outfit, decorated with a
shining golden moon-shaped hair ornament and a huge mizuhiki bow on her
back, giving her an extremely festive look. The sporty pop-style
sneakers on her feet suggested the kind of energy ready to charge
through anything in her way. It looked like she went with a rabbit theme
too, since long rabbit ears hung down along her straight hair.


  “Whoa— Ack!”


  And then she immediately tripped forward from the momentum and fell
flat.


  Yep. Classic Tsukuyomi newbie moment. The first step always ends with
a fall.


  “Here, let me help you up.”


  “You are… Huh? Wait, are you Iroha?”


  The flashy golden-haired Kaguya who had just stood up pointed at my
avatar. Around her feet, a dog was running in circles.


  “C-could that be…”


  “Inudoge! You can bring it here too?”


  No, wait. This was my first time seeing it too. The pet from the
handheld game had appeared here like this? As expected


  of Tsukuyomi. It really can do anything.


  “Whoa, amazing! So this is Tsukuyomi?”


  Kaguya picked up Inudoge.


  As if she had just realized something, the moment Kaguya took in the
scenery of Tsukuyomi’s eternal night cityscape, her eyes immediately
began to sparkle.
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  “Whoa, this is amazing! There are so many interesting things
everywhere it’s making my head spin!”


  Cosmic Princess Kaguya! Light Novel
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  Kaguya stood there with her mouth hanging open in astonishment,
standing still and looking around. This was also a very common reaction
when logging into Tsukuyomi for the first time. People would get so
captivated by the scenery that they would just stand there and not enter
the city at all.


  It was true that the virtual world of Tsukuyomi had endless sights to
admire. The seven-colored nightscape that shone brilliantly, the famous
Taikobashi bridge, or the cityscape in a “Japanese” style worthy of
being called a Heian-kyō in a fantasy world. But today there wasn’t much
time. Stopping by a café for a cup of tea would probably be enough.


  "Let’s go, Kaguya"


  Just as I was about to take another step—


  "Congratulations on your first login! In Tsukuyomi, everyone is a
creator! If you can make someone else’s heart tremble, the
Administrators will give you ‘Fuju’ too ★"


  Kaguya’s first login event began. Fushi appeared and explained about
“Fuju,” which is the virtual currency used for transactions inside
Tsukuyomi.


  It can be used to buy clothes for avatars created by creators, to
commission various kinds of work, or to use as financial support.


  Transactions between users mainly use Fuju, and it can also be
exchanged for real money.


  Because of this, some popular streamers are able to make a living
from this alone. It even seems that they can live comfortably, beyond
simply being well-off. But for someone like me, who has no special
qualities at all, that kind of thing probably has nothing to do with
me.


  Even so, the reason a pauper like me can still enjoy this place to
the fullest is because this virtual world is a place where you can try
out various games prepared by the Administrators. Many items for
decorating avatars can also be used for free.


  There is no system here where you will fall behind others if you
don’t spend money. Even the colorful parfait that we are eating right
now is free as well.


  "Ahh… nom nom… bleh, there’s no taste at all"


  "Things like taste and smell probably can’t be done yet. Someday a
genius scientist will probably come along and make it possible"


  Honestly, just log out and go back.


  "I want it right nowww~!"


  Complaining to me won’t help anything… Ah, it’s time!


  "It’s about to start! Let’s go, Kaguya!"


  "What do you mean it’s about to start? Wait, Iroha!"


  "I’m not waiting. Hurry up and catch up!"


  I know very well that right now I’m so excited that it’s almost
annoying. But I just can’t stop the excitement rising in my chest. My
legs won’t stop running either.


  Because at last… it was finally my turn.


  I don’t know how many times I had applied for the lottery. Even after
failing again and again, I kept submitting applications without giving
up.


  After finally getting the ticket, I had been counting the days
waiting for this moment. And now, at last… this time—


  "Here we go, here we gooo! Without this, the night of Tsukuyomi
cannot begin! It’s time for Yachiyo’s mini live todayyyy!"


  That’s right, Yachiyo’s mini live. And after the performance, there
would even be… hehehe…


  When I rushed into the concert hall just in time, the streamer
serving as the MC, who declared herself Yachiyo’s ultimate fan, “Otako
the Loyal Dog,” was pouring his excitement and obsession into the
microphone.


  The tightly packed audience shouted their cheers in response, making
the atmosphere inside the hall grow hotter and hotter. At the same time,
a countdown appeared on the giant monitor.


  Ah… it’s really about to begin.


  "Hey, Iroha. What is it that’s about to start?"


  "Just watch and you’ll see!"


  "5… 4… 3…"


  The countdown voices of the people in the hall and the viewers
watching the livestream echoed together.


  And when people all across Tsukuyomi shouted “0” at the same
time—


  "Yao-yoroo~ all you gods out there~! Are you having fun today?"


  Runami Yachiyo appeared, and with just that single line, the entire
hall exploded with cheers.


  "Alright then, tonight I’ll take everyone on another fun trip ★ Let’s
go, on a trip!"


  And so, the grand live performance began—


  “I've waited for you, Can't believe we finally met, It must've been a
thousand years, And now I never wanna lose you, So just grab my hard,
And don't let go~♪”


  [Note] The song: Starry Sea


  The entire hall turned into a sea of frenzy.


  "Iroha! Hey, Iroha! Are you listening!?"


  "…Eh?"


  The shout right beside my ear snapped me back to my senses. When I
turned around, I saw the blonde-haired Kaguya staring at me with a
startled expression.


  Had I really let her call my name over and over like that…?


  My scattered thoughts slowly gathered back together little by little.
My fingers were still trembling.


  "Why are you crying, Iroha?"


  Oh… I see. So I was crying.


  Please… don’t make me explain the reason for these tears.


  Because no matter how I tried to put it into words, they would never
be worth as much as this feeling.


  …It was simply because it was such a wonderful live. The song, the
performance, and Yachiyo herself.


  It seemed that the audience all shared the same feeling. The
excitement and lingering emotion turned into applause and cheers that
poured down toward the stage.


  Amidst it all, Yachiyo waved energetically back at her fans.


  "Yay~! Feeling super grateful, like rainy a la mode~ Yachiyo is such
a lucky girl!


  Ah! Alright, today we have an announcement! It’s about an event
called the ‘Yachiyo Cup’~★ Fushi, could you give the details?"


  "All streamers in Tsukuyomi are eligible to participate! Within a
period of one month, whoever can gain the most new followers will be the
winner!


  And the winner will receive a special privilege… a live collaboration
performance with Yachiyo! Let’s create a wild and unbelievably fun live
collab together!"


  "No way! A live collab with Yachiyo!?"


  Oh no, I shouted out loud without realizing it. I hope the neighbors
in the real world won’t knock on the wall again.


  "Live collab? What’s that? Is it really that amazing?"


  "Of course it is!"


  I shouted again. But it couldn’t be helped, because I had to explain
it quickly to Kaguya, who still didn’t understand anything.


  "How should I put it… there have been stream collaborations before,
but a singing live collaboration like this is the first time.


  Who on earth will she sing with? This is definitely going to become a
live performance recorded in history!"


  "Oh, then Iroha should sing with her."


  How could that possibly happen… See? She really doesn’t understand
anything at all.


  There’s no way Yachiyo would sing with background characters like us.
Even if nobody says it out loud, things like this are usually decided
beforehand… for example—


  "BOOM!!"


  A thunderous explosion echoed magnificently, making the entire
audience turn to look at the same time.


  Yes… just like them.


  What suddenly appeared in the middle of the hall was not an ox cart,
but a “tiger cart,” pulled by tigers instead.


  The fans who had already guessed who was arriving shouted all at
once.


  "It’s Black onyX!"


  "Mikado-samaaa~!"


  As if responding to the roaring cheers, the body of the vehicle
opened.


  The first to appear was a male avatar with a demon-themed skin. The
two standing beside him were


  one avatar wearing something like a cloak, and the other with an
avatar resembling a dark lolita-style woman.


  Screams that sounded almost like shrieks thundered through the hall,
pushing the frenzy to another level.


  They were the three pro-gamer unit most famous in Tsukuyomi — Black
onyX.


  This was the appearance of Black onyX. They weren’t only famous as
idols, but were also active in many different fields.


  "Well now, little rabbits, your Mikado has arrived!"


  Amid cheers loud enough to burst one’s ears, the team leader Mikado
Akira stepped down from the tiger cart with a provocative smile, making
his jet-black hair gleam brilliantly.


  When he snapped his fingers “snap,” the screens in the hall were
immediately taken over, and a promotional video compiling their glorious
history began to play.


  It started with the unit’s logo, followed by sponsor company names,
records of numerous esports championships, and footage from their live
performances, with their original song playing in the background.


  Still going all out as always…


  To avoid being noticed, I quietly hid behind Kaguya, even though they
probably wouldn’t recognize my avatar anyway.


  "The festival is about to begin again."


  The quiet man named Rai spoke from beneath his hood.


  "It seems today ♡ I’m irresistibly cute as always ♡"


  The jirai-themed boy named Noi scattered cute fanservice. With
twin-tails and a tiny skirt, he looked like a girl at first glance, but
it was actually a male avatar. Of course, the voice was male too.


  "You all want us to be the champions, don’t you? I’ll take you all
the way to the edge of your dreams!"


  Finally, Mikado struck a finishing pose, shooting straight into the
hearts of the fans along with explosive sound effects and falling
confetti.


  Cheers erupted for the third time, and in that moment, everything
seemed decided. The winner of the Yachiyo Cup had to be them. Everyone
there believed the same thing.


  "Well then, that settles it. We’ll be the ones taking the
championship. Let’s do that live collab later, Yachiyo-chan."


  It wasn’t only the audience — even the members of Black onyX
themselves said so.


  "If that’s what fate decides, then Yachiyo will gladly follow
alongー"


  Even the host, Yachiyo herself, went along with it?


  "That’s amazing! The dream collaboration between Yachiyo and Black
onyX!"


  "This will definitely become legendary!"


  On top of that, cheers came pouring in from the packed audience in
the hall, and surely from the viewers watching the live at home as
well.


  Except for one person — the “alien girl” alone.
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  "Yaaaaaaaaa—chi—yooooooo!"


  No matter how far away, the voice could be heard. No matter how
close, it could be seen clearly.


  "Kaguya will win the Yachiyo Cup! And I’ll definitely get into the
live collab! And then Iroha… ugh!"


  I quickly covered her mouth with my hand, but it was already too
late.


  She actually did it. Unbelievable. Even though we had clearly
promised each other.


  "Don’t stand out." That was our very first rule!


  Everyone around us turned to look this way at once. The kind of look
that said, "Looks like we’ve got a clown here."


  The audience, Black onyX, even Otako the Loyal Dog…


  ……


  "...What an adorable child."


  Even Yachiyo on the stage said that.


  "You really just do whatever you want!"


  Honestly, I wanted to bury my face in the ground and disappear, but I
couldn’t. Because this live—


  "Alright, I’ll end today’s live here for now. I’ll go chat with
everyone a little more. See you again, bye-bye~"


  It was a live that included a handshake event.


  When the end of the performance was announced, Yachiyo split into
multiple bodies and began going around to talk with the audience one by
one.


  From here on, there would be no more broadcast. It was a dreamlike
moment that only those with tickets could experience.


  Talking with Yachiyo face-to-face… even shaking hands with
Yachiyo!?


  I couldn’t believe it. I could feel the tips of my fingers growing
cold from the tension.


  I-I’m going to faint…


  "Hey Iroha, want to go together?"


  My fading consciousness was pulled back by Kaguya’s relaxed voice. I
felt a little… dizzy…


  My hand felt warm too. Oh… so Kaguya was holding my hand in the real
world.


  "No thanks. Something like that would probably be—”


  "Nope, nope. It's impossible, you little newbie! Forget about
that."


  I was just about to say "impossible," but someone cut me off first.
When I turned toward the voice, it was Fushi.


  Huh… Fushi can talk like that too? Usually they talk cutely like a
mascot, don’t they…


  "Hey, wait!"


  The one stopping Fushi, who was threatening us, was Yachiyo.


  Y-Yachiyo!!


  She was right in front of me! …And in a tiny version too.


  Normally Yachiyo is about 160 centimeters tall, but sometimes she
becomes "Tiny Yachiyo," only about 130 centimeters tall.


  It’s a rare phenomenon with unknown conditions, and whenever it
happens, the excitement skyrockets.


  All the other Yachiyo clones around were still the adult version, so
why was I the only one who got this!?


  It must depend on her mood as usual. But still…


  Aaaaaah!!


  Too! Cute! Already!!


  "Did you forget〜? Anyone who wants to participate in the Yachiyo Cup
must be a streamer of Tsukuyomi."


  Her twin-tails, shorter than usual, swayed lightly and
cheerfully.


  "That’s right! Then Kaguya will become a streamer! Decision made, I
need to hurry and prepare!"


  As soon as she finished speaking, Kaguya immediately logged out.


  T-This is bad. Now it’s just me and Yachiyo alone.


  Even though I had been looking forward to this so much and prepared
so many things I wanted to say, when the moment actually came, I
couldn’t think of a single thing.


  My head was a complete mess. I couldn’t organize my words. If this
keeps up, I’ll definitely end up saying random nonsense. I don’t want
that… but then what should I do…


  "Did you have fun today?"


  "? Y-Yes…!"


  While I was hesitating, Yachiyo spoke first. It was that familiar
gentle voice.


  …Of course it was fun.


  Yachiyo held this live so that I— no, so that the fans could have
fun.


  That’s the part that makes her the kindest. I took a deep breath and
looked straight at Yachiyo.


  "I… have always been saved by Yachiyo… It felt like being inside a
tunnel that was dark, cold, and endlessly long… Because Yachiyo was
there, I was able to endure it… something like that…"


  Huh? What did I just say? Did that even connect properly? It sounded
like nonsense… Even though I meant to say something better.


  "....You’re thinking right now, aren’t you?


  ‘I wish I could have said that better〜’ right?"


  "Eh!? How did you know!?"


  She saw right through me!? T-That’s embarrassing! But also…!


  Tch…!


  "Hehe. Because Yachiyo is an esper."


  Yachiyo smiled widely and made the same mischievous expression as
always. What is this… she’s so cute I might die.


  "Yachiyo is the same, you know."


  She said gently and wrapped both of her small hands around mine.


  For a moment my head filled with "??", but then I realized.


  Oh… this is… a handshake.


  Right, this is a handshake event.


  "Yachiyo… too…?"


  I asked cautiously. Yachiyo smiled softly and nodded.


  "—Once upon a time, long ago, there was a lonely sea rabbit walking
through a tunnel that was dark, cold, and endless〜〜


  It walked like that for a very long time, until it began to think,
‘I’m tired already.’


  Just then, it saw many warm lights. The sea rabbit chased those
lights with all its strength, and eventually all the lights gathered
together and became one big moon that shone down upon it.


  Before long, the sea rabbit became human and created Tsukuyomi so it
could keep watching that moon forever."


  I tried to carefully understand the meaning of every word, because it
was a story Yachiyo was telling just for me.


  The sea rabbit probably doesn’t mean Fushi, right? It must mean
Yachiyo herself. And the lights must be the Tsukuyomi users.


  So that means… Yachiyo sees us as the moon…?


  "Yachiyo…"


  That light… is Yachiyo herself.


  Yachiyo is the one who shines on me.


  "Ta-daa〜★ That’s the origin legend of Tsukuyomi. It’s a secret just
between the two of us, so don’t tell anyone else."


  I’ve never seen a setting like that anywhere before. She must have
made it up on the spot to match what I said.


  Even though Yachiyo was telling the story so cheerfully,


  tears began to well up in my eyes and I almost started crying.


  "You’ve worked really hard until now. What a diligent child you
are."


  Yachiyo released one of my hands and reached up to pat my head.


  I almost leaned into it without thinking, but… wait, my head!!


  S-S-S-She’s patting my head!?!?!?


  "Ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-Ya… Yachiyo…"


  I… can’t even speak!


  "Thank you for always coming to see me."


  Waaah〜 I’m so happy〜〜〜…


  W-wait, "always"! She remembers me!?


  Oh… right. She could probably tell from the activity logs. Yachiyo is
the god of Tsukuyomi. Whatever I do, wherever I go, she knows it
all.


  Ah… I can’t take it anymore. I’m reaching my limit…


  "Um… t-that’s all for today. Thank you very much!"


  I bowed my head and logged out. If I stayed too long, I might end up
being a burden to Yachiyo.


  It’s probably unnecessary worry, because Yachiyo is far more capable
than I could ever imagine. But we already talked a lot, and I even got
to shake her hand.


  …My face was burning hot. Gratitude, embarrassment,


  happiness, agitation, and relief all mixed together until it felt
like I might explode.


  "See you again, Iroha…"


  It felt like I heard Yachiyo’s voice coming from behind me.
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  "How to become... a streamer..."


  The moment I logged out of Tsukuyomi, the first thing that caught my
eye was Kaguya searching for something on the Laptop.


  She looked extremely excited, happily typing away on the keyboard.
This bright golden-haired Princess Kaguya managed to blow away all the
embarrassing atmosphere from earlier...


  "Wait, hold on. Why are you still blonde??"


  "Is that not allowed? Then... uh... uh... uh..."


  Every time she went "uh," her hair color kept changing. From green to
red, to white, to stripes, to a marble pattern, and then...


  "I knew it. Gold looks the best ★"


  In the end she returned to her original blonde hair, then proudly
made a mischievous face while running a hand through it. It's a little
too eye-catching.


  Am I still in Tsukuyomi? I really did return to the real world,
right?


  "...This alien girl is starting to go beyond the limits of my
understanding."


  Whatever. I had already forgotten even my anger, before burying my
face into the book on my desk.


  Ah... even so, Yachiyo's live stream really was amazing...


  ...I talked with Yachiyo. I even shook hands with that Yachiyo. Even
though there was no sense of touch or warmth at all, my heart could
clearly feel the warmth from those hands.


  ※


  "Thank you very much—"


  I waved goodbye to a regular customer of BAMBOO cafe with a smile,
then immediately spun around and rushed to another table. While walking
to relay an order to the kitchen, I also picked up empty plates along
the way.


  I even managed to catch every plate Mio-chan had tripped and sent
flying, before gathering them all and tossing them into the
dishwasher.


  Today's famous peak time at BAMBOO cafe was just as busy as a
battlefield.


  ...Ah, this is so calming.


  No matter how chaotic the battlefield or situation is, as long as I
don't hear Kaguya's piercing, ear-splitting voice, it feels like I've
become a teenager again.


  I hummed quietly while pushing through the peak rush until it ended.
Then I slipped into the staff room, sat down on a folding chair to catch
my breath for a moment, took out my smartphone, and opened my contact
list.


  "Grandpa, it's Iroha. Thank you for the money you sent this
month."


  "What are you saying something like that for? That can't possibly be
enough to live on, right?"


  Grandpa's voice from the other end of the line was filled with
concern, more than happiness at hearing his granddaughter's voice...


  It made me feel like I was taking advantage of him. The money Grandpa
and Grandma send me, I deposit into a separate account without touching
it.


  I do feel a little guilty toward them, but to protect the small bit
of pride I still have, this is the only thing I can do.


  I explained the situation to my grandparents on Dad's side and asked
them to support my move to Tokyo. At first they opposed it, but after I
explained my determination again and again, they finally came to
understand.


  —If things continue like this, I won't even know what I'm living for
anymore. I want to become someone who can hold her head high with pride,
both before Mom... and Dad too.


  I knew well that my Mom couldn’t be stern with Grandpa and Grandma.
She had once been abandoned by her own biological parents.


  That’s why she truly respected Grandpa and Grandma from the bottom of
her heart, because they had taken my father in from an orphanage when he
was still young and raised him until he grew up to become a good
man.


  And I took advantage of that. If I didn't do this, Mom would never
accept me.


  "It's okay. Thank you very much, I really appreciate it. And I've
decided on my future path. Please tell Mom for me."


  "You want me to tell her? Well, I can do that. How have things been
lately? You two haven't talked much?"


  "Yeah... we hardly contact each other at all. So I thought maybe this
distance is just about right. Anyway, please take care of your health,
Grandpa. Tell Grandma too."


  I tried to make my voice sound as cheerful as possible before hanging
up.


  —Missed calls from Mom (5)


  I quickly looked away and avoided the screen, then slipped the
smartphone back into my pocket. My averted gaze stopped at the calendar
on the wall.


  Only one day left until payday. Before I knew it, the first semester
had already passed.


  "Alright!”


  The moment I got back from my part-time job, I gathered all my
motivation and pinned my summer vacation schedule to the wall.


  Red letters for studying, blue letters for my part-time shifts were
arranged carefully into the grid like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. It was
such a perfect schedule that even I couldn't find a single flaw in
it.


  "Wh-what is this supposed to be~~"


  Even so, Kaguya complained in a weak voice.


  "It's my vacation plan. I can't afford to waste even a single day, so
don't get in my way."


  "No way~! Come play with Kaguya~~~?"


  I already knew she'd pull something like this.


  "Do you want me to throw you out...?"


  I glared at Kaguya, who was clinging to my waist, with the kind of
fierce look a demon might give. She flinched, and my gaze shifted toward
the pile of miscellaneous junk that had taken over the four-and-a-half
tatami room.


  "And... what are those...?"


  Strange character plushies I'd never seen before. Toys with no
obvious way to use them. All kinds of random knickknacks...


  Stuff I didn't even know what it was. This thing, that thing, those
things... piled up everywhere.


  "They're props for my livestream! I bought everything at the
hundred-yen shop, so don't worry!"


  "What livestream? Don't tell me you're actually planning to become a
streamer."


  "Of course! If I'm going to win the Yachiyo Cup, the first step is
becoming a streamer. Hey, look, I've already started streaming too~~
What do you think?"


  Kaguya confidently opened her Laptop screen to show me. On the
display was a crude and slightly creepy hand-drawn picture waving its
hand.


  『Kaguya-ho~! Kaguya has arrived from the moon~ Today I couldn't
think of what to do, so that's it for today! Bye-bye~ ......Huh? Wait,
does this count as ending the stream yet?』


  ...At the end of the clip, it even switched to a real camera
feed.


  "H-hey hey hey hey! That's clearly the front camera at the end! Your
face is totally showing!"


  "Huh!?"


  From the quality I assumed it wouldn't get many views, but now I see
why. Of course, it looks like the viewers already noticed too, since the
comments were full of things like


  『Front camera lol』


  『Isn't that the girl from Yachiyo's stream?』


  『She's kinda cute』


  and so on.


  Well, it's probably too late to worry about that now. What caught my
attention more was the sound playing in the background of the
video...


  "What's with that weird off-key sound?"


  "It's a jingle."


  ...A jingle? You mean those short, light tunes meant to leave an
impression on viewers?


  "I composed it myself."


  I figured. A sound this unsettling probably wouldn't exist even as a
free download.


  "Wait a second. Then how did you even compose— Huh? That's my
keyboard! Don't just take it out and use it whenever you want!"


  The moment I thought, "Could it be...?" I was right. My old 61-key
keyboard had poked out from the pile of junk, even though it was still
half buried.


  [Note] A 61-key keyboard refers to the size of the keyboard. 61 keys
is considered a standard size.


  "Oh! Iroha, you can play, right? No matter what I do it just doesn't
work. Help me out, teach~!"


  She must have guessed from my reaction. Kaguya quickly swept the junk
piled on top aside with a loud "swoosh" and immediately turned it
on.


  "Huh? Why do I have to do that?"


  "Pretty please~~★”


  Kaguya threw me a wink as smoothly as a pro. Good grief. Her pleading
tricks were getting stronger every day, and to make matters worse… they
worked every single time.


  "Well, first of all, there's something called chords..."


  In the end, I gave in. I placed my fingers on the old keyboard from
my memories. When I tried to create a melody with my fingertips—


  "Ah..."


  Something seemed to shatter deep inside my chest.


  It was the memories I had hidden away all this time.


  "Iroha, when it comes to music, just enjoy it freely."


  My father's words, from when I was little. Whenever I played the
piano, I would laugh so loudly that my voice echoed throughout the
room—louder than the instrument itself. Beside me, Father, my older
brother, and Mom were laughing too.


  Since when did Mom stop smiling?


  It must have been at Father's funeral. Since then, she hardly showed
any emotion. Father lay still in the coffin like a doll. I cried as I
sent him off in tears, but Mom didn't change her expression even a
little.


  —Hey… why am I the only one crying? And Mom… aren't you sad?


  When I came back to my senses, Kaguya's eyes full of expectation were
staring right at me.


  The music I had come to hate. The piano I had distanced myself from.
And Mom's words that had changed...


  —People who succeed in a vague career like this are only the very
elite. You can't waste your time playing around like this. Are you
really going to waste the thing your father gave you just for fun?


  Well, if I let it become a wound in my heart, that would play right
into Mom's hands. So let's just go for it.


  My hands trembled for only a moment. The fingertips that touched the
white keys once began to run across the keyboard like a deer released
into a meadow.


  "Wow..."


  Music overflowed.


  Not from the keyboard, but from inside me. My fingers wouldn't stop.
One note led to another, which called for the next without end. Every
time my fingers struck a key, the weight pressing down on my heart
crumbled little by little.


  "Iroha, that's amazing! What song is that?"


  What those fingers—now freed from the cage in my heart—scooped up was
a melody hidden deep in my memories. It was a song I had composed back
when I still loved music.


  "La... lala... And now nobody can keep me down, And I can't help
myself but sing~♪”


  [Note] The song: Watashi wa watashi no koto ga suki


  Then Kaguya started singing along.


  She caught the rhythm instantly, sensed the melody, and naturally
added improvised lyrics to it.


  What a beautiful voice it was. Such an incredibly beautiful
voice.


  It flowed like a spring breeze passing through the heart, as if that
voice alone could nourish every cell in the body.


  "Yay!"


  Before I realized it, I had finished playing the entire song.
Goosebumps ran all over my body. My hands were still shaking—not from
fear, but from excitement. It had been so long since I had performed and
felt genuine joy from it… a very, very long time.


  It seemed Kaguya felt the same way.


  "Whoa… Iroha, did you compose that yourself? That's amazing!"


  She clapped her hands, her eyes sparkling as she bounced up and down
with excitement.


  "Iroha, become my producer!"


  Then she spun around beautifully and said something unbelievable.


  "Huh? Producer? What do you mean? Why?"


  "How should I put it... right now the temporary number one in the
Yachiyo Cup is the group Black onyX. There are three of them together.
Isn't that kind of unfair?"


  "Meanwhile Kaguya is trying her best all alone, and I'm only ranked
eight thousand or so."


  Kaguya quickly opened her laptop and showed me the temporary rankings
of the Yachiyo Cup. The Kaguya who had boldly declared she would win the
championship was currently ranked 8,910.


  I see. So winning the championship really was nothing more than an
impossible dream.


  "So let's do it together, okay? If I sing Iroha's songs, we'll
definitely blow up! Let's create a legend from this shabby little
apartment!"


  Hey, don't call the apartment shabby!


  "That's impossible. I don't have time to compose songs—"


  Well—it's not like I have absolutely no time. If I just rearranged
the old songs I'd written before, I could probably do it. It might even
be relaxing. Maybe even fun...


  The moment my heart started wavering like that, it was already over.
With a weakness this big, the number one master of begging in the
universe would never let it slip by.


  "Please, Iroha. I don't want it to end like this... I want it to be a
happy ending..."


  "P-please?"


  With teary eyes, sniffling nose, and clenched fists, she perfectly
played the role of a pitiful child while unleashing her ultimate
pleading attack at full power.


  ...Wait a second. Isn't this a bit unfair?


  No! Absolutely not! That trick won't work on me! I already told you,
as long as you don't cause trouble, you can stay here!


  The words I should have said kept popping up in my head, but...


  "If... it's just a little, then I guess it's fine."


  In the end, I completely K.O.'d admitted defeat just like that.


  ※


  It was from here that Kaguya’s meteoric rise truly began.


  Of course, since she was an alien, Kaguya didn’t know the slightest
thing about livestreaming or making videos.


  So whenever she thought of something, she would do it immediately.
Trends, copying others, fear of being overtaken, embarrassment—none of
those words existed in Kaguya’s dictionary.


  That alien girl’s way of thinking was incredibly simple.


  "This dance video is so cute~~ Kaguya wants to try it too!"


  The moment she thought of it, she acted. There wasn’t even the
slightest delay.


  "Wow~ After putting on makeup the way Roka told me, my selfies look
amazing! Uploading them!


  And the ones that didn’t turn out great… I’ll upload those as extras
too!"


  Even the selfie techniques that Roka had taught her—


  "Yay! The thing I ordered from the shop Mami recommended finally
arrived! I’ll film a video review right away!"


  Or the food reviews following Mami’s recipe.


  "Who cares! Just deal with it and forget about it! Forgetting is the
most important thing in life. I don’t want to comfort you half-heartedly
without taking responsibility. This is Kaguya’s version of
kindness."


  Even when giving advice for people’s problems, she imitated
Yachiyo.


  She never hesitated about the things she wanted to do.


  That was Kaguya’s way of life.


  A long time ago, my Mom once said that the greatest obstacle in
chasing a dream wasn’t a lack of talent, but a lack of enthusiasm.


  I don’t know how true those words really are, but…


  "Alright! Today I’m doing a surprise singing livestream! New outfit,
new songs~ Even if the choreography isn’t finished yet, I’m doing it
anyway~~!"


  At the very least, for Kaguya, it seemed like there wasn’t any kind
of “wall” standing in her way.


  "Hey, Iroha, let’s sing on stream together. Dive into Tsukuyomi and
play the accompaniment for me~"


  Nope. Not doing it. I’m going to read my book. Seriously, even if she
charges ahead at full speed, the least she could do is hesitate before
dragging me into it too.


  Because—


  "Look, Iroha! I made a keyboard that lets you play games and perform
music at the same time! Now we can do a gaming livestream while singing!
Let’s do it together!"


  Nope. Not doing it. I’m going to my part-time job.


  "Iroha, Iroha! Today I’m making a cooking video. It’s gaprao with a
fried egg. You only have to eat it. Let’s collaborate~"


  Nope. Not doing it. I’m going to read my book.


  "Iroha~! Let’s film a short dance video together!"


  No, no, no, no! I’m going to read. I’m going to work.


  "Come on, let’s do it. It’ll be done in just a minute. Roka said
she’d do it too, right, Roka?"


  "Yeah, sounds fun. Mami’s doing it too, right?"


  "I am, I am~ What about you, Iroha? What will you do~?"


  …See? It always ends up like this.


  I already knew it would. That’s why I didn’t want to start in the
first place, because I knew that someday I wouldn’t be able to refuse
anymore. Kaguya’s power to pull the people around her in… it’s on the
level of a black hole.


  "Finished filming~! Look, look, Iroha looks so cute. Alright, I’ll
upload thi—"


  Wait. Stop. You absolutely cannot upload that!


  And just like that, my tightly packed schedule of studying and
part-time work slowly but surely got invaded by the livestream
activities of “Kaguya・IroP.”


  Day by day, we attracted more and more attention from viewers, both
their eyes and their ears. By the middle of summer vacation, our ranking
had climbed all the way up to 280.


  For complete newcomers with no name recognition, that was already
pretty impressive, but…


  "This still isn’t enough! What do we have to do to make the ranking
go up more!!"


  It seemed the greedy princess still wasn’t satisfied. On the picnic
mat spread across the beach, she rolled back and forth, openly showing
her frustration.


  "I won’t accept it! I won’t accept ittt—!!"


  The four of us, Kaguya, Roka, Mami, and I, had come to the beach
together. Apparently, while I wasn’t paying attention, Kaguya and Roka
had secretly gone out to buy swimsuits. It was Kaguya’s first time ever
wearing a swimsuit in her alien life, and Roka’s was a brand-new one
too, while Mami and I were using the same ones we had worn last
year.


  "Kaguya, don’t fool around."


  Since it was the style Roka had carefully chosen for her, we couldn’t
let it go to waste.


  Her bright orange swimsuit looked as if she were wearing sunlight
itself. Paired with her shining blonde twin-tails, Kaguya looked like a
second sun shining on the beach.


  As for me, my swimsuit was a two-piece. A pastel green halter-neck
set.


  Thanks to Roka styling my hair into a ponytail with the ends flipped
outward, it matched the outfit perfectly.


  …I think this hairstyle suits my swimsuit the best. Come to think of
it, I’m really glad the swimsuit I bought last year still fits.


  Clothes like this only get worn once or twice a year, so I chose the
cheapest design I could reasonably accept. Even so, it still felt
painful to pay for it.


  You’d better last me several more years… got it…


  "Your singing stream the other day was really good~"


  "Yeah, yeah, Kaguya-chan. Playing games while singing at the same
time is impressive."


  Hey, don’t spoil her like that, Mami, Roka.


  "Well of course. I’m a genius, the number one singer after all."


  See? She’s getting carried away already. Kaguya lifted her chin so
high it looked like it might pierce straight through the cumulus clouds
above.


  "Your original song was nice too."


  "Right~ That’s the one Iroha wrote, right?"


  "Iroha isn’t just cute, she’s a genius too."


  Oh. Their praise started turning toward me. Mami was wearing a sweet
off-shoulder checkered swimsuit that she seemed to have bought with her
boyfriend last year, paired with a light blue flared skirt.


  …She was wearing that outfit and somehow didn’t look the least bit
exhausted from the heat, happily devouring her third plate of fried
noodles.


  Meanwhile, Roka wore a black dress-style swimsuit. Her hair was
braided into three thick braids, resembling the avatar she used in
Tsukuyomi. Large two-tone frills ran from her chest over her shoulders
and down her back, giving her a mature look that suited her
perfectly.


  Last year she wore a white two-piece swimsuit in a refined lady-like
style with a sheer bolero on top. That looked good too.


  In the end, anything she wore suited her.


  After finishing styling the hair of the other three of us, Roka
busily started tying Mami’s hair next. She braided it and gathered it
into a bun. Judging from how it looked, it would probably take a
while.


  "Ah… that song was something I wrote a long time ago…"


  I turned my face away from my friends’ teasing gazes, only to have
the intense sunlight hit my eyes. So I properly put on the sporty
sunglasses that had been resting on top of my head.


  The sound of waves, the smell of the sea, and the usual meaningless
chatter. Under the blazing sunlight, the summer ocean was a delight for
the eyes, the nose, and the ears.


  Coming all the way out to the beach… was definitely the right
choice.


  In a life filled with studying, part-time work, and streaming
activities…


  This was the only day of fun and rest during a summer vacation packed
with a suffocating schedule. To make time for today, I had to cut down
my sleep by who knows how much. I’d rather not even talk about it.


  It would be a lie to say I wasn’t tired. But if I collapsed from
exhaustion, this fun moment right now would only turn into a bitter
memory. That’s why I had to push myself even more and keep my resolve
firm.


  —The true elite work hard and play hard, Anyone who thinks being
satisfied with work alone is enough isn’t worth much.


  I don’t necessarily believe my Mom’s words exactly as they are, but
I’m genuinely glad I accepted Roka and Mami’s invitation.


  …Back then, Mom looked really happy.


  [Note] It turns out that line originally came from Momiji. In Iroha’s
version later on, it’s slightly different “The true elite work hard and
play hard, fun is more important than sleep”


  "Aaaagh~ But I still want to be number one! This isn’t enough at
all~!"


  So noisy. Don’t start yelling next to someone who’s enjoying the
moment, you alien.


  "Roka~ What should I do~?"


  "Hmm~ It does seem like you’ve already tried quite a lot of
things…”


  Roka pressed her cheek against Kaguya’s while the two of them looked
down at the smartphone screen together. Kaguya’s ability to identify
exactly who she could cling to and plead with was frighteningly
accurate.


  "Hey, hey, I’ve got a great idea. If Iroha takes off the mascot
costume, I’m sure we’d gain more followers—"


  "Rejected."


  Before she could even finish speaking, I grabbed Mami’s raised hand
and forced it down.


  "Ehh~ Why not~"


  "Why do you think? I already told you I’ll never appear on
stream."


  "Eh? Didn’t Iroha already appear on stream before, when she wore that
fox costume?"


  "…Ghk."


  Sharp eyes. Roka’s beach nails decorated with shell pieces lightly
tapped the thumbnail image on the phone.


  That’s right. The truth was, I’d lost to Kaguya’s relentless
persistence and had already appeared on stream several times…


  But I only helped add a bit of atmosphere. I didn’t say a single
word, and I wore a mascot costume the whole time. So that should still
count as safe…


  "Anyway, I’m absolutely not appearing on stream!"


  At this point, I had no choice but to shout it at full volume.
Projecting my voice from the diaphragm like a restaurant hall staff
member, I clearly yelled back, “No.”


  "Nooo! Come on, appear with me! And write a new song! And play the
accompaniment too!"


  That’s way too selfish. How can you add two more requests to someone
who’s already refusing?


  "Please, Iroha."


  Damn it. Here it comes. I immediately sensed Kaguya’s ultimate
finishing move and tensed my stomach to prepare.


  "If it’s like this… I probably won’t be able to win…"


  The real thing had arrived. A pitiful voice like that… even if she
said it, it wouldn’t help, you know.


  "Please help Kaguya…"


  …There it is.


  Even if she looked at me with those tearful eyes, I shouldn’t give
in.


  "I want Iroha to play music for me…"


  Absolutely not.


  Alright. Say it, me. Three, two, one, go!


  "I-If I have free time… maybe."


  "Yay! Then we have to stream even more!"


  Damn it… Why couldn’t I say it? Why couldn’t I refuse?


  —Asking someone for help isn’t something that’s easy to do. Making
someone feel sorry for you like that… is that really okay, Iroha?


  "Eazyha."


  "Totally, eazyha."


  Kaguya raised her fist toward the sky in triumph, while I sat there
clutching white sand in my hands in defeat. Mami and Roka watched the
scene with bright smiles blooming like flowers.


  Hey. This isn’t funny.


  "Iroha seems more cheerful lately."


  …Huh, Mami?


  "It was like you suddenly disappeared somewhere."


  Roka too.


  "What kind of magic did Kaguya-chan use to change you this much? I’m
a little jealous… but now I kind of want to cheer her on seriously."


  Roka brushed her hair aside as she watched Kaguya playing with the
waves by the shore, her expression complicated.


  Wait… don’t tell me…


  "How about a collaboration?"


  "Sounds good〜"


  Beauty influencer “ROKA (170,000 followers)”


  And food influencer “Mamimami (120,000 followers)”


  And then… Kaguya…?


  "Look, look, Iroha! There are tons of crabs around that rock! I’m
going to collect them and build an army!"


  This isn’t the time to be playing around…


  Sigh. She’s definitely going to get even more full of herself.


  Meanwhile, the alien who started all this was, as usual, completely
absorbed in whatever she felt like doing in the moment.
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  With the backing of two famous influencers, the attention toward
Kaguya・IroP skyrocketed without slowing down.


  Even so, I simply returned to my usual routine of going to school and
working part-time.


  On the other hand, Kaguya seemed to have gained even more momentum
for streaming. She started uploading videos faster than ever before.
Clips of tasting absurdly spicy food, clips of trying to eat an entire
ehomaki in a single bite, clips of firing a homemade plastic-bottle
bazooka… it was full of bizarre videos.


  [Note] Ehomaki is a long cylindrical sushi roll.


  Seriously… couldn’t she try doing a normal singing stream for
once?


  The moment I accidentally asked that, it was already like I’d
lost.


  "Then Iroha, play some music for me?"


  Of course that’s what she would say back. But even if I stayed
silent—


  "Iroha, tonight we’re having beef stew~


  Oh right, if tomorrow IroP plays accompaniment during the stream for
about thirty minutes,


  I’ll upgrade it to slow-braised beef tongue cooked for one hundred
and fifty hours. What do you think?"


  She would still come up with an offer that no normal human could
possibly refuse. That was the headache.


  Wait a second. If it takes one hundred and fifty hours to cook, then
it wouldn’t even be ready for tonight’s dinner, would it?!


  Honestly. She’s supposed to be an alien, but isn’t she blending into
human society a little too well? What kind of Princess Kaguya is this
pushy?


  "Everyone~ Today’s singing stream will have IroP playing
accompaniment too~


  If the mood is right, she might even take off the mascot costume. So
help boost the views as much as you can!"


  Real hosts don’t just say nonsense like that! No matter what happens,
I absolutely refuse to take off the costume!


  Well… playing music along with Kaguya’s singing is actually pretty
fun.


  Even so, entertaining other people really isn’t suited for someone
like me. That’s what I thought, even while standing on stage beside
her.


  Watching Kaguya from the side like this, as part of the backstage
team… that’s more than enough for me.


  "Everyone~ Do you like Kaguya~~??"


  Kaguya was absolutely radiant.


  Even amid the dazzling lights of Tsukuyomi, she stood out more than
anyone else, making everyone who saw her have fun and fall in love with
her.


  I’d never say it to her face, but I truly think she was born to be an
idol.


  Sometimes our eyes would meet.


  "Iroha, is there anything you want to eat today?"


  Focus. You missed the intro for the second verse.


  "Ahh~ I messed up ★ Is this going to become a legendary clip?"


  —She really is unfair.


  As for Roka and Mami, it seemed the two of them had already been
completely pulled into Kaguya’s circle.


  When the three of them got together, they often streamed themselves
playing games.


  Of course, Kaguya didn’t know the first thing about games, so…


  "Roka~ Mami~ Teach me~"


  It always ended up like that.


  The reason Kaguya didn’t ask me might have been her own way of being
considerate. So I continued focusing on my studies in peace.


  But since we lived in the same rented room, the sound of their
streams still drifted over anyway.


  "Right now the hottest game is definitely ‘KASSEN’! It’s a game
played on Tsukuyomi, and there’s also a mode called KASSEN. It’s a
seven-versus-seven battle royale~


  Today we’re playing something called SENGOKU mode. Basically you
fight over territory… eh, ah, sorry, I died."


  Wait… are you explaining and playing at the same time? KASSEN isn’t a
game you can play like that.


  "Ah~ I died too."


  "Eh~ Roka died too?"


  See? I knew it would end up like this. Whatever. It has nothing to do
with me anyway.


  "This is bad, this is bad! This is totally unfair! There’s only
Kaguya on this side!


  Aaaah this is chaos, I can’t breathe! What does this button do? Which
one attacks? Which one attacks? Tell me!


  Wait, something appeared too, aaaah…


  I won."


  She won? That’s way too random.


  "Oh!"


  "Kaguya-chan, you’re actually pretty good~"


  I told you already, stop spoiling her so much. Whatever… it’s none of
my business anyway.


  Because it wasn’t my business,


  the next day I downed an energy drink to fight off sleepiness and
continued studying seriously.


  Then suddenly someone shouted—


  "Iroha! Help!"


  Before I knew it, I was hugged from behind. My heart nearly stopped.
What are you doing all of a sudden—


  "At this rate, Kaguya is going to get married!"


  I only looked away for a moment. What the heck happened in that short
time?


  "Well~ I was planning to do a weird cooking stream like usual, but
suddenly the chat got flooded with marriage proposals. It was annoying,
so I said,


  ‘If you can beat me in a game, then okay~’


  And after that, they started rushing me like crazy. Iroha, fight for
me~"


  Wait a second. Isn’t this escalating way too fast?


  "No thanks."


  "The game is called ‘SETSUNA’!"


  Setsuna was the fighting mode of KASSEN. A one-on-one duel. Whoever
depletes the opponent’s health gauge twice first wins.


  "One bar got taken instantly, and the second one is… ah, I’m almost
dead."


  "You’re in a match right now?!"


  Crap. I’d already grabbed the controller.


  No, that’s not it. You’ve got it wrong. It’s just that my gamer
spirit flared up and I couldn’t ignore it.


  Doing this doesn’t mean I want to stop Kaguya from getting married or
anything like that—


  "Iroha, did you just say something?"


  "I didn’t say anything! Alright—sixty-eight hits!"


  IroP went on to win twenty-eight fights in a row, crushing the
viewers one after another, causing a small bit of drama before the
stream was finally ended.


  "Alright then, let’s get back to studying."


  Anyone looking for trouble can come at me. I’m always ready if you’re
up for it.


  While all this chaos was unfolding,


  Kaguya・IroP rapidly climbed the temporary rankings in the “Yachiyo
Cup.”


  And what followed after that was—


  “Muhehehe, I got this much Fuju already.”


  The precious donation money from the fans.


  On top of that, the “Fuju” system detects the user’s pulse and
brainwaves through the smart console, and if it determines that the
viewer’s emotions have shifted in a positive direction, the
administrators will also pay out money.


  Which basically means she has that much ability to make people’s
hearts tremble.


  “Nihahaha, the money just keeps pouring in like a flood~~”


  This alien girl is so carried away that it’s written all over her
face.


  “Listen, Kaguya. Money like this is just a passing breeze. It’s not
something that’ll last.”


  Even though I tried to warn her a little.


  “But it’s legal, isn’t it~~?”


  Well, that’s true, but somehow it still irritates me.


  “At the very least, could you clean the room a bit?”


  I want her to deal with the pile of trash-like streaming equipment
that keeps increasing without end. Our four-and-a-half-tatami rental
room barely has space to step anymore, let alone space to breathe
comfortably.


  “Ehh~ No way. The room’s way too small anyway. Let’s move. I already
found a nice place.”


  “You’re serious…?”


  “Totally serious! Oh, but before that— it’s time, Iroha.”


  “Ah… yeah.”


  Of course I know. For the past few hours, that’s all I’ve been
thinking about… I couldn’t think about anything else.


  “First, let’s start with a biggg cleanup!”


  Kaguya shoved the piles of miscellaneous stuff against the wall like
a bulldozer, trying to clear just enough space for two people, then
turned toward me and flashed a two-finger pose.


  That doesn’t count as cleaning, you know.


  After that, Kaguya changed into clothes that were easy to move in.
She started with some stretches, followed by vocal warm-ups, then did
some strange dances to pump herself up before saying,


  “Alright, let’s go, Iroha.”


  She smiled like someone who was both having fun and too excited to
contain it.


  Today is Kaguya’s very first solo live performance. Not just the
usual singing stream like always, but a real, full-scale concert—
booking a live house in Tsukuyomi, promoting the event, hiring staff,
and selling tickets to the audience.


  “…Do I really have to go too?”


  As for the accompanying musician, it was Kaguya’s direct request—
IroP.


  Since I was allowed to wear the mascot suit and the pay was properly
covered, I took time off from my part-time job and agreed. But I still
can’t help thinking… is it really a good idea to have me playing?


  On Kaguya’s incredibly important first stage, with me standing right
beside her like this.


  Kaguya must have sensed my lack of confidence, because her smile only
grew even brighter.


  “Come here, I・ro・ha!”


  She stuck out her hand in a scissors shape like she was about to poke
my eyes. So I awkwardly returned scissors too, touching my fingers to
hers before hooking them together.


  Then we did a “fox kiss.”


  It’s a hand sign Kaguya came up with herself. The way to remember it
is: “Peace~ snip~ and then~ kon!”


  Something like that.


  “It’s the friendship sign between Kaguya and Iroha ~♡”


  Apparently, that’s what it means.


  Meanwhile, Inudoge welcomed us with super excited.
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  It was a little embarrassing, but the tension eased a bit.


  We held hands and entered Tsukuyomi together. When we opened our eyes
again, the familiar world appeared before us.


  How far will Kaguya go, I wonder. And me... why am I standing here
beside her like this?


  "Almost starting! Five seconds!"


  The signal from the staff rang out.


  The curtain slowly opened.


  A wave of frenzy crashed in.


  It felt as if I had caught a glimpse of a fragment of the scenery
that Yachiyo once saw.


  ※


  "Iroha, over here!"


  Kaguya's first solo live ended in magnificent success.


  Even though several days had already passed, social networks were
still flooded with an endless stream of positive reactions.


  And amid that atmosphere...


  The popularity of Kaguya・IroP


  soared even higher, as if it had been launched by a tremendous burst
of energy.


  And riding that momentum, Kaguya finally managed to drag me
outside.


  "Come shopping with me~"


  She said it and immediately hooked her arm around mine, stopping here
and there along the way before bringing me to the destination while
practically skipping with excitement—


  "Huh... a real estate company?"


  "Hey hey, how about this place~?"


  Don't lump apartment hunting together with "shopping."


  What Kaguya pointed at with her unpolished index finger was a flashy
real estate listing posted boldly along the main street, as if the shop
were brimming with confidence.


  〈Premium Designer Luxury Condo 3LDK – Rent 350,000 yen〉


  ...Just reading that made my head spin. If I actually lived somewhere
like that, a mere human like me would probably lose my mind.


  [Note] 3LDK is a Japanese housing layout term consisting of three
bedrooms, one living room, one dining room, and one kitchen. Hmm I
wonder who the extra bedroom is for~


  "It's great, isn't it? Kaguya will pay for it herself~ Look, even
though it's a condo it has a second floor too.


  The second floor will be Kaguya's live room and bedroom.


  And the first floor— Iroha can use it however you likes.


  See? Isn't it nice~? It's a high ceiling with a wide open space, a
built-in kitchen, a pantry, a balcony too! And it's the top floor!"


  "I'm going to faint. There's no guarantor either. Who would even rent
a place like that to two kids like us..."


  Before I could finish speaking, another wave of dizziness washed over
me. I tried to pull Kaguya away from the real estate office, but...


  Huh... my legs are getting wobbly. That's strange. The scenery in
front of me is twisting. I can't stand anymore...


  No way. This isn't because I'm "drunk on the room," is it...?


  "Oh? Iroha, did you find something down there~?"


  Before I knew it, the strength had already left my legs. I collapsed
to the ground without realizing it.


  "Are you okay, Iroha!? You're burning up!"


  Cold sweat wouldn't stop pouring out, and Kaguya's worried voice
sounded as if it were coming from somewhere far, far away...


  "......"


  When I came to, I was lying on a futon in the same familiar room.


  Why am I already back home? My memories from leaving the real estate
office until getting back here are completely gone.


  Did... Kaguya carry me back herself? She's ridiculously strong.


  Or maybe not. She's rich now, after all. Maybe she just called a
taxi...


  I slowly turned my neck and saw Kaguya's back as she stood in the
kitchen.


  ...Her hair has gotten longer.


  Now Kaguya's straight blonde hair is long enough to cover her
hips.


  When she first came here to eat omurice, it was only down to the
middle of her back.


  ...Hm?


  "Wait, that's bad... my part-time job!"


  I tried to spring up in a hurry, but my body wouldn't move, as if the
futon had sucked me down and glued me in place.


  "Iroha, are you okay?"


  "I'm fine. I have to go out now."


  I forced a smile back at Kaguya as she rushed over, but my body still
wouldn't move. Looks like this time I really can't push through it.


  At the very least, I should call and let them know I can't come
in—


  "I already called your workplace for you, Iroha. Just rest."


  "...Huh? You called for me, Kaguya?"


  "And I brought lots of fluffy— I mean, soft and fluffy things and put
them all around too. You can relax and lie here~"


  "Fluffy things? Oh, you mean plushies."


  Through my blurry, fogged-up vision, I looked around and saw
carefully chosen plush toys surrounding the futon.


  "...Thanks."


  I hugged one of the plushies tightly and said it.


  I never expected Kaguya to take care of me this much. Honestly... it
makes me really happy.


  And then...


  "Ah, and also... the hospital! Let's go to the hospital. We'll go
together."


  "Huh? The hospital...? No thanks, that's expensive."


  "That's nothing! Leave it to Kaguya!"


  Kaguya still had a ladle in her left hand while flexing her arm
energetically, but even so...


  My nails sank into the plushie I was clutching tightly.


  "Looks like... I really can't avoid it anymore.”


  With a fever like this, if it gets any worse I might even have to be
hospitalized. And if that happens—


  "But... my schedule is completely packed... If I have to stop for
several days, I won't be able to keep up... And the scholarship... I
might lose that too"


  Maybe it's because my body is weak right now, but dark thoughts keep
pouring in without stopping.


  I know I'm overthinking it, but I just can't stop myself from
thinking about it.


  "Iroha..."


  Kaguya looked at me with eyes overflowing with worry, then said,


  "Why does Iroha have to try so hard all by herself?"


  Kaguya's voice came out weak. It was a tone I felt like I had never
heard from her before in my life.


  "U-ugh... Is it because of Kaguya? Did Kaguya force Iroha to do too
many things? Kaguya doesn't want that... Iroha, don't dieee~"


  Wait... is she seriously crying?


  In an instant, Kaguya's big round eyes filled with tears. They
spilled over as if they might wash her eyeballs away, and then it was
like a flood—every possible place tears could come from started pouring
out nonstop.


  "Y-you're overreacting... I'm not going to die"


  "But in movies people die so easily! And then they turn into zombies,
get reincarnated, go to another world, fly into space... waaah, Iroha
don't go anywhereee~"


  "How many movies did you mix together into that nonsense...? I-I'm
really fine, okay?"


  Kaguya may be someone whose emotions show easily, but crying this
hard... this was the first time I'd ever seen it.


  Well... I guess studying will have to wait for today...


  Even though I'm the sick one, I found myself patting the back of
Kaguya, who was acting as my caretaker, while thinking that.


  『Why does Iroha have to try so hard all alone?』


  After she finally stopped crying, Kaguya asked me the same question
again.


  Explaining that... is difficult. Really difficult. Especially while
having a fever like this, it makes it even harder to talk.


  If I were to explain it properly from the beginning, I wouldn't be
able to avoid talking about my mom.


  "Mm~ mmmmmm......"


  Seeing me stay silent, Kaguya hesitated over and over, thinking,
starting to say something, then swallowing the words back
repeatedly.


  So even an alien has moments when she's troubled, huh.


  That awkward behavior was a little funny, and it helped me relax a
bit.


  So I slowly began to talk.


  Beside Kaguya, who was sitting close to me with her knees hugged to
her chest.


  About my father, who had passed away.


  About my older brother, who left home.


  About my mom, who changed.


  And about me, who was almost crushed


  by "correctness."


  If it were Mom... she probably wouldn't collapse with a fever like
this so easily.


  —Taking good care of your health is the foundation of everything.
Someone who stumbles over something this trivial is worse than a
fool.


  In reality, I've never once seen my mom catch a cold.


  She was always correct, strong, and more perfect than anyone else. To
her, I was always someone who was "still lacking something."


  That's why I chose to leave home on my own.


  The path my mom once walked. The things she once did.


  I believed that if I wanted to stand before her as an equal, I had to
be able to follow in her footsteps by myself.


  "...That's why, if I paid for all my tuition and living expenses
myself, Mom finally agreed."


  "You say that like it's easy, but normal people don't do something
like that, right?"


  Kaguya, sitting beside me, frowned slightly.


  "Mom could do it without even flinching. And I didn't want to give up
either.


  I still clearly remember the day I woke up in this room for the first
time. There was nothing around me at all, and there was no one I could
rely on—"


  "Even though I couldn't rely on anyone, when I thought,


  I'll live using my own strength and prove it! Suddenly I felt this
huge surge of motivation.


  Like... 'Wow, I'm actually kind of lucky,' or something like
that."


  That morning, the air felt incredibly fresh.


  In that quiet room, I felt like...


  From here, everything was about to begin.


  "That's not true! There's nothing lucky about that! Even if I check
with the alien database, your mom would still count as completely
crazy!"


  If it were me listening to someone else's story, I would probably
think the same thing Kaguya just said.


  But—


  My nails dug into the plushie again without me realizing it.


  "Kaguya..."


  "Eh?"


  "No, it's nothing."


  Why am I talking about things like this anyway?


  It must be because the fever is making me delirious.


  "...I see. Then let's eat, take some medicine, and get some
rest."


  After saying that, Kaguya hurried off into the kitchen, and when she
came back she carefully carried a tray of food.


  "Today's menu is egg rice porridge with miso, green onions, and
ginger. First, you take katsuobushi, chopped green onions, and grated
ginger, and knead them together with all your strength.


  Then you pour boiling water over it. The broth comes out of the
katsuobushi itself, so you barely need to season it.


  Next you lightly rinse some leftover rice and put it into hot water
with a little hondashi, then add eggs and stir the pot in the opposite
direction like this, and then—"


  Hey... I want to eat already. Isn't that explanation a bit too long
for someone who's sick?


  "I put in two eggs. It's really hot, so blow on it first before you
eat."


  "Hot!"


  Just as Kaguya warned, the egg porridge was so hot that the tip of my
tongue almost burned.


  But—


  "...It's really delicious."


  The rest of my tongue felt like it was melting from how good it
tasted.


  "See, I told youuu~?"


  There she goes again. That overly bright smile of hers almost feels
like it's meant for sick people, just to make them feel better.


  And on top of that, Kaguya even struck a bunch of weird poses.


  ※


  『Working for everyone, woof woof~! The official narrator of the
Yachiyo Cup,


  the loyal dog, Otako! I'll be energetically doing my best again
today!


  This week is still the Yachiyo Cup special. The temporary rankings on
the official website can only be viewed up to the top four. Is your oshi
there? Alright then, let's go with the Top 3 announcement!


  In third place, the relaxing-style idol, Yukumo Nukumi!


  In second place, the perfect elf, Teleriri Tietate!


  And in first place, far in the lead with no surprises, just as
everyone expected — Black onyX!


  Or will it really end with these three in the end? However, even
outside the rankings, there's one team whose rank is shooting up rapidly
right now. Everyone—』


  “Hey, did you know—”


  “Whoa, number one ‘Black onyX’ is seriously insane~”


  At Mami's house, where the four of us had gathered again after not
seeing each other for a while.


  Mami, sitting in a single wicker chair, paused the Tsukuyomi official
channel news that was playing on the screen, then tossed the remote
aside.


  “Hmm~ With a gap this big near the end of the event, catching up is
pretty tough.”


  Roka, who had completely taken over the three-seat sofa, stared up at
the ceiling as if she had already given up.


  “Muu~ What should we do now!”


  Meanwhile, Kaguya, who had been soaking in the bath, came out with
only a towel wrapped around herself, her upper body completely bare as
she rubbed her head in frustration.


  Seriously, what kind of outfit is that in someone else's house... I
wanted to say that.


  However, the place we were in right now wasn't the real world, but
the house of the food influencer “Mamimami” inside the virtual world of
Tsukuyomi.


  We originally planned to meet in the real world, but... considering
that my body had only recently recovered, we suddenly switched to
meeting inside Tsukuyomi instead.


  “Black onyX really is strong.”


  “Well of course. It's Mikado-sama, after all.”


  Speaking of which, the host herself, Mami, is also a fan of Mikado,
so she looked especially pleased as she casually sat there fishing in
her private pond.


  “Mami the traitor.”


  “I have two oshis. I support Kaguya too, but you are number two.”


  “Nooo, support only Kaguya~”


  “Don't splash water, the fish will run away.”


  “Tch~ Come out here, Mikado! Let's fight!”


  “Ah, that's not a bad idea. How about Kaguya challenging Mikado to a
game match?”


  “Just what you'd expect from Roka. That's a genius idea!”


  There's nothing “genius” about that...


  “No way. There's no way he'd accept a challenge like that. He's a pro
gamer, you know? The skill gap is obvious.”


  Kaguya might be starting to get popular, but both her popularity and
her gaming skill are still worlds apart from his.


  “But~! The Yachiyo Cup is almost over, right? Maybe someone from the
moon will come pick me up~!”


  Oh right... there was that setting.


  “If they're coming, then hurry up already. Come take this girl back
already~”


  “Ahh~ You're being mean again!”


  Now would be the perfect time. Come now, comrades from the moon.
Hurry up already.


  What are you waiting for? Are you planning to slack off from your
duty or something?


  “…Hm? Kaguya-chan, someone from Tsukiji is coming to pick you
up?”


  “Whoa~ Did you run away from home or something?”


  Oops. That's bad. I accidentally said that out loud in front of the
two of them.


  Alright... how should I cover this up? Just as I was thinking
that—


  “Whoa! That scared me!”


  Suddenly, a scroll-shaped icon appeared in front of Kaguya. It was
mail.


  Normally most mail is just spam or advertisements. Ever since joining
the Yachiyo Cup, Kaguya had barely opened any of them, but—


  “Eh? This is…”


  As if sensing something, Kaguya quickly opened the message.


  Then she let out a shocked voice.


  After that, she stared straight at me with a strangely sparkling look
in her eyes.


  “Iroha…”


  What?


  “I—ro—ha—……”


  What!? Why are you acting so creepy?


  “Didn't Iroha say it yourself? That with pro gamers… the difference
in level is huge…”


  So what?


  “…You said it yourself, right?”


  Wait a second. You're kidding, right?


  Wait, wait, wait—don’t tell me...


  I had sensed bad omens all along.


  That guy who loves ‘new things’ would never overlook Kaguya's
existence. The chance of something like this happening was extremely
high.


  That's why I never showed Kaguya any information related to Black
onyX. Even earlier, I tried to quickly shut down the conversation.


  And yet...


  “There's no way I can refuse something like this now, right!? A
challenge from a top-tier pro gamer! We caught a huge one! Yaaay!”


  “Kaguya-chan! The fish are going to run away!”


  Kaguya, in the best mood ever, ignored Mami's warning and jumped
straight into the fishing pond while still wrapped in her towel.


  『Message from Black onyX — Mikado Akira


  Nice to meet you, Kaguya-chan!


  I'm Mikado Akira from Black onyX.


  Congratulations on reaching millions of followers』


  “Now here's my proposal.


  How about a KASSEN match?


  A bamboo-cutting duel between Mikado vs Kaguya.


  If Kaguya-chan loses…


  how about marrying me?


  But if I lose,


  I'll grant any request you want!


  Let's stir up some excitement


  in Tsukuyomi together!”


  We're so doomed…


  Cosmic Princess Kaguya Light Novel
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  『The event everyone has their eyes on is about to begin!


  The Emperor, Black onyX, has declared war on the unusually
fast-rising supernova, Kaguya・IroP! And even more shocking than that… a
marriage proposal!


  A KASSEN battle that wagers fate itself is about to unfold


  right here at this special match in Tsukuyomi!』


  The battle between Kaguya and Mikado, decided on in a flash, appeared
before me along with a massive sign that read—


  "The Bamboo-Cutting Battle of the Century"


  In the hall packed to the brim with spectators, at the commentator
seats in front of the monitors, the former pro gamer turned live
commentator Okoteru Goto and the loyal dog Otako were serving as the
announcers, delivering the opening lines to fire up the crowd.


  『Only one hour left until the results of the Yachiyo Cup are
announced!』


  『If the outcome of this match ends up being an upset, could
Kaguya・IroP make a comeback and overtake the lead?』


  『The rules are SENGOKU—』


  H-How did things end up like this…


  Wearing the same fox mascot suit as always, I stood there completely
stiff, unable to move.


  Above the sky floated a gigantic, translucent Leptocephalus—the
larval form of eels and moray eels.


  That larva slowly twisted and drifted through the air, like smoke
rising up into the sky.


  That looks nice… I kinda want to go up there too, and have it carry
me off somewhere—


  "Ah, uh… uuu…"


  When I glanced at Mami, who was so nervous she looked like foam might
start spilling from her mouth, I couldn't help letting out a long
sigh.


  As for Kaguya—


  "When is he gonna show up already~?"


  Completely unaware of how worried I was, she complained about Black
onyX not appearing yet, acting as carefree and normal as ever. Honestly,
it was almost unbelievable.


  Just as Kaguya was about to start playing with Inudoge, the stone
wall high above the hall suddenly exploded with a thunderous boom.


  『Black onyX has arrived!』


  Amid the scattering debris, Mikado burst out of the smoke riding a
Tiger Bike, crashing straight into a red giant as he descended. So this
was the concept they were going with today.


  The so-called "Tiger Bike" is a motorcycle where a tiger grabs the
front wheel with its front legs and the rear wheel with its hind legs
while running forward—while a person rides on the tiger's back...


  Can you picture it? …Sorry. I don't get it either.


  Mikado slammed into the giant while still riding the Tiger Bike. Just
before the moment of impact, he kicked off the bike and leapt into the
air.


  Suspended in midair, he drew a blade from the club-shaped weapon in
his hand.


  With a single slash—no, several slashes chained together so fast the
eye could barely follow.


  The giant's body was sliced into pieces, and in the next instant
those fragments exploded


  BOOM!—like a magnificent burst of fireworks, shooting up into the sky
inside the hall.


  The only one left was Mikado, gliding down to the ground below, with
Rai and Noi following behind him.


  It was merely the opening performance for the match.


  The cheers in the hall soared to their peak.


  For the sake of the audience, that man would truly do anything.


  『Black onyX! Has arrived—』


  Amid the thunderous roars of welcome, the three members of Black onyX
appeared.


  Do I really have to defeat these guys today…


  Even after things have gone this far, I still couldn't quite summon
the will to fight with everything I had.


  "Hey there. Thanks for accepting the challenge."


  Mikado greeted us, but Mami seemed to have absolutely no grasp of the
situation and blurted out—


  "U-Um… I'm… I'm actually a huge fan…!"


  Mikado glanced at Mami for a brief moment before continuing.


  "Mami, sorry about this. But today, I won't be able to hold
back."


  Then he gave her a quick wink.


  He probably guessed her name from her username.


  Mami, who looked like she'd just taken a direct hit, had "!?!"
practically popping across her face as she spun around like a toppled
game piece before collapsing to the floor.


  …Wait, she fainted!?


  "Mami, are you okay!?"


  I hurriedly pulled up images of various foods one after another to
show her, trying to snap her back to her senses.


  Ramen, chicken over rice, biryani—


  It didn't work. She still wouldn't wake up.


  "So what do we do now??"


  Kaguya asked, while pulling an onigiri decoration off Mami's avatar
and eating it.


  Don't steal that and eat it! It doesn't even have a taste! And don't
spit it out just because it's not good either!!


  What are we supposed to do now… This is sudden, but I guess we'll
have to rely on Roka after all.


  Hey! Don't grab the melon pan next!!


  Just as I was thinking that, a gigantic Tamatebako suddenly fell from
the sky.


  [Note] The Tamatebako is the mysterious box from the story of
Urashima Taro.


  Th-This… could it be!?


  "Ta-da! Did someone call for me~?"


  Yachiyo… It's really Yachiyo!


  She sprang out of the Tamatebako, appearing in a bright and
refreshing battle outfit.


  "Eh!? Eh!? Eh!? Eh!?!?"


  "Hehe. Let's go win this together!"


  Yachiyo struck a cute pose and flashed us a wide smile.


  Damn it… Now I kind of feel like winning.


  『The match will now begin!』


  The war conch echoed thunderously throughout the arena.


  And at last, the KASSEN battle with Black onyX began.


  SENGOKU Mode is a three-versus-three match fought over three
rounds.


  It is the signature format of Black onyX.


  The KASSEN stage is circular in shape, divided into two large sides:
left and right.


  The fortress on the far right is the Tenshukaku, the base of Team
A.


  The fortress on the far left is the Tenshukaku, the base of Team
B.


  [Note] Tenshukaku refers to the main keep of a Japanese castle. (main
tower)


  Both sides begin from their command base in their own Tenshukaku,
competing to see who can destroy the opponent's Tenshukaku first.


  Between the two Tenshukaku are three routes.


  The upper path is called the Top Lane.


  The middle path is the Middle Lane.


  And the lower path is the Bottom Lane.


  However, there is a condition that must be fulfilled before attacking
the opponent's Tenshukaku. One must first go to the Yagura towers
located in the top and bottom lanes, defeat the miniboss "Ushi-oni", and
capture them.


  [Note] Yagura refers to a sub-tower


  [Note] Ushi-oni is a yokai from Japanese folklore with the head of a
cow and the body of a spider. However, in Tsukuyomi it seems to be
designed more like a spider mixed with a shrimp or crab to match the
marine creature theme.


  Once a team member successfully captures a tower, a "Taisho-otoshi"
will appear in front of the enemy Tenshukaku. If it is fired at the
Tenshukaku, that side wins.


  [Note] Taisho-otoshi literally means "toppling the general." In this
game's context, it refers to a stack of disk-like projectiles.


  In other words, at the start of the match the team must divide their
roles between members heading toward the enemy Tenshukaku and members
responsible for capturing towers.


  Coordinate well with your teammates and capture the towers
efficiently.


  And the moment the Taisho-otoshi appears, you must position
yourselves so it can be launched directly at the enemy Tenshukaku. That
would be the ideal strategy.


  Stock is the life system. Each player has three lives. Once they are
all used up, that player is removed from the match.


  [Note] Based on the anime, it seems more like you can revive three
times, meaning you are eliminated after dying four times.


  When your side captures a tower, a jump platform will appear at your
own Tenshukaku.


  Even if you are defeated, you can use that platform to jump back to
the tower you captured within roughly ten seconds.


  Numerous neutral minions are scattered across the field. Players must
not only fight their opponents but also deal with them.


  If you are attacked by minions, your HP will decrease. However, if
you defeat them and fill your gauge, you can unleash your ultimate move,
the "Ulti".


  Since defeating minions takes some time, you could also choose to
ignore them.


  However, there are strategies that focus on deliberately getting as
many kills as possible to quickly charge the gauge and unleash ultimates
repeatedly to turn the tide.


  Which approach to take ultimately depends on the situation and the
player's own style.


  Alright then. I rode a giant black hawk, while Kaguya ignited the jet
engine attached to her hammer weapon and stood on top of it, heading
toward the top lane.


  Yachiyo rode on a portable shrine carried by a Sacabambaspis— what
people call the "Sakaban Shrine"— and moved toward the bottom lane.


  [Note] Sacabambaspis is a prehistoric meme fish with a triangular
mouth.


  We began according to basic theory: split into a group of two and a
solo, then advance simultaneously.


  Yachiyo, the support who occasionally appears in KASSEN, basically
has her stats adjusted depending on the skill gap between the two
teams.


  This time, since Kaguya and I are weaker than Black onyX, Yachiyo's
abilities should be receiving a buff.


  That makes her the one most capable of holding a lane alone.


  During the strategy meeting before the match started, our team leader
Kaguya proposed this priceless plan:


  "Just charge straight in— then stab stab stab! And after that,
boom!"


  So I decided to first observe Black onyX's movements using the
position data on the map.


  This is…


  『Oh my! Black onyX is using the Trident strategy! Trident!』


  Top, middle, and bottom advancing simultaneously, one person per lane
— the "Trident" strategy.


  It's a tactic where each player must handle multiple enemies alone.
Without confidence in winning against several opponents at once, no one
would dare use it.


  "They're clearly looking down on us."


  "Eh~~~?"


  From below, a massive volley of arrows shot upward, forcing Kaguya
and me to cancel flight mode and drop to the ground.


  There are two types of mobility mounts:


  high-speed flying types, and medium-speed ground types.


  High-speed mounts will be swarmed by large numbers of minions on the
ground after flying a certain distance, so they must eventually
land.


  Medium-speed mounts, on the other hand, can keep moving without
special restrictions.


  Kaguya and I use high-speed mounts, while Yachiyo's Sakaban Shrine
and Black onyX's Tiger Bike are medium-speed types.


  As I descended while clearing minions near the landing point, I heard
the sound of gunfire…


  Here it comes!


  I immediately stopped attacking the minions and dashed behind a
nearby rock at full speed.


  The gunfire aimed this way was getting closer.


  I connected the ends of my twin blades together, turning them into a
boomerang, and threw it from behind the rock.


  The moment my opponent dodged, I rushed out!


  The boomerang he had avoided was pulled back by a wire hidden inside
it, instantly transforming back into a one-handed sword before I slashed
forward.


  My opponent reacted immediately. It turned into a close-range blade
clash, sparks scattering as our weapons collided.


  "You're Iroha, right?"


  "No."


  Mikado Akira.


  If you're in Tsukuyomi, even if you don't want to know, you've
probably heard about his achievements at least once.


  But standing here and talking like this… I wonder how many years it's
been.


  From behind me, eel-shaped bullets were fired straight toward
Mikado.


  That was Kaguya's eel cannon.


  Mikado twisted his body to dodge, breaking free from the position
where my blade had pinned him down.


  "Iroha—!"


  "Ah— hey—"


  I told you not to say my name! —gh…!


  I only glanced toward Kaguya for a split second.


  That was enough for Mikado's club to rain down a rapid series of
blows on me.


  "Come on, come on. This skin is way too easy to target. It's helping
me a lot. Are you really planning to keep wearing it? Fight back. Let's
do this for real."


  That's the limit, huh. This mascot outfit's hitbox is just too
big.


  I made up my mind and took it off.


  "Just as I thought. It really is Iroha."


  "Why do you know my avatar?"


  "Big brother here knows everything.”


  He spoke, attacked, and dodged effortlessly all at once.


  "Eh? Big brother?"


  Kaguya, who had been constantly supporting my attack rhythm until
now, suddenly froze and turned toward us with a shocked expression.


  『Oh—! What a shocking confession!! Mikado and IroP are
siblings—!?』


  The exaggerated commentary rang in my ears.


  I could practically feel the entire hall erupting in excitement, but
there was no turning back now.


  Mikado — Sakayori Asahi.


  While fighting my older brother, I continued trying to edge closer to
the tower.


  Meanwhile, Yachiyo was facing Noi in the bottom lane.


  "By the way, Mom's worried about you. At least try contacting her
once in a while."


  "I already have too many things to deal with, so I have to handle
them one at a time!"


  "Gyaaaah~~~! Whoa—”
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  "Wasn't that Mom's teaching too? It's because you always take it so
seriously that things end up this tense. Mom's actually waiting for you
to argue back!"


  "I don't care! Stop sticking your nose where it doesn't belong!"


  Mikado switched the voice chat from stream mode to internal
communication mode, then charged in while lecturing me at the same
time.


  In the meantime, Kaguya got countered and completely wiped out.


  I wanted to regroup and think of a proper comeback.


  But before I knew it, he had already reached the Ushi-oni. I wanted
to be the one to take it down first, but—


  "Ugh!"


  "Waaaah~!"


  Debris from the destructible map blocked my path, preventing me from
moving the way I wanted.


  Mikado drew a sword from his club, activated his ultimate, pushed his
speed beyond its limits, and in the blink of an eye the Ushi-oni was
eliminated.


  "Try doing it better. Like me."


  He switched the voice chat back to stream mode, dropped that closing
line, and even winked at the camera.


  That carefree attitude like he had nothing to worry about was
irritating as hell… but his control really was flawless.


  "Taken down in an instant~~!"


  Damn it. There was still a bit of distance between the tower and the
Ushi-oni. I had to catch up to Mikado before he captured the tower.


  "In the bottom lane, Yachiyo has defeated the Ushi-oni too!"


  Yachiyo…!


  "Whoa! Noi counterattacks! Suppressive slow-fire! Yachiyo can't
move!"


  "Even though the gap in the technique is only one frame, she can't
break out of it alone!"


  This is bad. Even if it's Yachiyo, if no one goes to help her, she'll
be stuck crawling on the ground forever. But right now I have to stop
Mikado first…!!


  If one team captures both towers, the game will immediately end as a
called game.


  [Note] Called game means ending the match early before normal
completion, or a forced loss because victory is no longer possible. In
this case, losing both towers removes any chance of winning.


  "Ugh! Noichan, your goal is just to stall for time —nyaa!"


  "Noi has captured the tower!"


  The moment I heard from the commentary that the bottom lane tower had
been captured—and saw Yachiyo's icon disappear from the map—I knew she
had already been taken down by Noi.


  "A major crisis right from the start of the game!? Ow!"


  "Straight-line movement! Just as predicted!"


  "Ough! That hurts, you know!"


  While I was busy dealing with minions, Kaguya got taken down by
Mikado. I rushed in and struck back, but—


  "The Trident strategy captures both towers—called game! What a
beautiful play!"


  Rai had already captured the other tower.


  …The first round ended far faster than expected. There wasn't even a
chance to turn things around.


  "I'm sorry〜 I ended up crawling around like a snail the whole
time."


  "No, no. Yachiyo's actually the best player on our team…"


  Normally, with a numbers advantage like that, Kaguya and I should
have defeated Mikado, captured the tower, and then let Yachiyo destroy
the main castle to finish the game.


  But the two of us in the top lane messed up instead, forcing Yachiyo
to push the tower alone and leaving her open to a counterattack. This
was all my fault.


  "Ugh…"


  Leaving me there wallowing in guilt, Kaguya looked up at the sky and
let out a villainous chuckle.


  "Hey, about Mikado—"


  …What is she going to drag me into this time?


  "Round two begins! As expected, Black Onyx continues with the Trident
strategy!"


  Just like the previous game, Kaguya and I headed for the top lane
while Yachiyo moved toward the bottom lane.


  We ran straight into Mikado riding his tiger bike, so I rushed in and
slashed at him.


  "Princess Kaguya—where did she go?"


  "She went back to the moon!"


  On the map, Kaguya and I were shown as standing in the same position.
But from Mikado's point of view, he could only see me.


  As our blades clashed, he was probably thinking, "A hammer-class like
Kaguya shouldn't have a stealth skill."


  "Ah—she's up above, isn't she!"


  "Alright, here we go."


  Kaguya, riding a leptocephalus (an eel larva) in midair, activated
the hammer's jet system and shot off toward the bottom lane.


  "If you fly above a certain altitude, the suppressive fire from the
ground gets canceled."


  That was what Kaguya had just explained to me a moment ago.


  "Rai! Come support the top lane! Noi's about to get jumped!"


  The moment Mikado let his guard down, I dashed straight toward the
tower.


  Kaguya… I'm counting on you!


  After hearing the sounds of both sides clashing with Noi over voice
chat several times—


  "Kaguya has captured the tower!"


  "Using the fact that a 2D map has no vertical data—what a disruptive
turnaround!"


  "He said he'd let you ride if you gave him melon bread? That's the
first I've heard of that. Hilarious."


  I didn't know about that either… While I was spacing out for a
moment, my vision suddenly spun through the air.


  My body was blasted away in a spiraling drill-like spin. By the time
I realized Mikado had struck me, the tower had already been
captured.


  "Just one step away."


  All I could do was glare at Mikado, who stood there looking down on
me like a king.


  When I respawned near our main castle, Kaguya's proud voice rang
through the voice chat.


  "...I'm sorry."


  The first thing that slipped out of my mouth was an apology.


  "It's fine! We'll get it back!"


  "Iroha was so cool〜 But don't forget, Yaccho and Kaguya are on your
side."


  "You can rely on us!"


  Yachiyo's voice chimed in right away.


  Even so, no matter how fast I rushed there, I wouldn't make it in
time for the deciding moment.


  There was nothing I could do now…


  "...Win this!"


  "Your command is received with the deepest honor〜〜★"


  Kaguya and Yachiyo clashed with Mikado.


  And—


  "Unbelievable! Team Kaguya • IroP takes one round back! Kaguya's
bizarre strategy actually worked〜!"


  “Yay~ We did it!”


  I could only stand there watching Yachiyo and Kaguya high-five,
feeling like it wasn't even real.


  …We actually managed to beat Black Onyx once.


  "...Kaguya really is amazing."


  The words slipped out without me even intending to say them. But
Kaguya's sharp ears caught it perfectly, and her smile widened
instantly.


  "That's because I want to win together with Iroha!"


  ※


  "An intense battle! Both sides have already taken a tower! Kaguya •
IroP are jumping from the launch pad to the tower!"


  "Waiting for them there is a one-on-one duel with Mikado!"


  In the third round, Rai and Noi were being held off by Yachiyo, while
Kaguya and I headed straight toward Mikado.


  "You're late."


  "Why come this way? If you went through mid lane and rushed the main
castle, you'd have already won."


  "Black onyX has a duty. A duty to show everyone the dream we've
drawn."


  We stopped and stared at each other.


  Then we rushed forward and clashed with Mikado.


  The coordination between Kaguya and me was already far better than in
the first round. Even so… it was still one step short if we wanted to
break through completely.


  Ever since Dad was gone, my big brother started staying home more
often. He quit playing the soccer he had always loved, and spent his
days either reading books or playing games.


  Whenever I argued with Mom, he would always step in and stand in
front of me. Even though he used to be mischievous, stubborn, and
reckless like a delinquent kid, he somehow became quiet, calm, and
gentle… just like Dad.


  I don't know when it started, but my brother became obsessed with
games.


  He turned pro, and then moved to Tokyo.


  Leaving only Mom and me at home.


  I knew he was active under the name "Akira", so I secretly watched
his streams from time to time.


  If I pushed everything else aside, seeing my brother shine like that
still made me happy.


  My brother began working together with the Tsukuyomi agency.


  As "Mikado Akira"


  That's how he met Yachiyo.


  And she continued supporting him all this time.


  During that time, my brother kept polishing his skills without ever
stopping.


  …We can't win.


  The words slipped out like a long breath that had been building up
for ages.


  "Uwah~!"


  Kaguya cried out as she tumbled down beside me, then immediately got
back to her feet.


  "Tch〜 Damn it! But we'll win anyway!"


  Kaguya's eyes sparkled as she smiled.


  …For some reason, it reminded me a little of when I used to play
games with my brother.


  "If we win, you'll do whatever we ask, right?"


  When Mikado nodded, Kaguya and I split apart and ran in opposite
directions.


  We climbed to higher ground and launched our attacks from above.


  In my hands was Kaguya's hammer.


  In Kaguya's hands were my twin swords.


  "You swapped weapons!?"


  We threw our weapons in arcs around Mikado, taking turns catching and
using them while destroying the ground beneath him, forcing him to
retreat step by step until he reached the pillar.


  Now!


  I thrust one of the twin swords, still connected to a stretched wire,
straight into Mikado's back.


  The anchor at the end of the wire… was lodged into Kaguya's
hammer.


  Kaguya swung as if she were attacking Mikado, but the hammer missed
and sank into the ground.


  She struggled as if trying to pull it out with all her strength.


  No—she was only pretending.


  In reality, she was pressing the hammer firmly into the ground so the
anchor wouldn't come loose.


  "Because I ignored Iroha on purpose and just kept charging forward,
Mikado definitely thought I was the type who plays however she
wants!"


  Kaguya always sees right through her opponents.


  And for the sake of victory, she chooses to overturn
expectations.


  "Because I want to win together with Iroha!"


  She's smart.


  And strong.


  "Game over!"


  Just as Mikado was about to finish Kaguya—


  I pulled the twin sword stuck in the pillar free, and yanked the
tightly stretched wire all at once, winding it back.


  The wire wrapped around Mikado's body.


  Binding him tightly so he couldn't move.


  "A hammer and a wire cable…? Kaguya-chan was just bait!"


  This plan was incredibly rough. Most of it was improvised in the
middle of the fight.


  But hey, I've been changing Kaguya's diapers since she was a kid—


  "That's why I know exactly what she's thinking!"


  The sword I raised cut Mikado down in a single strike.


  "See? If you try, you can do it."


  My brother smiled faintly, as if this was what he had wanted to see
all along.


  …Even though he had been provoking us nonstop just a moment ago.


  Suddenly acting like this… what am I supposed to do?


  I listened to Mikado's voice, then turned and made a hand signal to
Kaguya, who was running over with overwhelming excitement.


  We rushed straight toward the main castle. Yachiyo had already taken
care of Rai and Noi, even if it cost her life.


  Because Yachiyo cleared the path for us, the only ones left now were
Kaguya, me, and Mikado.


  Mikado had just respawned, so unless we made a mistake, there was no
way the game could be turned around.


  "If Iroha gets into danger, Kaguya will save her!"


  "But if Kaguya messes up, I'll leave you behind and keep going—"


  "Eh!? Why!?"


  "Hahaha."


  It was so funny that I couldn't help laughing.


  When Kaguya saw me laugh, tears welled up in her eyes from
happiness.


  …What a strange girl.


  If it's the two of us,


  No matter how far it is, we'll reach it.


  That's what I truly felt.


  "Mikado is also heading toward Team Kaguya's main castle—!"


  "Watch carefully from here on! Kaguya's going to shine!"


  I watched as Kaguya kicked the minions aside and climbed up toward
the main castle.


  I waited confidently for her victory—


  "Yay— we've definitely won—!! …Huh?"


  It should have been that way.


  But suddenly an explosion blasted Kaguya away, sending her flying
into the air in flames.


  Huh? An explosion?


  Wasn't it supposed to not explode anymore?


  "Ahh—! Rai's landmine trap—!"


  Rai's parting gift easily took Kaguya's remaining life.


  W-what the hell!? Damn it—!


  The moment I understood what happened, I rushed toward the main
castle, but—


  "Mikado is accelerating!"


  In the end, Mikado activated his ultimate speed boost and blasted
past everything, reaching it in an instant.


  "They turned it around! The game is over! The winner is Black
onyX——!"


  The fist raised high in the middle of the main castle…


  belonged to the team leader.


  Black onyX — Mikado Akira.


  ※


  "Ugh! I lost! Lost, lost, I looost!"


  "Wait, Kaguya, calm down first"


  Kaguya pounded the floor, the wall, her own head, her legs, her
stomach—anything she could hit, she hit it all.


  Then she thrashed around, whining like a child.


  I get that it's frustrating, but please stop hurting yourself.


  "But we lost!


  Even though it's Kaguya and Iroha, we still lost!


  It's so funstrating!”


  What did she just say?


  It sounded like the words “fun” and “frustrating” got mixed
together.


  [Note] It's a word that combines “fun” and “regretful.” The feeling
is something like the game was really fun, but it's a shame we lost. The
best blend I could come up with was fun + frustrating = funstrating.


  "Iroha, Kaguya, good effort! You were just an arm's reach away〜


  Yaccho also feels it's funstrating tooー★"


  Stop it, Yachiyo. That word is not going to catch on.


  "But you two don't have time to mope around, because now it's finally
the moment everyone has been waiting for—"


  "It's time to announce the results"


  ...The results?


  "That's right, kiddos!"


  A wave of yellow rippled through the air, and Fushi suddenly popped
out before leaping onto Yachiyo's shoulder.


  "Did you girls forget why Yachiyo came here as a helper? It's to keep
this event exciting until the very last second of the voting
period!"


  "Voting… oh right. I totally forgot"


  "You can't forget that!"


  Sorry, Fushi. Honestly, I forgot too.


  That's right. The true purpose of this KASSEN is—


  "A grand mission〜★"


  Yachiyo, who had been standing right in front of us a moment ago, was
now floating high in the air.


  Her body drifted gracefully like a manta ray swimming across the
sky.


  Countless spotlights captured the moment.


  Thunderous applause echoed in every direction.


  "That was a very fun KASSEN, wasn't it? And just now— the Yachiyo Cup
voting has officially closed. Fushi helped count the votes!"


  "Got it


  いち に 三 四 five seis sieben 여덟


  (Ichi, ni, san, si, five, seis, sieben, yeodeol)


  Ding! Counting complete!"


  [Note] This is Fushi's multilingual counting joke:


  1-2 Japanese


  3-4 Chinese


  5 English


  6 Spanish


  7 German


  8 Korean


  "So who will get to collaborate with Yaccho, I wonder!"


  Fushi spat out a long scroll from his mouth.


  Yachiyo caught it, and at the same time, a giant screen appeared in
the night sky.


  Under the gaze of every user in Tsukuyomi, a bar graph slowly began
to stretch upward.


  Then the names of the participating streamers were announced from
bottom to top at incredible speed.


  "And the winner of the Yachiyo Cup is〜〜"


  Yachiyo tried to build excitement cheerfully, but for most users, the
result had already been obvious.


  This was merely a ceremonial confirmation, waiting to place the crown
upon the unrivaled king.


  And then, the name that everyone had already expected


  was engraved upon the screen—


  — Second Place: Black onyX


  New fans gained: 1,014,2221


  ...Huh? Second place?


  "Then that means?"


  Kaguya, who had been squatting and sulking just moments ago, suddenly
looked up. She grabbed my hand tightly and shook it.


  "Iroha, did it show up yet!? Did our name appear!?"


  "Sorry, I don't dare look. But it should be…"


  "Should be?"


  It's about to appear… right now.


  "And the winner of the Yachiyo Cup isss〜〜"


  The last remaining bar on the graph kept rising without stopping.


  What was pushing it higher were countless words.


  Each message flowed together like a meteor shower, driving the graph
further and further upward.


  Were those... the feelings of the fans?


  『Those two are amazing!』


  『Maybe I should try becoming their oshi?ー』


  『They Soooo cuuuteー』


  『Her song is awesome』


  『Watching this girl just makes me happy』


  『Looks like a dangerous rising star has appeared』


  『32:01 The Guardian Iro-P appears! That was hilarious』


  『Such great camera presence』


  『42:21 The moment I became a fan』


  『She's a genius at finding creative ways to die』


  『I love Kaguya's proud, delighted expression』


  『I fell for her smile. I'm a Kaguya oshi now』


  『A little spicy, but still delicious. Absolutely top tier』


  『I couldn't help smiling seeing the bond between those two』


  『I love their indescribable cuteness』


  『Just seeing the three of them standing in a row is enough to make
me explode with joy』


  『She's coming from above!』


  『Go for it, Kaguyaaa!』


  『Finish it, Iro-P!』


  『Direct hit!』


  『Yaaayー!』


  『I'm about to cry』


  『Sorry, Mikado. Today I'm cheering for this side』


  『Absolutely insane』


  『This duo has the best chemistry』


  — First Place


  Kaguya・Iro-P


  New fans gained: 1,017,106


  A roar of cheers exploded as if tearing the sky apart,


  the loudest sound heard all day.


  I couldn't understand what was happening.


  The pressure of the waves of sound and the frenzy crashing over me
made my legs give out, and I collapsed onto the ground.


  "Huh? Even though we lost? W-Wait, y-yaaay—!!"


  Kaguya leapt higher than ever before, shouting in my place when I
couldn't find the words.


  All I could do was watch as she soared up onto the stage, surrounded
by the endless roar of cheers.


  ※


  "Congratulations, Kaguya-chan, Iroha"


  How long had I been standing there in a daze?


  By the time I came to my senses, Mikado Akira was already standing in
front of us, saying that.


  It seemed he had brought Rai along with him. The crowd parted
wherever he walked, like Moses splitting the sea.


  And what about the match result?


  The ones who won the Yachiyo Cup were us…


  Ah, but in the KASSEN we lost…


  "Oh crap! The wedding!"


  Kaguya shouted as if she had just remembered.


  Of course, I had completely forgotten too.


  "I guess that means we can't exactly say we won, huh"


  "Huh? Oh? Umm…"


  "Well, to be honest, I never really intended to force anyone into
marriage from the beginning anyway"


  "See! Kaguya knew it!"


  What a blatant lie. Weren't you the one who believed him
completely?


  "Alright then, we'll excuse ourselves and go talk with the fans
now"


  Seemingly satisfied after seeing the bewildered looks on Kaguya's
face and mine, Mikado Akira and Rai turned their backs and logged
out.


  They were probably going back to their nineteen million fans.


  ...By the way, where did Noi go?


  Ah, he probably got bored and left earlier, as usual.


  The result of the Yachiyo Cup wasn't determined by the total number
of fans, but by the number of new fans gained during the event
period.


  Black onyX, whose domestic fanbase was already nearly saturated, and
us, who started from zero.


  The difficulty of gaining “one vote” was completely different.


  Even so, Black onyX didn't complain a single word.


  They still secured first and second place with an incredibly close
margin,


  as if demonstrating through their actions


  that this is the way of a king.


  "That was perfect. You two were amazing〜★"


  ...Well, yeah.


  After finishing the announcement, Yachiyo dropped her “official”
expression and floated down in front of me.


  No matter what expression she makes, she's still Yachiyo, but even
so, seeing her standing right in front of me like this still didn't feel
real.


  Even though I wanted to say something, my voice just wouldn't come
out.


  "Not bad for a so-called genius who relies on luck"


  "Hmm, I still feel like I'm not that great though. What do I have to
do to move so sharp and snappy like Yachiyo?"


  Compared to me, Kaguya is amazing.


  She's bursting with energy.


  Even when she grabbed Fushi's long ears while he was making a smug
face and started playing around with them affectionately.


  I can't really explain it in words, but it's impressive.


  "Let's see. You could call it the result of daily effort, or maybe
just going with the flow and enjoying things"


  "Huh? But Yachiyo usually just does whatever she feels like anyway,
right?"


  "Hmm, actually Yaccho is a rather indecisive person. But Kaguya is
strong because she's Kaguya. That's what Yaccho thinks"


  "I don't get it. What the hell are you talking about?”


  Hey kaguya, watch your language a little.


  "Alright then. From here on, a difficult path might be waiting before
we reach the climax.


  Make sure to follow the story all the way to the end, okay? Are you
ready to be struck by the stormy waves of fate?"


  "Oooohー!"


  That's right, this isn't the end.


  If anything, it's only just the beginning.


  To reach the collaboration live with Yachiyo, there are still many
things left to do.


  It surely won't all be fun.


  There may be exhaustion, pressure, and even pain waiting ahead.


  Even so, we'll do our best.


  At that time, Kaguya and I, who believed Yachiyo's words were nothing
more than a form of encouragement, innocently raised our fists toward
the night sky of Tsukuyomi.
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  After the Yachiyo Cup ended, the lives around us changed
completely.


  The sudden surge in our number of fans after winning the championship
despite once being complete nobodies, the skyrocketing public attention,
and the constant stream of job offers and collaboration requests
arriving day after day.


  All those things, however, had nothing to do with the change I was
talking about.


  "Then we'll see you there, okay? We should arrive in about fifteen
minutes."


  "Yes, someone will be waiting here to receive you. Thank you in
advance."


  The real reason for the change was much simpler than that. We were
moving to a new home.


  Our new place came from that real estate company Kaguya once dragged
me to, where she jumped around excitedly in front of their shop.


  A luxury condo on the top floor of a skyscraper. When I told Kaguya
about the move, she was so shocked it practically overflowed out of
her.


  "Huh!? We can really do that!? Yay!"


  The thought suddenly crossed my mind that it would have been nice if
I had recorded that moment on video.


  And that was when it hit me. Maybe I had been spending too much time
around streamers lately.


  "Why!? Why!? What kind of wind blew this idea your way!?"


  Kaguya kept asking over and over without letting up.


  To be honest, I hadn't originally planned to do something like this.
But Kaguya kept accumulating more and more belongings until the room was
full.


  And now that our faces had been shown publicly, the safety of our old
apartment started to feel a little questionable.


  That was the official reason.


  The top secret real reason was


  that I thought Kaguya would definitely be really happy.


  And there were also practical reasons, like finally finding someone
willing to act as our guarantor.


  With all of those factors overlapping, we eventually decided to go
through with the move.


  "The guarantor... could it be...?"


  That's right. That person.


  "Mikado Akira!"


  In other words, Sakayori Asahi. My older brother agreed almost
immediately without even thinking about it.


  But he seemed to misunderstand something slightly, because when I
went to ask for his seal, he suddenly widened his eyes seriously and
said,


  "What? A guarantor?


  I thought you were going to ask me to buy the whole building."


  There he goes again with that rich-person talk. If I actually asked,
he probably would buy it, though I wouldn't do that.


  "Woooow! Amazing! Amazing! Amazing!"


  The moment she stepped into the new place, Kaguya kicked boxes
everywhere and dashed straight toward the balcony as if she might burst
through the glass.


  "Wait! Be careful not to fall!"


  "The view is insane! Absolutely insane!"


  Kaguya drank in the magnificent view from the top floor of the tower
mansion. The wind blowing between the skyscrapers seemed to welcome us,
gently playing with her golden hair.


  "I feel like I've become the strongest person in the world..."


  I kind of agreed too. I don't know why, but maybe Kaguya really might
become the strongest person someday.


  To be honest,


  my heart didn't feel very calm.


  "I'm going out to buy a few things."


  "I'm bored. I'm coming too!"


  "No. There are still mountains of things to unpack, right? Get those
sorted out first."


  I lightly pressed my finger against Kaguya's forehead as if pinning
her in place, then headed down from the mansion.


  Going out to buy miscellaneous necessities when there wasn't really
any rush... maybe I just wanted to feel my feet touch the ground
again.


  Even though the rent and the height of the place had both shot up,
the nearest train station was still the same as before, so I knew the
area well.


  My destination was the extremely cheap supermarket in front of the
station.


  "This money just fell into my hands~


  This money just fell into my hands~


  This money just fell into my hands~"


  I repeated the words like a spell as I walked through the automatic
doors.


  [Note] Normally Iroha is extremely frugal. Since she suddenly has to
spend a lot of money, she's basically trying to hypnotize herself into
spending it without overthinking. It's pretty funny.


  The original phrasing is closer to “This money came easily without
any effort,” but I felt that sounded awkward, so I localized it this
way.


  The things we needed to buy were Kaguya’s shampoo, Kaguya’s
conditioner, Kaguya’s lotion, and… wait, it’s all Kaguya’s stuff.


  “This is basically like a mother whose whole life revolves around her
child…”


  I muttered that to myself, but what caught my eye was Kaguya’s
favorite brand of pancake mix.


  “Maybe I should buy some to take home… No, what am I thinking?”


  “Iroha!”


  “Waaah! Where did you pop out from!?”


  Kaguya suddenly jumped out and hugged me from behind, as if she had
come straight out of my thoughts.


  “It’s sooo boring without Iroha around!”


  Kaguya spun around in a little dance, then struck a proud finishing
pose.


  When she spun, her hand accidentally slammed into the shelf, but she
pretended nothing had happened and ignored the pain.


  Kaguya trying so hard to keep smiling while enduring the pain… isn’t
that just too funny? I ended up bursting out laughing.


  “Kaguya wants to try it too!”


  “Wait, that’s dangerous. H-Hey—”


  For our first lunch after moving, Kaguya’s craving for pasta was
unbelievably strong, so the two of us decided to make pasta
together.


  Even though we said we were making it together, there wasn’t much I
could actually do. The task I was given was operating the noodle
machine. I think that’s what it’s called.


  It was an old-fashioned machine you had to crank by hand, kind of
like a shaved ice maker. You turned the handle with a clack-clack sound
to press the dough sheet into noodles.


  But it was surprisingly fun.


  “Kaguya wants to try it too!”


  And that’s how it ended up like this.


  Since it was so fun, we took turns turning the handle, and for the
last round we even cranked it together.


  What kind of couple’s show is this supposed to be? Well, this time we
didn’t need to turn on a camera to record it.


  The pasta finished cooking quickly. It already smelled delicious, and
once we plated it and poured the sauce on top, it looked even
better.


  Kaguya held two cheese graters, one in each hand, striking
kung-fu-like poses as if she were performing the final move.


  “Hup!”


  Actually, one would have been enough.


  So she switched the cheese block to her left hand and gently grated
it over the pasta.


  “Let’s eat!”


  We sat facing each other, pressed our palms together at the same
time, and took our first bite together.


  And of course, the taste was—


  “Mmmmmm! Soooo good~♡”


  It was so good that Kaguya sprang to her feet and started dancing
what could only be called the “This Pasta Is Too Delicious Dance.”


  “Kaguya is number one! A once-in-ten-years genius!”


  If I teased her by saying, “You were only born a month ago,” that
would count as an instant loss for her.


  I knew I shouldn’t say it.


  “Weren’t you only born a month ago!?”


  I shot back cheerfully, and the two of us burst out laughing so hard
we could barely breathe.


  Even so, we couldn’t just keep laughing forever.


  I still had school, I still had my part-time job, and once summer
vacation ended, classes would start again.


  From the very beginning I had clearly said that I would only help
with Kaguya’s streaming activities when I had time—basically until the
end of summer break.


  In the end, I’m just an ordinary high school student.


  Not a streamer, not a pro gamer, and most importantly, not a
musician.


  So—


  “This is bad… I’m too nervous to sleep…”


  When night came, the approaching live stream with Yachiyo filled me
with fear.


  I mean… me? I’m going to do a live stream with that Yachiyo? A
collaboration stream? No way. That’s terrifying.


  The anxiety was so overwhelming it almost made me want to throw
up.


  During the day it wasn’t so bad when I was with Kaguya, but when
night came and I lay alone in my futon, the area around my ribs started
to feel restless.


  Was I going to wake up again tonight from a nightmare about
completely messing up the stream?


  “Maybe I should practice one more time…”


  No. That’s not good. Practicing late at night right before the stream
is a terrible idea. I need to sleep.


  But I can’t sleep.


  Somebody help.


  “Iroha!”


  The bedroom door swung open without a knock, as if answering my
silent plea.


  “Iroha, help!”


  Oh. So the one asking for help wasn’t me after all.


  “What’s this? How do you open it?”


  “Huh? Wait—don’t go opening things by yourself!”


  Seriously… it’s the night before the stream, and what are we even
doing?


  The thing Kaguya was peering at was perfectly ordinary.


  My laptop.


  I don’t know what she clicked on, but what appeared on the screen
was—


  From the “Documents” folder to “Family” + “Organize,” then scrolling
all the way down to “Music” at the very bottom—


  “…Ah.”


  I froze for a moment, unable to move.


  It was something I had forgotten about long ago.


  At least, I thought I had forgotten it.


  But in reality, it had remained buried deep within


  the very center of my heart.


  A memory that meant everything to me.


  “Did you… listen to it already?”


  “Yeah. It’s a really beautiful song.”


  “I see.”


  “But there’s only half of it. What about the rest?”


  “There isn’t any… I couldn’t finish it.”


  The first words were hard to say, but after that, I think I managed
to cover it up with a small smile.


  The file name was—


  『Untitled (Composed together with Iroha)』


  It was a song my father and I had written together when I was very
young. I don’t even remember what the melody sounded like anymore.


  But—


  —Iroha, what should we do for the next part?


  —Then let’s do it like this! And then like this!


  —That’s good. Exciting, isn’t it?


  The feelings from back then


  I still remember them clearly.


  Back then, my fingers didn’t even know the meaning of fear.


  Because I believed my father


  would always catch me.


  When my father was still around, everyone smiled and laughed.


  Everyone believed in him.


  Maybe it wasn’t just our family.


  Everyone connected to him probably believed in him too.


  That was the kind of person he was.


  He listened to everyone’s feelings and never ignored anyone.


  But what about my father’s own feelings?


  Who was there to hold those for him?


  “Do you want to listen to it?”


  “It’s fine. I’ve already forgotten what the melody even sounded
like.”


  “Iroha?”


  “Really, it’s fine. Tomorrow’s the real thing. Let’s go to
sleep.”


  “True… man, the song for the live stream is ridiculously hard to
sing.”


  As soon as I closed the laptop, Kaguya immediately changed the
subject.


  Even though just moments ago she had barged into my bedroom in the
middle of the night, unable to wait until morning because she was so
curious.


  Maybe… she was just being considerate.


  “The only reason Yachiyo can sing it is because she’s an AI.”


  “Still can’t sing it smoothly yet? Want to practice?”


  “Nah, it’ll be fine! I’ve got this!”


  Kaguya struck her usual weird pose and laughed.


  It wasn’t forced,


  and it wasn’t pretending to be strong.


  It was the smile of someone who truly believed she would get through
it.


  Kaguya is strong enough to make you want to grab her,


  cute enough to make you want to grab her, and—


  “Snrrk… mumble…”


  unbelievably easy to fall asleep.


  Hey, wait a second. Why are you sleeping on my futon? And why did we
move to a bigger place in the first place?


  “Seriously… having separate bedrooms is completely pointless
now.”


  In the end, I reluctantly lay down under the same blanket.


  The faint scent of Kaguya’s shampoo brushed against my nose.


  Her favorite fragrance, blended with three kinds of natural essential
oils. I remember rose and orange, and… what was the third one again?


  Before I could finish recalling the name, sleep had already wrapped
around me.


  ※


  The day of the live stream had arrived.


  I had to thank someone, because I slept soundly last night.


  Because I slept neither too little nor too much, from the moment I
woke up both my head and body felt very light and refreshed. It was the
most perfectly balanced sleep.


  I already took a special day off from work today, so there is plenty
of time in today's schedule.


  I have practiced enough. I remember the program flow by heart. The
equipment check was not missed either.


  I removed every worrying factor, and that is how I arrived at
today.


  "This is no good, this is no good, I’m scared, scared, scared."


  Even so, my heart still wouldn’t stop pounding.


  In the backstage waiting room of Tsukuyomi’s live stage, I tried to
calm my heart that felt like it was trying to break through my ribs.


  "Tererere a Crab—! Tererere a Rabbit—!"


  Meanwhile, Kaguya kept spinning a roulette while imitating mysterious
animal noises for me to watch without stopping.


  Right now, what kind of reaction is she expecting from me?


  "Yeah, you are so cute, adorable”


  So I just responded half-heartedly.


  "Tererere— Dojo fish!"


  Suddenly, Yachiyo appeared in the waiting room while brightly doing a
dojo fish pose.


  "Waaah, you scared me!"


  "Oh, it’s Yachiyo. You wiped out already~?”


  Hey, you. Use more polite wording.


  "Alright~★"


  Sorry. It seems like it's fine. Maybe I was just overthinking it.


  "Hey, hey Iroha. I practiced a bit too much and I’m hungry. After
this ends, want to go eat pancakes?"


  Before it even starts, she’s already talking about after it ends.
Just what level of top tier kid is this?


  Meanwhile I’m so nervous I can’t eat anything at all.


  "Pancakes sound nice~ Yachiyo wants to eat too~"


  Yachiyo floated in the air, spinning around while happily daydreaming
about pancakes.


  "Want to come eat together?"


  "Uu… Yaccho is the singer of the digital sea, so I cannot eat
anything."


  "Eh!? What kind of torture is that! If it were Kaguya, there’s no way
I could endure that!"


  That’s true.


  For Kaguya, who both likes eating and likes cooking, a life where she
has to starve would probably be meaningless.


  "Yachiyo is so pitiful. I wonder if there’s something we can do for
her~"


  "Hmm~ hearing you say that makes me moved. But it’s alright, Yachiyo
already has substitute food."


  Substitute food?


  "That’s right. The sparkle of everyone who gathers in Tsukuyomi.
Seeing that is Yachiyo’s favorite food."


  "I see… hmm. Then, I’ll give you this."


  After saying that, Kaguya held out the golden bracelet that had been
on her wrist since birth.


  "Hey hey, something like that should be given to someone even more
important ★"


  "Hmmm…?"


  『All positions, ready OK』


  A message from the stage director appeared in midair.


  Right on time. It was time to head into battle.


  "Alright, let's go."


  Yachiyo's face, which had stopped spinning, slowly changed into the
expression of a performer of the stage.


  "Come on, get up here."


  Yachiyo led us forward, guiding us onto a wooden platform set at one
corner of the dressing room.


  The floor rose silently, then gradually began climbing higher and
higher.


  It was the elevator that would carry us to the stage. And the moment
it reached the top, that would be the instant the live show began.


  "Wow, this is amazing!"


  Kaguya exclaimed, like a child riding a glass elevator for the first
time, glancing around with sparkling curiosity.


  As for me, I tried to take a deep breath to calm the heart that had
started racing wildly again.


  Yachiyo stood beside me and muttered quietly, not really speaking to
anyone in particular...


  "This kind of atmosphere makes my heart flutter every time."


  "Even you too, Yachiyo?"


  "Of course~ I get scared too, you know. I wonder if everyone will
enjoy it. Yachiyo here trembles every single time."


  I see... even Yachiyo isn't any different.


  Thinking that made my breathing ease just a little.


  "Hey, Yachiyo?"


  "Yeah, what is it?"


  When I gathered my courage and spoke, Yachiyo smiled at me
warmly.


  That smile was like a gentle rain, soaking deep into parched
earth.


  ...She's beautiful.


  Even now, after coming this far, I still can't quite believe it.


  My oshi, someone I could almost call the god who saved my life, is
about to stand on the same stage as me.


  I did think about refusing once.


  But in the end, I'm standing here now.


  Because I thought that if I could help someone someday, the way
Yachiyo once helped me...


  "Aren't you going to sing your debut song anymore?"


  —Remember


  Yachiyo's debut song.


  The song that gave me a pocket of air to breathe on the day I was
drowning deep beneath the sea.


  Yachiyo hasn't sung that song for a long time now.


  Of course, it wasn't in today's setlist either.


  "It already reached where it needed to go. That song's task is
finished★"


  "Huh? What do you mean—"


  Before I could ask what she meant, the elevator reached the very
top.


  And at that moment—


  An overwhelming pressure came crashing down, almost crushing me.


  It was the roaring cheers and the frenzy of fans packed tightly
together.


  The excitement burst forth as if taking shape, striking my skin from
every direction.


  Goosebumps shot through me like electricity running across my
body.


  It felt as if I were standing in the middle of the Milky Way
galaxy.


  Countless stars, seemingly without end, filled every inch of the
audience seats and shone toward us.


  Tens of thousands of dazzling lights, burning hot and brilliant with
energy.


  Until yesterday, I was one of those lights too.


  Holding a cyalume stick in my hand, raising my head to gaze at the
star on stage.


  [Note] Cyalume is the name of a Japanese brand of snap-activated glow
sticks. In this context, it refers to the cheering glow sticks used at
concerts, similar to how people often call any personal watercraft a
"Jet Ski" even though it is actually just a brand name.


  But now that I was standing here for the first time today,


  I finally understood—


  "YaoYoro~~★ Everyone, how are you all doing? Is life treating you
okay? Has anything good happened lately? Or are you crying somewhere out
there?


  It's alright. Everything will be okay. No matter how lonely the road
may be, the 'wonderful memories' will always shine and guide the
way.


  I want this moment to become a memory you'll never forget...


  So, how about dancing with me?"


  It's not just the audience who look up at the stage.


  The ones on the stage look up toward the audience seats as well.


  ※


  [Note] Yes. The scenes where they sing "World is Mine" and
"Ex-Otogibanashi" were completely cut.


  "Yachiyo, you're the GOAT!"


  "Yachiyo—!"


  "Kaguya, marry me!"


  "Kaguya, I love youuu!"


  The cheers still refused to die down.


  The heat of the moment still lingered—no, it was still swirling
throughout the entire hall.


  It was a time so short it almost hurt.


  And yet it was just as intense, and shockingly exhausting.


  "...Iroha."


  ...Kaguya.


  "That was really fun just now!"


  This past hour really was like that.


  Kaguya swept her gaze across the audience seats.


  Her eyes were brimming with moisture from the excitement.


  Then she turned toward me.


  "Iroha, I like you"


  "Eh? Me?"


  In the end, she looked straight at me and said that.


  Wait, why me?


  "Aaaah, maybe I should just marry Iroha~"


  I just asked why it has to be me.


  Even though the fans in the hall are still shouting their love
nonstop.


  "Can't I?"


  Stop making that face.


  When you speak with that slightly


  excited look from the livestream, mixed


  with a faintly suggestive expression like


  that…


  It's not that you can't. It's just that it's kind of too much...
There's the legal side of things and all that...


  "If we split the living expenses, we could live together."


  "Eh? Really?"


  ...Only until someone comes to take you back, though.


  My words, meant to cover up my embarrassment, were completely
swallowed by the cheers of the fans who still hadn't calmed down.


  The heat in the hall was like a cluster of erupting volcanoes that
knew nothing of cooling down.


  Excitement gave rise to shouting, and the shouting stirred the
excitement even more.


  And one of those shouts—


  "Kagu——ya! Ugh... huh? Was that voice distorted just now?"


  That small irregularity caught my attention.


  And that was the beginning.


  The abnormalities began spreading in a chain across Tokyo.


  Each one might have seemed like nothing more than a faint, strange
feeling.


  But when they gathered together, they slowly began gnawing away at
both the real world and the virtual world, like mold creeping across
tiles little by little.


  One of the abnormalities seeped into the monitor in the center of
Tsukuyomi's plaza.


  It displayed its origin on the screen, as if greeting everyone.


  "What is that... the moon?"


  Another abnormality slipped into the smart console of a company
employee who was in the middle of work.


  It left footprints in the digital data and passed through.


  "Whoa! What the hell is this?!"


  Another abnormality stumbled into a wireless network.


  Causing numerous devices to suddenly lose connection.


  "The internet just dropped..."


  Another abnormality latched onto the monitor outside the live
stage.


  And wrote text across the entire screen.


  "What's that? Is the machine broken?"


  Another abnormality.


  "What's wrong with the screen?"


  Another one.


  "What happened to the monitor?"


  And another one.


  And another one.


  And another one.


  And another one...


  "What... are those numbers?"


  [2030/09/12 2030/09/12


  2030/09/12 2030/09/12


  2030/09/12 2030/09/12


  2030/09/12 2030/09/12]


  The abnormalities that had gathered together


  created a different kind of commotion in the hall.


  And taking advantage of that commotion, the abnormalities latched
onto the avatars inside Tsukuyomi


  and seized control.


  The abnormalities transformed their shapes, turning into humans one
after another.


  "Hm? What's that?"


  The first to notice was Kaguya. It seemed she sensed something and
leaned forward to look toward the audience seats.


  Maybe I should ask what's going on?


  Just as I was about to open my mouth—


  "—"


  Something shot past right beside me.


  It was a white arm. An abnormality shaped like a human was grabbing
Kaguya's arm from behind.


  "Kaguya!"


  Before my voice could even reach her, Kaguya collapsed to her knees
as if her power had been cut.


  What are they?


  When did they get here?


  Before I realized it, I was already surrounded. The white
abnormalities, devoid of emotion like lifeless things wearing human
bodies, stretched another arm toward me.


  "Don't come any closer!"


  I instinctively raised my keyboard and swung it to knock the arm
away, feeling a nauseating sensation as it struck, and the arm snapped
off with surprising ease.


  The severed arm fell heavily to the floor.


  However, only the arm fell.


  The human-shaped body showed not the slightest sign of concern.


  From the cut, instead of flower petals scattering as usual,


  a dark black liquid gushed out, spilling and staining the floor.


  What are they?


  It's obvious.


  They are something that exists outside the rules of Tsukuyomi.
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  Scary...


  Those human-shaped figures kept increasing in number,


  as if fear itself were their breeding ground.


  I wanted to log out and run away with all my heart, but—


  "Get a hold of yourself, Kaguya!"


  Kaguya still couldn't move. Even though her eyelids were open, her
gaze was empty, not focusing on anything at all.


  She could only let the human-shaped figures slowly creeping closer
pass through her field of vision without meaning.


  And then the white arm reached in again.


  "Kaguya!"


  But this time, before its fingertips could touch her, the entire body
was blown away.


  One body... and then another.


  The human figures were sent flying one after another, as if flicked
away by something invisible.


  "Don't be so stubborn~"


  It was Yachiyo's doing.


  Each time her index finger, decorated with sea-colored nails, flicked
through the air like a conductor's baton,


  the human figures were sent flying as if snapped away like
erasers.


  The ones that remained stumbled back two or three steps.


  And then—


  「モウシワケゴザイマセン」


  "We humbly beg your forgiveness."


  Just now... what did it say?


  Those human figures... were they speaking Japanese?


  After that, the human figures began disappearing one by one.


  It didn't look like they were being eliminated by someone.


  It was more like they quietly chose to withdraw on their own.


  The last one remaining made a polite bow toward Yachiyo—


  or perhaps that was only my imagination.


  Either way, the intruders that had appeared so suddenly vanished like
smoke, leaving behind nothing but abnormalities and fear.


  ...What are they?


  "Yachiyo, what was that just now?"


  "..."


  Why aren't you answering?


  "What exactly just happened here? Please stay tuned for further
updates!"


  Yachiyo didn't answer my question. Instead, she shouted loudly toward
the audience seats that were still filled with commotion.


  "What was that?"


  "Yachiyo loves doing stuff like this anyway—"


  "Was it part of the show?"


  It seemed she intended to end it as if it had all been part of the
performance.


  "Everyone, thank you so much for today〜★"


  The curtain closed quickly. The communication was abruptly cut off,
completely separating the audience seats from the stage.


  "Yachiyo, that just now..."


  I asked again. This time Yachiyo seemed to think for a few seconds
before answering.


  "Hmm, it probably wasn't a bug. Maybe it was some prank by a
mischievous kid. Yaccho will check it out later★"


  She tilted her head in an adorable angle and touched the tip of her
chin with the same index finger that had flicked the intruders away just
moments ago.


  She's clearly lying.


  I suddenly became certain of it from instinct.


  Kaguya was still kneeling on the stage, staring at a single
point,


  as if she were peering into another world through it.


  ※


  "At around 10 p.m. today, an unexplained communications disruption
occurred throughout Tachikawa City in Tokyo.


  Communication devices across the city, television screens, as well as
digital advertising displays in public places were simultaneously
affected in multiple locations.


  According to the Metropolitan Police Department, the possibility that
this incident


  was a promotional stunt by some organization or company is considered
low—"


  "Hey, Kaguya..."


  I could barely hear the television news left playing in the living
room, because the sound was completely drowned out by the noise of the
hair dryer.


  Kaguya sat hugging her knees on the sofa like a doll, while I used
the dryer to blow her golden hair dry.


  I couldn't bring myself to say anything


  beyond the words "Hey, Kaguya."


  Even after returning from Tsukuyomi, although Kaguya had regained
consciousness, she still seemed wrapped in a thin veil, as if she had no
intention of speaking on her own.


  "The collab live is over now, huh."


  I forced a cheerful tone and said that.


  "Yeah, but there's still so many things I want to doー Tomorrow the
ingredients are getting delivered too!"


  "You gluttonous kaiju, Kaguya."


  "Gaoー!"


  She did respond, but both the monster pose and the roar felt as if
she were forcing herself to act it out.


  [Note] Normally in Japanese, a kaiju’s roar would sound more like
"GRAAA" The fact that Kaguya says "gao" makes it sound a bit unusual. as
if she lacked the energy to speak.


  She probably knows that herself.


  "Are you feeling unwell?"


  When I asked that—


  "Hmm, maybe I'm just a little tired. I'll go to bed first〜"


  She stood up from the sofa without resistance.


  "Good night."


  "Good night, Iroha. I love you the most."


  "Mm."


  Kaguya raised one hand straight up,


  then walked up the spiral staircase.


  She was trying her best to act cheerful, but saying she'd go to bed
before me,


  and even holding onto the handrail while climbing the stairs—this was
the first time since I'd known her.


  Kaguya's behavior was far too strange.


  Could it be because that strange human touched her?


  That thing... what exactly was it?


  The white arm that had slipped in as if through the gaps in my
awareness—the sensation from when I knocked it to the floor still
lingered in my palm.


  Normally, when a Tsukuyomi avatar is damaged, it should dissolve into
cherry blossom petals.


  It shouldn't fall to the ground like that, with something resembling
blood pouring out so grotesquely.


  What exactly was the purpose of that thing?


  Judging by the timing, it wouldn't be unreasonable to interpret that
they were the cause of the communications disruption across the
city.


  Those human-shaped figures infiltrated the smart consoles of people
passing by, disrupted smartphone functions, and severed PC
connections.


  And they projected mysterious numbers onto screens everywhere.


  [2030/09/12]


  If we assume it's a date,


  that would make the most sense.


  Today is August 30th.


  If that's the case, what exactly will happen thirteen days from
now?


  First, I should try searching that date.


  I pulled my smartphone out from beneath the cushion.


  "Ugh..."


  The moment I saw the screen, all my energy seemed to drain away.


  『Mom — Missed calls (10)』


  Why is it that just seeing the message lets me feel the bad mood
behind it?


  "Ignoring it is probably reaching its limit..."


  It wouldn't be good to let Grandpa and my older brother worry any
more than they already do.


  I know that perfectly well.


  But the reason I still don't want to answer


  is because I can already see the rest of the conversation playing out
clearly.


  First, she'll scold me for answering late.


  Then she'll criticize me for not calling back.


  After that the conversation will shift into asking how I'm doing,
before she starts picking apart things one by one.


  No matter what achievements I manage to accomplish, Mom will never be
satisfied.


  Even if I graduated high school with top honors.


  Entered the University of Tokyo as the top-ranked student.


  Continued on to graduate school.


  Got a job at a major company—


  Wait. What is this?


  "...Is this really what I want to do?"


  Just saying it out loud sent a chill through my entire body.


  But what frightened me more was how startled I was by that cold
feeling.


  Before, I had repeatedly reflected on this over and over, and always
believed this path was the answer...


  Because it was the goal I had chosen myself, and the one I believed
could never be wrong.


  『Why does Iroha have to try so hard all by herself?』


  Kaguya's words from that day echoed in my mind.


  Something inside me... is it starting to change from before?


  And what exactly am I doing all this for...?


  "No, this isn't the time to think about that."


  I shook my head, trying to drive away the dark fog clouding my
thoughts.


  This isn't good. When Kaguya isn't around, I always end up thinking
about Mom.


  But things aren't the same now.


  Now I have something I need to do.


  With one swipe, I pushed both the call history and the wandering
thoughts out of sight, and opened the search bar.


  Slowly, carefully typing the numbers I remembered.


  [2030/09/12]


  I tapped the magnifying glass icon with my thumb and waited for a
moment—


  "There it is..."


  The screen filled with results.


  『September 2030 Calendar』


  『What day is September 12, 2030?』


  『Calendar and information for September 12, 2030』


  『The next full moon will be


  September 12, 2030』


  "The next full moon?"


  My finger stopped at the fourth result.


  That's right. On the hacked screens, there weren't only those
mysterious numbers.


  "There was also... an image of the moon..."


  And Kaguya's words from that day surfaced in my mind again.


  『Maybe someone from the moon will come pick me up~!』


  No way... right...?


  The scene after the live show ended resurfaced in my mind once
again.


  The human figures disappearing one after another.


  The last one to vanish lowered its head in a respectful bow.


  The one it bowed to... was it really Yachiyo?


  Even though Kaguya was sitting right there beside her.
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  The next morning


  I lay back on the futon, waiting for one more minute before pressing
the snooze button just as the alarm rang.


  In truth, I had been awake long before dawn, yet I had no will to get
up.


  I was afraid of having to face Kaguya.


  This was the first time I had ever felt like this, even though we had
so many things we needed to talk about.


  The smartphone in my hand vibrated again.


  I promised myself I would only let the alarm ring one more time, so I
pressed snooze again and dropped my head back onto the pillow.


  Ten minutes later.


  After changing into my school uniform and tying my hair neatly, I
gathered up my courage as well.


  Alright. Let's go.


  I had heard someone's hurried footsteps a moment ago. The person
staying here must already be awake.


  I walked down to the living room,


  wondering what kind of expression Kaguya would have as she greeted
the morning...


  "Good morning, Iroha!"


  "Huh?"


  The sharp gleam of a deba knife reflected the light, greeting me in
place of words.


  [Note] Deba is a type of Japanese kitchen knife.


  Wait... huh?


  Kaguya stood in the kitchen with a serious expression, her eyes fixed
on the cutting board. On the board lay an enormous fish, so big that its
tail stuck out beyond the edge.


  "What... exactly is that...?"


  "A Shiro Amadai! Also called Shirakawa!"


  I wasn't asking about the species of the fish.


  "I bought it for a cooking livestream."


  Now that she mentioned it, she did say yesterday that the delivery
would arrive today.


  "It got delivered this early?"


  I asked, still stunned.


  "I kind of want to grill it over charcoal. Can I?"


  Stop thinking about that right now.


  The only thing filling my head right now was scenes from the movie
The Towering Inferno.


  [Note] The Towering Inferno (1974) is a film about a massive fire in
a skyscraper that traps people inside. Btw, how does Iroha even know
such an old movie?


  "Can't I? Fine, Huh? Why are you wearing your school uniform? has
school started already?"


  "No, it's summer supplementary classes. I've been going the whole
time, haven't I?"


  "Is that so? Then what about yesterday?"


  "Yesterday was Sunday, you know?”


  [Note] Uh... yesterday, 30th August 2030, was actually a Friday, dear
author.


  "You're right. It's summer vacation, so I've completely lost track of
the days."


  "For you, every day is Sunday all year round anyway."


  "Ehehe—"


  Kaguya playfully tapped her own forehead. I couldn't help laughing
along with her.


  This isn't the kind of thing I wanted to talk about at all.


  You're up early. Couldn't sleep?


  I couldn't sleep very well either.


  What were you thinking about that kept you awake?


  Because I was thinking about you.


  About what happened yesterday.


  Do you remember?


  "Well then, I'm heading out."


  "Take care—"


  ...Why won't you talk to me about anything?


  In the end, I left the living room without saying a single word. The
school loafers that should have felt familiar somehow felt like I was
wearing them for the very first time.


  "I'm heading out."


  I murmured so quietly that no one should have been able to hear it,
then opened the door—and suddenly—


  "—"


  A sudden chill shot through my body from head to toe.


  What was that feeling...?


  It felt so familiar. It had happened not long ago. The sensation of
something invisible silently brushing past my side.


  [Note] In Chapter 4, there is also a line written as "—" when Ryosan
passes through Iroha's body.


  "Kaguya!"


  When I turned back, I saw Kaguya toss the deba knife onto the cutting
board, staring intently at her own arm.


  No... not her arm... but that bracelet?


  She stared at the bracelet for a moment before raising her head with
an irritated expression.


  Yet in the direction her gaze was fixed on, there was nothing at all.
Only the sofa, the wall, and the empty space between them.


  "Ka...guya."


  "Iroha?"


  What is she looking at?


  And what exactly does she see?


  "Take care."


  Kaguya said it with her orange eyes shimmering brightly.


  ...Why won't you talk to me about anything?


  ※


  "...Therefore, this part means that it is something one cannot
control oneself.


  Moreover, the phrase 'His Majesty performs' is also used here, so we
can infer that the subject in this case is someone of high status—"


  Even though today was the last day of summer supplementary classes,
the lecture only seeped halfway into my mind.


  What was Kaguya looking at this morning?


  That was the only thing looping endlessly in my head.


  Thinking about the way her eyes sparkled, she must have been wearing
her SmartCon, right? Or maybe—


  "Then, could someone translate this part for me? Sakayori-san?"


  ...Huh?


  "Sakayori-san?"


  When I came back to my senses, our homeroom teacher,
Tachibana-sensei, was looking right at me.


  "U-um... I don't know."


  "...That's alright. The particle here is—"


  "I don't know."


  It was the first time I had ever answered like that in class.


  Tachibana-sensei looked at me with a bit of concern before letting me
sit down.


  "Kaguya-ho—★ Today we're going to fillet a Shiro Amadai into three
pieces!


  The first thing you need for a three-piece filleting is courage! Got
it?


  You have to boldly grip the deba knife! The insides aren't that scary
at all— just kidding!"


  When I returned home, Kaguya's cheerful voice drifted out from the
kitchen. It seemed she was really filming the cooking video she had
mentioned.


  Both the feeling of "In the end, we still didn't talk today"


  and "At least we didn't have to talk yet"


  Those two conflicting thoughts followed me into my room. The moment I
set my bag down, my smartphone vibrated with a new email
notification.


  "Hey Roka, are you done with summer classes yet? Come gather at
Tsukuyomi right away."


  [Note] This is probably a message from Mami.


  "Yesterday's livestream was amazing!"


  "It was way too amazing!"


  The place I had been summoned to was a popular meeting spot in
Tsukuyomi, a riverside café known as


  "Tsukuyomi Kawadoko."


  As soon as I arrived, Mami and Roka, who had been waiting there
already, rushed toward me excitedly.


  "Iroha's performance!"


  "We were so moved we almost cried!"


  "Th-thank you... but there are people here, so please keep your
voices down."


  "No way! We're going to shout!"


  "Iro-P is amazing! We're friends with Iro-P!"


  Please, just stop already.


  No one listened when I tried to stop them. Not Roka, not Mami...


  The two of them were still bursting with excitement, as if the
livestream hadn't ended so easily.


  "I give it a perfect score."


  As she said that, she quickly traced a circle on my forehead with her
finger.


  In this situation... I guess I'm supposed to say "Thank you,"
right?


  [Note] Drawing a circle on another player's face is a method of
transferring Fuju.


  "So how does it feel now, after a night has passed?"


  Once they had laughed enough, Roka finally plopped down onto a
cushion.


  "How was it collaborating with your oshi? I kind of want to get
closer to Yachiyo too~"


  Mami leaned her elbow on the table as well, showing the full
expression of an influencer.


  How it feels... huh.


  "How should I put it... I don't really know."


  "Eh— what's that supposed to mean?"


  Sorry. I'm not trying to be modest or anything.


  I just... really don't understand.


  Even though it was just yesterday's livestream...


  It somehow feels like


  something distant already.


  "By the way, how's Kaguya doing?"


  Mami craned her neck left and right, as if searching for Kaguya even
though there was no way she would be here.


  "Ah, Kaguya is... fish."


  "Fish?"


  "She's filleting fish."


  I chose my words carefully so it wouldn't become a lie, but once it
left my mouth, it sounded like a completely ridiculous answer.


  "Heh— fish, huh."


  "Ahh, fish I see~"


  Even so, the two of them nodded with strange understanding.


  Then they exchanged a quick glance before—


  "Then the timing is perfect."


  "Exactly~"


  They murmured something I couldn't quite hear.


  Roka raised her hand and drew a rectangle in the air. Tsukuyomi,
recognizing the gesture—


  What Tsukuyomi displayed to fill that rectangular frame was a single
digital flyer.


  Even without reading the details, I could clearly see that word with
my own eyes.


  『Fireworks Festival』


  "Since it's the end of summer, how about going to see the fireworks,
Princess~?"


  Why are you saying it in that kind of suspicious voice?


  "Sounds good, right? Tsukuyomi is fun and all, but wearing a real
yukata, holding a fan, and going around visiting every single festival
stall sounds nice too~ Don't you think?"


  Mami's real target is probably the food stalls, isn't it? Wait, did
she just say "every single one"?


  "What do you say, Iroha?"


  "Yeah, sounds good. It's only about an hour by train, right? We're
all going together?"


  Oh—but if we're wearing yukata, maybe taking a taxi would be better?
If we split it four ways, I could probably afford it too...


  Wait a second. Did I just pick up Kaguya's habits or something? Since
when did "taxi" become one of my options?!


  While I was calculating the cost in my head—


  "Non non. We have an important mission to complete, so we can't
go."


  For some reason, the one who suggested it was the one rejecting
it.


  "Because we barely touched our summer homework."


  "So—"


  "We'll leave the rest to you~"


  They said it decisively, not giving me even the slightest chance to
interrupt.


  Roka and Mami immediately logged out.


  Both of them were the type who finished their homework early
anyway.


  ...They're really kind, those two.


  I looked down at the fireworks festival flyer left in my hand and
read it again.


  The event date was today.


  [Note] This part is slightly different.


  In the LN, the festival is held on August 31, while in the anime it
takes place on September 1


  "...Kaguya."


  The tension that suddenly welled up inside pushed me to log out as
well,


  and return to my room.


  I changed into my home clothes before heading down to the living
room.


  It seemed the filming was already finished. Kaguya was now shaping
the fish that overflowed the cutting board into sea bream sushi.


  "Kaguya-san in top form is really on a roll right now!"


  For some reason, I felt strangely embarrassed when I was about to
greet her.


  So I ended up putting on that weird character-like tone when I
spoke.


  "Oh, Iroha. Perfect timing."


  The blond sushi chef skillfully brushed soy sauce over the
topping,


  then stuffed the freshly made amadai sushi straight into my
mouth.


  An intense wave of umami pierced through my entire mouth. I couldn't
even tell whether it came from inosinate or glutamate.


  [Note] Inosinate and glutamate are substances that affect the
perception of umami taste. They are present in amadai fish. (Honestly,
even the translator doesn't really understand this. Iroha is just too
smart.)


  "What is this? It's way too delicious."


  I meant that seriously.


  "Right~? Tomorrow I'll make ramen from scratch, even the
noodles!"


  "That's way too impressive…”


  Kaguya, still riding the excitement from the filming, only got even
more energized when she was praised.


  She made a sparkling expression like uni and raised two fingers in a
peace sign.


  The atmosphere relaxed in a way that was hard to describe.


  The thin film that had seemed to wrap around Kaguya until this
morning felt like it had completely melted away...


  I should be able to say it now.


  You can do this, me.


  Be a little braver than you usually are.


  "...Kaguya."


  "Hm?"


  Even so, facing her directly still made me feel embarrassed. So I
took my smartphone out of my pocket, opened the fireworks app page, and
said,


  "U-um... do you want to go out?"


  In the end, all I could do was imitate Kaguya's own clumsy way of
asking someone out.


  ※


  "Yes! Hooray!! This is great! Yay~~!!"


  She was way too openly excited.


  The moment she heard we were going to a fireworks festival, Kaguya
looked like she was about to invent the phrase


  "overjoyed to the point of frenzy" right on the spot.


  She kept jumping around, flailing her arms randomly, and dancing
nonstop.


  "Let's go! Right now!"


  The moment she said that, she grabbed my hand and rushed straight
toward the front door. Her level of excitement was strangely
intense.


  "Wait, Kaguya, calm down."


  "I can't! There are so many things I want to do! We have to go right
now!"


  "Even so, you can't go outside dressed like that."


  "It's fine, I can change at the shop.


  I already made a reservation. See! Come on, let's goooo!"


  "Put the knife away first!!"


  I hurriedly dragged the alien who was about to dash outside while
still holding a sharp object back into the room, and barely managed to
return the deba knife to the kitchen.


  We almost made the front page of the news for getting arrested by the
police, you know.


  Taking the chance, I put the white amadai fish that had been left out
into the refrigerator,


  and was about to put the dishes into the dishwasher—


  "Forget it! Hurry up, hurry!"


  Before I could even toss the plates in, Kaguya—who was already
getting impatient—abducted me and dragged me outside just like that.


  I ended up being pulled along so fast I practically slid right out of
the apartment building.


  "Hey, Kaguya, you're rushing too much."


  "That's because this is the first time Iroha invited me first!"


  ...Even if she is that happy about it.


  Kaguya's smile, shining as brightly as the sun, continued to sparkle
deep within my eyes.


  And after that, the first place we rushed into was a kimono rental
shop in front of the station, which advertised that you could come in
empty-handed.


  Since we were already here, we decided to wear yukata to the
fireworks festival.


  It was basically accepting Kaguya's earlier suggestion.


  "Hey, Iroha. Kaguya will choose a yukata for Iroha, okay? So Iroha
should choose one for Kaguya too!"


  "Huh? Sure."


  "Yoo-hoo—!


  Hmm~ I wonder which one suits Iroha best~♪"


  [Note] In the original, this line is written one character at a time,
but that might be hard to read, so it's written normally here. Just
imagine it being sung.


  Kaguya hummed happily as she began choosing an outfit.


  Hmm... something that would suit Kaguya...


  We spent about ten minutes carefully looking around the shop, and
eventually finished choosing. Even though we were picking what we
thought would "probably suit" the other person,


  I couldn't help wondering whether my personal preferences had slipped
in a little.


  Then we said "One, two!"


  and held out the outfits for each other to see.


  "Ah, Iroha chose sunflowers!"


  "Kaguya did too?"


  The one I chose was a navy-blue yukata decorated with simple
pale-yellow sunflower patterns. It looked modest and refined.


  The yukata Kaguya chose, on the other hand, had a white base with
large blooming sunflowers, giving off a bright and cheerful feeling.


  "I don't... really look like a sunflower though, do I?"


  "Huh? When you stand tall like that, it looks beautiful! It suits you
perfectly, Iroha!"


  Lifting its face toward the sunlight, bright and eye-catching—


  if anything, I think that sounds more like Kaguya.


  After the shop helped us get dressed and do our hair, everything was
perfectly complete.


  When one of the staff members commented,


  "You two seem really close~!"


  Kaguya immediately replied,


  "Oh my, you could tell~?"


  So noisy.


  Kaguya and I put on hair ornaments that matched our outfits, then
stood side by side in front of the large mirror by the shop and posed
for photos.


  "Yukata are the best~~★"


  "It doesn't look strange, right?"


  "Anything looks good on Iroha~!"


  Hmm... when I really look at it,


  it actually does look... kind of nice... maybe...


  "Ah! Iroha's blushing too! Hehe~♪"


  You're way too cheerful, you know.


  "Let's go already."


  If I left things like this, we'd never get out of the shop, so I
quickened my pace and stepped away from the mirror.


  Since it was just the two of us, we took the train to the festival
venue. I felt a little embarrassed walking through the ticket gates,


  but when I noticed there were several other girls on the train
wearing yukata too, I felt a bit relieved.


  Choosing to wear yukata was the right call after all.


  "Look, look, Iroha."


  Kaguya acted exactly like a child, putting her knees up on the seat
and leaning forward to look out the window. I briefly wondered if I
should scold her, but—


  "Wow, it's so fast!


  Ah—it's going to crash! That's scary!"


  Even though she had ridden the train many times before, she was
reacting like it was her first time.


  She seemed especially cheerful today, and before I realized it—


  "Face forward when the train is arriving at the station, Kaguya."


  I think I understand parents a little better now when they take kids
out.


  After leaving the station and walking toward the festival grounds,
more and more girls in yukata appeared around us. Colorful flower
patterns blooming across their fabric.


  They became the stars of the festival even before the fireworks
began. A faint smell of grilled sauce drifted through the air.


  "Iroha, this way!"


  Kaguya kept looking back at me while running up the riverbank stairs.
When we reached the top and looked out from above, a cool breeze from
the riverside greeted us.


  I remember thinking the same thing on the first day we moved
here.


  Somehow, Kaguya seems strangely close to the wind.


  When I pointed and said the fireworks would probably be launched from
around there,


  Kaguya's eyes began sparkling as if the fireworks had already
started.


  "Alright, we still have time before it begins. What should we
do?"


  "Food stalls! Let's visit every single one!"


  I already told you that's impossible.


  Even so, we decided to visit as many stalls as we could while time
allowed.


  "Iroha, look! They have guns here. Let's try the shooting game!"


  Don't call them guns like that...


  We started with the shooting stall. I was pretty confident in my aim,
but somehow I missed every single shot.


  That air rifle must be the problem.


  "Kaguya hit the target~"


  Yeah, yeah.


  [Note] In Japanese there are separate words for “real gun” and “fake
gun” The word Kaguya used refers to a real gun, which is why Iroha
worries it might alarm people.


  Next was the crab-catching stall. I decided it was enough just to
watch. It was a little scary—


  "I caught two!"


  She's actually pretty good at this.


  "Look, look. It's going to eat my finger."


  Doesn't that hurt? Your finger is getting pinched.


  "I knew it! The real world is the best!"


  ...Ugh.


  I like Tsukuyomi too, you know.


  "Next! Next! What should we do next?"


  "The fireworks are about to start soon."


  "Oh no, we have to buy food first! Takoyaki, and yakisoba, shaved
ice, fried chicken, buttered potatoes, yakitori, grilled meat skewers,
fruit skewers, cucumber skewers, and—and—"


  Wait, are we seriously going to visit every stall?


  "Phew... we made it in time."


  I set down the heavy prizes filling both my hands onto the picnic
mat.


  I never imagined we'd actually end up visiting almost every stall
after that.


  My heart was racing the whole time. I thought the fireworks might
start before we finished.


  "Hyaa~ This is the most fun ever!"


  It seems that even all this chaotic bustle


  is something Kaguya can enjoy.


  "The Great Kingdom of Fun!"


  Oh. Looks like a new country has just been born. Fine then, I'll go
along with it.


  I copied Kaguya and raised both hands high above my head.


  "Boo~~ Iroha's such a copycat."


  How embarrassing. I shouldn't have played along.


  I might have gotten a little too carried away.


  Maybe I was unconsciously tensing up


  about the thing I needed to say after this.


  "Hey, Kaguya..."


  "Hm?"


  "...You wear that all the time, don't you? That thing."


  I couldn't do it again. Just like always, I couldn't bring myself to
ask.


  So I pointed at Kaguya's silver bracelet instead to cover it up.


  "Oh, this? It makes me feel at ease. Wearing it kind of feels like
being back in my hometown."


  "I see... your hometown."


  "Yeah."


  "......"


  In the end, I still couldn't say it.


  The signal gun fired.


  It was the announcement of the fireworks festival beginning.


  At last, the time had come. The spectators around us began to buzz
with anticipation, as if trying to drown out the sudden silence that had
fallen.


  "Ahh... the Great Kingdom of Fun really is amazing, huh~"


  Kaguya spoke up instead of me, who couldn't find the words. As if to
say she would wait until I wanted to talk on my own.


  "The moon doesn't have taste. It doesn't have temperature either.
It's terribly boring. You just carry out the duties assigned to you over
and over again."


  "...Is that so?"


  "If I had to compare it, it's like an NPC in a game. No one even
copies them. When it ends, it starts again. When it starts, it ends
again. It just loops like that. That's why a new story never really
begins."


  I couldn't imagine it at all.


  "Actually, just being able to think about those things might already
be abnormal... I'm probably the only one who's different from the
others."


  Don't say something so sad like that.


  Not with such a beautiful smile...


  Suddenly, cheers erupted all around us. A sharp whistle split through
the air as a streak of light shot up into the sky, and—


  "...Wow."


  The fireworks burst open.


  A huge bloom spread across the night sky, the booming sound rumbling
in my ears.


  "So beautiful..."


  Those simple words slipped from Kaguya's lips.


  Then a barrage of starmine fireworks followed, blooming one after
another without pause, as if tearing the sky into pieces.


  Her pale skin was painted over with shifting colors.


  Kaguya continued.


  "Lonely and boring. Every day was the same thing over and over again.
So boring it felt like being dead while still alive.


  I couldn't take it anymore. I wanted to run away somewhere— and
that's when I found a window where I could see another world."


  "...A window?"


  "When I looked at the world of Iroha and everyone else through that
window, everyone moved however they wanted. Complicated, sometimes doing
things only once. It looked very free."


  "Us?"


  "Yeah. But after coming here, I realized something.


  Everyone holds back their own feelings too, for the sake of something
more important."


  What is that supposed to mean? You understand it perfectly well.


  Even though not long ago you were crying and whining for pancakes.
When was that again? A month ago? Three weeks?


  Kaguya's growth made me happy.


  But there was also a little fear, and a little sadness.


  "What's this? Acting all grown up now?"


  I ended up teasing her to cover up my feelings.


  "Hehe, maybe it's because I'm copying Iroha~"


  Kaguya smiled, not looking offended at all, and continued.


  "Hey, can I ask you something?"


  "What is it?"


  "Iroha, do you love your mother?"


  She asked that without losing her smile. It was such a sudden
question, but for Kaguya it must have been something important to
confirm.


  "Love...huh?"


  I've been thinking about her all this time.


  But now, it's no longer a feeling that can be explained with a simple
word.


  "...I don't know. I'm not really sure.”


  I love my family.


  A dad who is always kind and taught me about music.


  An older brother who likes to tease me but still plays with me.


  And a mom who is cool, beautiful, strong, and admired by
everyone.


  The mom who is strict in everyday life, and the mom who becomes
gentle when she is with dad.


  When mom praises me, I become so happy I almost cry. But when I am
pushed away, it feels as if my entire existence is being denied.


  Even though I know full well that mom is using my feelings as a
tool…


  But even so—I truly love mom. I want her to acknowledge me. I would
even die for that.


  But no matter how hard I try, I can never become perfect.


  Mom does not change. She does not smile at me. I am scolded. We
argue. And it even feels as if she intentionally tries to drive a wedge
between us. I could not bear it anymore, so I ran away.


  This conflict is still piled up inside me.


  Thick and sticky, such a mess that I almost want to close my eyes and
refuse to look at it.


  "Yeah… I've thought many times that it would be nice if I could just
hate her"


  If I could cry it all out, how much lighter would I feel?


  The fireworks in the night sky roar loudly, as if trying to drown out
the sound of tears.


  The first one explodes, followed by countless smaller bursts,
blooming like a bouquet of light.


  "If that were the case, Iroha would be even more pitiful"


  Kaguya's voice remains cheerful, yet her eyes are coated with a thin
veil of tears. If someone who knew nothing about the situation had said
those words to me, I would probably have been irritated.


  And yet, strangely, the words sink deep inside me.


  I see… maybe I really am pitiful.


  "I'm sorry. About back then"


  Back then?


  "When I said your mom was crazy"


  "Ah… that time…"


  "Well, you can be angry at me if you want. You actually wanted to say
it too, didn't you? That Kaguya would never understand?”


  —You still don't understand.


  All of a sudden, mom's words echo in my head, along with the image of
a coffin, the funeral altar, mom in black without shedding a single
tear, and me sobbing uncontrollably.


  —Aren't you sad, mom?


  There's no way she wouldn't be sad. No way she wouldn't be in
pain.


  I just… I just wanted someone to say that it's lonely now that dad is
gone. That we really loved him…


  I wanted to talk to mom. I wanted her to listen. Mom probably thought
we had to accept it and move forward, that she had to be strong. But I'm
not the same… and the fact that we are "not the same" is exactly what
makes me sad.


  —You…


  A loud boom shakes through my stomach and pulls me back to my senses.
A huge firework bursts brilliantly, painting the night sky with
light.


  "That's not it. It's not that I want to say something like that"


  "…Iroha"


  "I just don't want to say it at all"


  Because it's too sad.


  No matter what, I don't want to say it


  out loud.


  "I see…”


  Warmth touches my fingertips. Kaguya places her palm over my
hand.


  I slip my hand away and instead grip her wrist tightly. Her skin is
smooth, delicate.


  Kaguya’s arm is slender, but there is a firm core within it. Since
when did it become this strong?


  When she first emerged from that utility pole, it was still soft and
fluffy, completely lacking strength, as if with just a little pressure
my fingers could pass straight through the flesh.


  Even though she used to be that small, now she…


  "Hey, Kaguya"


  "Hmm?"


  "Kaguya…"


  "…Yeah"


  "You're going back already?"


  "Yeah"


  Kaguya nods easily.


  Even though I finally managed to ask it. Even though it was a
question I had always wanted to ask, and at the same time never wanted
to ask.


  "Like, I ditched my job on the moon and ran away, right? So maybe
they’re forcing me to go back or something? Haha"


  Fireworks draw shapes like a smiling emoji across the night sky, as
if mocking Kaguya’s forced smile.


  Then a heart appears, followed by Saturn. Fireworks that are strange
and free.


  Kaguya speaks while looking up at them.


  "…Looks like Kaguya really is Princess Kaguya after all"


  A streak of light shoots upward in a spiral before bursting apart,
shifting colors as it sparkles and spreads wide, like looking into a
kaleidoscope across the night sky.


  [Note] A kaleidoscope is a scientific toy that plays with the
refraction of light to create beautiful symmetrical patterns.


  "On the next full moon, someone will come to take me back"


  2030/09/12


  The number that indicates the next full moon… that really is the
deadline for Kaguya to return to the moon.


  "Come to take you… are they coming to our house?"


  "No. They'll probably go to Tsukuyomi instead. The virtual world is
very close to the moon. If it's there, they can probably interfere
easily without sending a ship."


  The people on the moon… she means those human-shaped beings that
barged in after the live stream, right? If they’re aliens who built an
advanced civilization on the moon, then the superhuman phenomena that
happen inside Tsukuyomi…


  All those countless miracles—then it makes sense.


  Kaguya must have realized it long ago. No, it would be more accurate
to say she “remembered.” From the moment she was touched by the
Lunarians back then.


  Without realizing it, I tighten my grip around Kaguya’s wrist.


  You could just shake that arm off!


  "Then run away again!"


  "Huh?"


  "You're not Princess Kaguya or anything! You're way weirder and more
troublesome than that!


  So you're nothing like the one in the fairytale!"


  An arm like that—no matter how many times, I could break it off.


  You could run away, couldn't you? So why won't you say it?


  That you want… me to run away with you.


  Why won't you say it?


  That's not like you at all, Kaguya.


  You could cry and throw a tantrum like a child if you wanted. That's
the Kaguya I know.


  Since when did you—


  "Even if I'm a weird version of Princess Kaguya, someone is still
coming to get me. And until the very last day, I'm going to spend my
time having as much fun as I possibly can. Isn't that good enough?
☆"


  When did you become this much of an adult?


  In the end, I'm the only one crying again.


  "This is my ending! I'm going to run straight toward my fate and
enjoy it to the fullest!"


  Kaguya strikes a pose like a hero and declares it.


  『All you can do is accept it.』


  That was a line I once said myself.


  When she says it with a face that beautiful, I have no words left to
say.


  Another firework bursts. The scattered sparks trail long tails as
they fall across the night sky—a shidare-yanagi firework, like tears of
light flowing down.


  [Note] Shidare-yanagi, or "weeping willow" fireworks, are a classic
style commonly seen at Japanese summer festivals.


  Only the night sky cries together with me.


  "Actually, I still want to sing with Iroha a lot more. And I want us
to make tons of new songs together too"


  "There are still so many things I want to do. Oh, right! I want to
hold one last live show too! On the day someone comes to pick me up!
Let's make it huge and spectacular!"


  The starmine fireworks burst flamboyantly, as if answering those
words.


  Kaguya stares at the continuous explosions of light without
blinking.


  "Whoa, I can feel it shaking all the way in my stomach! And I can
smell the smoke too! This is so nice—"


  Then she blooms with a smile just as wide as the fireworks.


  You're really cute, Kaguya.


  After that, we fall silent and look up at the sky.


  Until the fireworks end.


  Until the people around us all disappear.


  Until only the two of us remain.


  Until the gentle sound of flowing water reaches our ears.


  "We should head home"


  Kaguya says softly.


  "Otherwise we won't be able to get back"


  If that's how Kaguya feels, then I should respect it.


  But the more I try to think that way, the more it hurts.


  ※


  Not long after we returned from watching the fireworks, Kaguya
announced that she was quitting as a streamer, and immediately declared
a graduation live.


  Social networks exploded instantly, filled with shock, sadness, and
voices begging her to reconsider her decision.


  On top of that, videos like “I’ll tell you the truth” and analyses
mixed with conspiracy theories began to ride the wave, turning
everything into a chaotic scene like hell breaking loose.


  Kaguya responded to all of those voices with just one line.


  『I had a lot of fun, but I guess this is where it ends!』


  And after that, she completely avoided talking about it again.


  『Kaguya-chan, are you really quitting?』


  『Did something happen to Kaguya-chan? Are you okay?』


  "Kaguya-chan, what's wrong? If something happened, you can talk to
us"


  Even though worried DMs came from Mami, Roka, and my older brother,
since Kaguya had already said that much, there was nothing more I could
say from my side.


  "Thank you. It's okay"


  That was all I typed back.


  I wasn't lying. Kaguya is just going back to the moon. Kaguya is just
going home. It's something that was already decided, and Kaguya herself
has accepted it.


  So it's "okay."


  As for me, I'm just going back to living my ordinary daily life.


  So it's "okay."


  The school's opening ceremony is held simply, and classes begin right
away. After school, I head straight to my part-time job.


  Even though BAMBOOcafe is as chaotic as a battlefield, I work
quietly.


  "S-Sakayori-senpai! Wh-what should I do?!


  I made a mistake when ordering and ended up ordering four hundred
pumpkins!"


  "I already placed the order! They said I can't cancel it either!
We're doomed!"


  "I'm sorry, manager! It's all my fault! Waaah!"


  Please calm down, Manager. And Mio-chan too. September is pumpkin
season anyway, so let's run a temporary pumpkin-themed campaign.


  That's right. There's no need to make a fuss. Everything is simply
continuing as usual.


  "Thank you for today"


  I finish my part-time shift at the usual time, then walk home along
the same road as always. When I look up, the tower condominium where we
live cuts sharply across the evening sky.


  If Kaguya is gone, then we'll probably have to move out of there too.
I'll have to look for a cheap apartment again. If that happens,
everything will return to the way it used to be.


  The peaceful everyday life of the perfect high school girl, Sakayori
Iroha, will come back once more...


  "Huh?"


  My foot, which was stepping along the sidewalk, suddenly stops.


  In front of me is the kimono rental shop where, not long ago, Kaguya
and I came to wear yukata together.


  In the large mirror where we once stood side by side, showing each
other our yukata, it now reflects me—looking like I might shatter into
pieces at any moment.


  It's just that my old daily life is about to return. It's just that
the old me is about to return. Even though that's all it is, and
yet...


  "...Why do I look like that?"


  I reach out and touch my face in the mirror. My cheeks feel cold,
stiff, numb.


  That's right. This is what I'll return to.


  I'll return to this kind of everyday life.


  "I'm home"


  "Oh—"


  When I get back to the condo, a lazy voice greets me. Kaguya places a
basin in the living room, stretches her hand toward it, then quickly
pulls it back, repeating the motion again and again.


  "What are you doing?"


  "I'm messing with the crab. Ora— this is scissors. Take that. Be
afraid."


  What on earth is she even playing?


  I set my bag on the dining table and look at Kaguya staring at the
crab, then find myself looking at her again.


  Kaguya lies sprawled out on the carpet, seriously playing with the
crab. She must've scooped up the water carelessly, because the area
around the basin is completely soaked.


  "...Hey, Kaguya"


  "Scissors— oh, it's a tie. Lucky."


  "You're going to do the graduation live, right?"


  "Yeah— alright, this round's the last one. What will it be? What will
it be?"


  "Do you… want to write a new song together?”


  "Huh!?"


  All of a sudden, Kaguya jumps up. Her arm knocks into the basin,
sending the water inside sloshing violently.


  "Really!? You're letting me write a new song!?"


  "Yeah. Go ahead"


  "Yahoooo! Yay! Woooo!"


  It's a good thing we moved into a soundproof condo.


  Kaguya makes a crazed expression like a lunatic, throws her hands up
and cheers three times in a row, then loses the final deciding round
against the crab.


  "I wonder if it'll turn out good. What kind of style do you
want?"


  "That one! The song we left halfway done!"


  "Huh?"


  I only meant to ask about the image or the mood. I never expected her
to name a specific song. The song we left halfway done—that means—


  "Here, here! This one"


  I told you not to open other people's computers whenever you feel
like it. What Kaguya is pointing at on the screen looks like it's about
to poke right through it.


  『Untitled (Composed together with Iroha)』


  Of all things, it's that one. For a moment, it feels like something
heavy drops into my stomach.


  But…


  "Okay"


  I nod deeply.


  "Then give me some time… I want to really focus on it"


  I tell that to Kaguya,


  and then shut myself away in my room.


  How long has it been since I last wrote a song?


  I place my fingers on the keyboard, take a breath, and let them run
wherever my thoughts lead. Clear, ringing high notes leap out softly and
freely.


  —People who succeed in a vague career like this are only the very
elite. You can't waste your time playing around like this.


  Ever since mom said that, I sealed the piano away. But was that
really the only reason I stepped away from it?


  —Iroha.


  My father's voice cuts in, along with a deep, low rhythm, as if it
were hidden within the melody.


  ...Yeah.


  Whenever I touch the keyboard, I always think of dad.


  The sound of the piano is dad's voice. The keyboard keys are dad's
fingers. The red cloth draped over it is dad's hair… I guess.


  Dad would sit beside me when I played the piano, listening while I
told him all sorts of things.


  —Hey, Dad. Today at kindergarten, Megu-chan complimented me.


  —That's wonderful. Iroha is improving so quickly. Dad is really proud
of you.


  —Hey, Dad. My big brother said something weird to me again.


  —Asahi is still a child. Iroha, you should gently scold him for me.
Oh, but don't tell Asahi I said that.


  —Hey, Dad. Today mom came and played with me.


  —Momiji must love Iroha so much she can't help herself.


  Touching the piano means facing the memories of my late father. Maybe
when I was little, I was afraid of that. And the one who freed me from
that fear was...


  Both of my hands begin to move faster. The notes weave together more
and more densely, as if they are forming words.


  —Hey, Dad. I have someone important to me now. She's really cute, a
little careless, gentle, a bit selfish sometimes, sometimes she makes me
mad too, but she's someone who gives me smiles.


  Did you ever feel the same way about mom?


  Hey, Dad. Can you hear me?


  What did this world look like to you, Dad?


  I hardly know anything about him. We only spent a few years together.
In my memories, he is always smiling, always devoting his heart to
someone.


  Not once have I ever seen him angry, sad, or suffering.


  Sometimes I wonder if this world might not have been a very pleasant
place for someone as gentle as him.


  Dad died in an accident.


  But maybe it was nothing more than a roll of the dice that happened
to fall that way. I've even thought that far before. But what the truth
really was—no one can know anymore.


  Maybe mom knows everything. But whatever she may be hiding,


  she would surely keep it buried and take it with her to the
grave.


  What did dad feel back then?


  Why did he go somewhere no one's words could reach,


  leaving mom… leaving me behind like that?


  My fingers stop.


  A silence spreads through the dark room, like a song with no
sound.


  "...Hey, Dad"


  I… don't want to lose someone important ever again.


  I lift my fingers, so tired they can barely move, from the keyboard,
and grab my smartphone.


  The recipients of the email are Roka, Mami, and my big brother.


  "I'm sorry for saying it was okay.


  Because the truth is, it's not okay at all"


  I type a message that begins like that,


  and send it to everyone.


  ※


  "Whaaat〜 So Kaguya-chan really is a princess from the moon.. I get
it now!"


  Get what exactly?


  I have no idea what he thinks he understands,


  but Mikado Akira is standing there with his arms crossed, nodding
vigorously over and over.


  Even though I called them here so suddenly, Roka, Mami, Mikado, as
well as Rai and Noi from the Black onyX team, and even Yachiyo, have all
gathered in the open-air meeting room inside Tsukuyomi.


  I have already told them everything.


  About how Kaguya was born from a utility pole that shone in seven
colors.


  That she is an alien who came from the moon.


  And that on the next full moon, someone will come to take her back to
the moon.


  Now that I'm saying it out loud, the whole story sounds suspicious
from beginning to end. Even so—


  "So she wasn't actually from Tsukiji after all, huh~"


  "Even when we went to the beach, her skin stayed pale the whole
time"


  [Note] Normally, people from Tsukiji tend to have tanned or darker
skin, but because Kaguya’s skin was too pale, Roka realized that Kaguya
wasn’t actually from Tsukiji.


  "Born from a utility pole.. yeah, that checks out"


  Somehow, everyone seems to have some kind of image forming in their
heads, and they accept it far more easily than I expected. If that's the
case, then all that's left is figuring out a plan.


  "Yachiyo, do you think you could protect Kaguya?"


  The Lunarians are coming to Tsukuyomi to take her. If it's Yachiyo,
as the administrator of Tsukuyomi, maybe there's a way.


  "I've checked everywhere, but I still don't know where they might
enter from next. Sorry"


  "Then how about canceling the live altogether, and Kaguya-chan just
never logging in here again for the rest of her life?"


  I had already thought about Roka's suggestion too. But Kaguya is a
being who was practically born from a utility pole in the first place.
The way her existence works seems different from ours.


  Even if Kaguya doesn't go to Tsukuyomi, I have a feeling The
Lunarians would still use force to take the "Kaguya in the real world"
out of this world anyway—like forcing her to log out from reality itself
and abducting her.


  "...What should we do?"


  Everyone falls silent. Despair quickly begins to spread through the
air.


  "Well, if they can't touch her in the real world, then we just drive
them back once they show up in Tsukuyomi, right?"


  Mikado is the only one laughing, as if he isn't breathing the same
air as the rest of us.


  "Why the long faces? You called us here for this, didn't you? Leave
it to us. Alien or whatever it is.


  If it's coming into Tsukuyomi, that's even better. Drag it in here.
We're strongest here. We'll beat it to a pulp until it wants to run back
to the moon on its own!!"


  What an extreme line of reasoning. There's no evidence, no logic.


  This guy really has no shame about saying something that extreme, no
matter where he is.


  But—


  "I'll help too. Even if I don't know how much I can do... please"


  Because I also believe there isn't any other way besides that, I make
up my mind and bow my head.


  The Lunarians—


  we'll smash them and send them flying.


  And yet—


  "Alright! Then let's go get ready, Noi"


  "Eeh〜 what is this〜 such a hassle〜"


  "Follow the boss's orders"


  "Yeees, yeees, got it"


  Once the direction is decided, Black onyX moves immediately. Rai
keeps Noi from grumbling and tries to increase the chances of Mikado's
reckless logic succeeding—even if it's only by one percent.


  Maybe the three of them have always turned the impossible into the
possible this way.


  Because I once stood against them, I know it well. Black onyX is
still the strongest team.


  "Iroha, let's go to the beach together again next year"


  Roka says with a smile.


  "And let's go to a hot spring too〜!"


  Mami beams brightly, clapping her hands together.


  "...Thank you"


  And right now, Roka and Mami are here with me.


  At this moment, their smiles feel more reliable and comforting than
anything else.


  I see now.


  I don't know how much we can do, but we'll struggle until the very
last second. Those thoughts become the fuel that ignites a fire in my
heart.


  "...Ah, Iroha, you're back〜"


  When I open my eyes after returning from Tsukuyomi, Kaguya is in the
room as usual.


  And she's casually playing with my laptop, as if it's the most
natural thing in the world.


  "This song is insanely good, isn't it!"


  It seems she opened and listened to the unfinished track I left
behind without asking. No matter how you look at it, it's such a Kaguya
thing to do that it actually makes me feel relieved.


  "I'm a little stuck on the lyrics, but it's almost finished"


  I say as I pull out the smartcon.


  "I'm so excited〜 I really love this melody. Iroha, you're a
genius!"


  Kaguya cups the headphones with both hands and gazes up at the
ceiling dreamily.


  "..I didn't make it alone. This song was actually something I was
working on with my dad. It's the first song I ever wrote"


  "Really?"


  "After dad passed away… I did write a lot of other songs. But they
all felt like something was missing, so I stopped"


  "I see〜 But Kaguya loves them. Every single song Iroha makes"


  "Thanks. I have to finish this song today, no matter what"


  "Then Kaguya will help! I'll write the lyrics for you. Your dad will
definitely be happy.


  ‘Smack your hand up the wall, and add some spice To make your life
feel way more exciting~♪'


  See? That's pretty good, right?"


  How could that possibly be good...


  But—


  "Maybe it could work"


  The fact that I can even think something like that is because Kaguya
really is such a mysterious existence.


  "The hook goes something like this!


  Hey there we can make this moment now, the greatest in the
world~♪”


  [Note] The song: Reply


  "Hey, Kaguya"


  "Hm?"


  "...Nothing. Yachiyo said she'll handle being the producer for the
live stage"


  "You asked her already!? That's amazing! I'll go think about the
choreography then!"


  Kaguya tosses the headphones aside and dashes out.


  Before long, loud crashing noises start coming from the living
room.


  Even at a time like this, Kaguya hasn’t changed at all. Strong, free,
and straightforward.


  Even though that’s the case… why is it—


  "No. Now isn’t the time to think about that. I have to finish the
song"


  I pick up the headphones Kaguya tossed aside and put them on, then
turn back to face the laptop screen.


  It’s strange.


  Even though I don’t want to lose Kaguya, to the point that I secretly
gathered everyone and started planning to drive away The Lunarians…


  At the same time, here I am diligently working on a song for her
graduation live.


  If everyone found out, what would they think?


  I’m sorry. It’s not like I’m planning to give up or anything.


  This is just… something I personally want to give to Kaguya.


  "Alright. Let’s make this the best party ever"


  To continue composing, I return to the DTM program once more.


  [Note] Normally music production software is called a DAW. DTM stands
for Desktop Music, referring to music produced entirely on a home
computer. The program Iroha is using is likely FL Studio.


  The hook I’ve already arranged flows into my ears. It’s a fast-paced,
energetic uptempo melody, just like Kaguya requested, bursting forward
with momentum.


  I try inserting the lyrics I just wrote and hum along softly.


  "Hey there we can make this moment now, the greatest in the
world~♪”


  "...Huh?"


  The sound slips out before I realize it.


  I stop the track and rewind ten seconds. The hook begins to flow
again, a light, fun rhythm that makes my body move naturally.


  And the lyrics Kaguya just came up with…


  "Hey there we can make this moment now, the greatest in the
world~♪”


  "...Again"


  That strange feeling strikes me once more.


  No… it isn’t strange.


  It’s something familiar, like I’ve heard it somewhere before…?


  I rewind to the start of the hook again and press play. This time, I
catch it clearly.


  Yes. This feeling.


  The feeling as if wings have sprouted from my back, lifting someone
like me who can neither move forward nor turn back.


  The feeling my exhausted mind somehow wove together on its own
without realizing it.


  The feeling when I look up at the moon and tears begin to fall.


  The feeling when a crying baby finally drifts into peaceful
sleep.


  “In ours hearts, We've all got a song, It's a precious melody,
Straight from your soul, Singing so sweet~♪”


  —Remember


  "The same melody? How…"


  Yachiyo’s debut song.


  Did I copy it without realizing? Did I listen to Yachiyo’s song so
many times that it seeped into me unconsciously?


  No. I wrote this song with dad. Long before Yachiyo ever debuted.


  Then… could Yachiyo somehow know this song? That can’t be possible
either.


  This song has slept inside this laptop all this time. Only dad and I
knew it. Even mom never did.


  If that’s the case… then it must just be a coincidence. A single
melody line that happened to match by chance. That’s all.


  "It happens all the time… right?"


  I tell myself that and continue working.


  But the uneasy feeling doesn’t fade.


  It feels like I’m overlooking something incredibly important, and
that feeling continues to cast a long shadow inside my heart.
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  Arrived with surprising ease


  I was the only one who kept imagining what I would do if someone came
to pick her up the moment the clock struck noon.


  "Iroha, good morning!"


  Kaguya woke up peacefully as usual, to the point of being almost
irritating.


  "This is Kaguya’s Meal No. 23! My best work in fifteen years, you
know."


  As always, she made a delicious lunch.


  "Hmm~ Hmm~"


  Then we began getting ready in the livestream room, with Kaguya
humming cheerfully.


  If we were really intending for this to be the last time, it felt a
little too simple. But if this was how Kaguya wanted it, I had no
objection. So I tried my best to act as normal as possible, helping
prepare the stream just like every other day, and then—


  "...Huh?”


  Suddenly, a thought struck me. A chill shot through my entire
body.


  Kaguya was gone. I had only glanced down at the floor for a moment,
but when I lifted my head again, I was alone.


  You’ve got to be kidding.


  The cold shot through my body like lightning. No, that’s impossible.
Could it be—


  "Kaguya!"


  "What?"


  There you are. Kaguya suddenly popped out from under the table.


  "What are you doing down there?"


  "Hm? I dropped something, so I bent down to pick it up."


  She answered while slipping her index finger into the bracelet she
always wore and spinning it around playfully.


  "Don’t scare me like that."


  I almost collapsed to my knees in relief.


  Kaguya stared at me quietly, and then—


  "Iroha, you worry too much〜 Here, this is for you."


  She held out the bracelet she had just picked up.


  "Huh, this is…"


  "Yachiyo once told me that things like this should be given to
someone important. So, Iroha!"


  "...Thank you."


  "And in return, I’ll consider this name a gift that you gave me in
advance."


  "...A name as a gift?"


  『A name is the first gift in life.』


  That’s right... I was the one who gave her that name.


  "Yeah."


  Kaguya nodded and smiled.


  With a pure smile, like a cloudless night sky, and like a snowy field
untouched by a single footprint.


  It wasn’t her usual smile. It was so beautiful it was almost sacred,
the kind of smile I had never seen before.


  What I saw within it was determination, and the resolve to accept her
fate.


  It wasn’t "like every day" at all.


  "Kaguya…"


  "Let’s go, Iroha."


  We held hands and dove into Tsukuyomi.


  In the backstage waiting room of the live venue, I sat alone, waiting
for the real performance to begin.


  Yachiyo had just taken Kaguya to the stage a moment ago. Right now,
she was probably being surprised by the stage that had been built inside
the space of "KASSEN"


  The special stage I asked Yachiyo to create. If this was going to be
a battlefield, then it had to be here.


  "I'm back~★"


  Yachiyo popped in out of nowhere, without any warning at all.


  But I’m used to it now. No matter how suddenly Yachiyo appears, I
don’t get startled anymore.


  "Welcome back. How’s Kaguya doing?"


  "She’s super excited. She said she’s totally fired up."


  "I see. Thank you, Yachiyo."


  "No problem. Being the middle person is really tough, you know〜"


  Yachiyo winked exaggeratedly and scattered stars into the air with
full force. Watching her like that, I searched for the words I should
say in my mind.


  "If I were Yachiyo, do you think Kaguya would admit that she doesn’t
want to go back?"


  What slipped out was just an ordinary question, without any hidden
meaning, but—


  "Eh…?"


  Yachiyo’s eyes widened, her body going stiff.


  Did I say something that strange?


  "Ah, sorry. That didn’t make any sense. Just forget it."


  "No, that’s not it. I was just a little surprised… You two really
like each other, don’t you."


  I didn’t quite understand what Yachiyo meant by that, but maybe it
was something from a world I didn’t know.


  [Note] This part is interesting. Since the LN is told from Iroha’s
pov, we never see the scene where Kaguya talks with Yachiyo. But it
turns out they both said the exact same thing: “If I were Yachiyo.”


  『All positions, ready OK』


  The message announcing the start of the livestream appeared again,
just like that day.


  "Well then, shall we begin… Sorry, but Yaccho is set so that she
can’t go any further from here."


  I didn’t feel particularly surprised. Yachiyo had always been such a
distant kind of existence to begin with. Whatever the reason might be,
it wouldn’t be strange.


  "...Because it’s fate?"


  It was a phrase Yachiyo often liked to say. But instead of nodding,
she gave an awkward smile and said,


  "If it’s Iroha… I’m sure it’ll be fine!"


  As she raised her fist in encouragement, despite having no proof at
all.


  A little irresponsible, but still completely optimistic. It was
exactly the kind of style Kaguya would probably like.


  Thinking that, I stood up.


  It was time to go to battle.


  ※


  "What kind of twist is this!? A supernova that suddenly appeared in
Tsukuyomi—'Kaguya,' the freedom-loving girl, and her graduation
live!


  There’s no time to sit around crying anymore. This is the final fan
service! Let’s burn it into our eyes!"


  The loyal dog, Otako—the official commentator of Tsukuyomi, who
proudly declares herself Kaguya’s number one fan—was the one shouting
into the microphone. Even though she was the one who said not to cry,
her voice was clearly trembling with sobs.


  The fans packed tightly into the special KASSEN arena roared with
cheers like blazing flames, rivaling the volume of the commentary.


  And the excitement of the people of Tsukuyomi watching both inside
the hall and through their monitors surged to its peak…


  Multiple spotlights poured down onto the stage, as if sensing the
exact moment when the excitement exploded to its highest point.


  And the one standing in the center of that light was, of course—


  "Everyone, thank you so muchー!"


  Princess Kaguya, today’s heroine.


  "It looks like we’ll be saying goodbye today, but I don’t want it to
feel sad! I want everyone to send me off with smiles! Let’s make this a
happy graduation live!"


  Kaguya’s call was answered by an even greater roar from the fans.


  At that moment, hundreds of flowers bloomed across the sky. The
dimension tore open, as if the sheer volume of the cheering had ripped
it apart.


  No one suspected anything. Everyone assumed it was just part of the
stage effects. But when the petals scattered apart, what emerged were
the strange-looking Lunarians. The audience continued welcoming them
with applause and cheers.


  So they’ve arrived. The Lunarians who came to abduct the
princess.


  If everyone thinks this is just part of the show, that works for us.
We’ll just blend in with it.


  Six peaches fell down, blocking the Lunarians’s path. That was the
spawn point of KASSEN, and the ones who appeared were—


  "Alright then, let’s kick things off in style!"


  "...We have no choice but to win."


  "This looks fun."


  Mikado led Team Black onyX onto the field.


  Along with—


  "Kaguya-chan, yay."


  "Kaguya~ Look over here~"


  The beauty influencer Roka and the gourmet influencer Mamimami also
made their entrance.


  And of course, “IroP,” Sakayori Iroha, was standing at her position
on the side.


  『It’s heating up!


  The Black Oni who once clashed before have returned to take part in
Kaguya’s final live!』


  The appearance of the special guests pushed the atmosphere in the
hall past its limits. Waves of excitement surged one after another—


  The cheers crashed like waves, drowning out Roka and Mami’s voices
before they could reach Kaguya.


  But—


  "...Kaguya."


  Only my voice, the one truly beside her, was different.


  I opened my eyes, placed my hand on her shoulder, and whispered into
her ear.


  "Just think of it as a special performance for the live. We’ll do our
part to the best of our ability. And if we somehow win, let’s go to
Donki and buy ingredients to make pancakes—ones loaded with
everything."


  "Iroha…"


  Kaguya opened her eyes as well.


  Our consciousness slipped out of Tsukuyomi for a moment and returned
to the dim streaming room. Our glowing orange eyes met.


  Kaguya placed her hand over mine, and—


  "I see… I see… Everyone is free, aren’t they!"


  She said it with a bright smile like a sunflower.


  That smile became the starting signal. We closed our eyes again and
dove back into Tsukuyomi.


  Kaguya—


  Kaguya took the microphone onto the stage, while I carried the
keyboard Kaguya had once made, the one that could play music while
gaming, and headed into the battlefield.


  The invasion had begun. Their forms were completely different from
before—golden Lunarians in human shapes, resembling imitations of the
Seven Lucky Gods. They rushed forward in groups.


  At some point they had learned the rules. Above their heads floated
life counters according to the KASSEN system.


  That attitude—wasn’t it like civilized beings lowering themselves to
participate in the festival games of an uncivilized tribe?


  But fine. If you’re going to play along this much, then I’ll go all
out too—


  "You’re back, Iroha. Don’t rush in recklessly. Their defense looks
pretty solid."


  "Big brother?"


  The step I was about to take forward


  was stopped by Mikado Akira.


  He must have noticed my consciousness falter for a moment, so he drew
his sword and stood in front of me protectively.


  "...Ah, thanks."


  "What’s with you? You’ve been unusually honest lately.


  Did you finally realize the greatness of this big brother?"


  "It’s not like that."


  I said, stepping out from behind Mikado’s guard.


  "You’ve been avoiding me, haven’t you?"


  he asked, even while his gaze remained fixed on the Lunarians.


  "...You noticed?"


  "More or less. I’ve been watching you from time to time."


  "What’s with that? Why would you even do that…"


  "Because I’m your big brother.”


  Mikado Akira turned to look at me for only a fraction of a second.
His skin overlapped with the image of my older brother from the
past.


  The older brother who was mischievous, yet good at getting by, and
loved by everyone…


  That brother who, whenever I argued with Mom, would casually step in
between us without a second thought.


  Does that mean… he’s been worrying about me all along?


  Even though I thought he had abandoned me,


  the day he left home.


  I really believed he didn’t want me anymore.


  What’s with you…


  "...How ridiculous."


  Just then, a sharp whistling sound sliced past my ears. When I looked
up, I saw an enormous number of ice arrows covering the sky as they shot
over our heads.


  It seemed the Lunarians had entered Noi’s firing range.


  "Shall we, Iroha? It's time for the 'Sibling Council’' "


  Mikado spoke with a Kyoto lilt.


  "Wow... how nostalgic."


  Before I realized it, my reply had picked up the same Kyoto
intonation.


  "Sibling Council."


  Back then, when we still lived under the same roof, that was the name
we gave to the time when the siblings sat down and played games
together.


  Whenever I argued with Mom and ended up upset, my big brother would
invite me into the Sibling Council…


  He always invited me like that, and then he would beat me in the game
even more brutally than Mom ever did.


  "Those were fun times, weren’t they?"


  They weren’t fun at all.


  "We were always just playing games together, the two of us."


  Aren’t we still doing that now…?


  "I used to think nothing would ever change, but there is one thing
that has changed. You, Iroha."


  Me?


  "I’m glad you’ve started relying on your big brother… and on other
people too."


  "...That’s probably because there’s someone who keeps relying on me
for everything. I guess the habit rubbed off on me."


  The Lunarians began to counterattack. Their long-range beams were
practically cheating, tearing long streaks across the sky.


  "I see. Then I guess we’ll just have to make sure that girl stays
here forever!"


  As soon as he said that,


  Mikado Akira charged forward into the storm of bullets, while Rai and
Noi chased after him.


  The strongest Trident tore through the ranks of the Lunarians
army.


  Roka and Mami began their counterattack as well.


  I also dashed into the massive swarm of enemies packed so densely
that they almost covered the ground entirely. The difference in combat
power was obvious.


  Even so, we kept moving forward, because the thing that gave us
strength was—


  『With many more impulsive melodies, with heartfelt songs and tender
harmonies, The brightest symphony for us to say goodbye~♪』


  [Note] The song: A Symphony of Moments


  Kaguya’s singing voice, carried from the stage above.


  Hey, Kaguya, are you watching?


  This is us—the people of Earth you once secretly watched from the
moon.


  Selfish, complicated, living only once, and free.


  I never really believed that we could drive away those mysterious
Lunarians who could produce babies from utility poles like that.


  Even so, fighting now while listening to Kaguya’s song somehow fills
me with a strange sense of unity and excitement.


  Like dancers at a festival.


  We will keep dancing,


  and we absolutely won’t let it end in a Bad Ending.


  ※


  I’ve lost count of how many times I swung my weapon, how many
Lunarians I’ve cut down.


  I moved my body purely on instinct, pushing myself beyond my
limits.


  Until I obtained power that was almost infinite. I drew out every
ounce of strength and speed I had.


  But it was only "almost."


  Humans don’t truly possess infinite power, unlike the Lunarians.


  "Ugh…"


  The first to fall was Rai. He was overwhelmed by attacks far beyond
the rules, until the yagura tower he stood on vanished entirely.


  "This just never ends…"


  Noi tried to keep sniping with all his might, but the Lunarians army
rushed in and swallowed him whole.


  Even though they would revive immediately, the life counters of both
of them had probably already dropped to zero. Next time, they likely
wouldn’t be able to come back.


  "Iroha…!"


  "Sorry…"


  Then Mami and Roka fell as well.


  "Is that all you’ve got, you damn aliens? Iroha and I are still
standing!"


  Now the only ones still on their feet were Mikado and me.


  But how much longer could we hold out?


  Suddenly, the sunlight was blocked.


  When I looked up, a single Lunarians had appeared above us.


  Gigantic, like a mythical beast in disguise. It swung its ritual
staff as it descended like a meteor.


  The explosion from the impact blasted me away, sending me rolling
across the ground.


  But—


  "—Ghk!"


  Mikado Akira didn’t budge an inch. Even though his body was covered
in wounds, he stopped the Lunarians’s falling attack with a single
sword.


  "Big brother!"


  "...Rai, Noi. Lend me your power."


  "Understood."


  "Yessir."


  Energy erupted from Mikado Akira’s body, warping the surrounding
space.


  "Oraaah!"


  With a full swing of his arm, he sent the Lunarians’s giant body
flying high into the sky, disappearing far away as if he had hurled it
all the way back to the moon.


  What is with this abnormal attack power?


  And those ominous patterns appearing across his face…


  Don’t tell me—


  『That’s cheat mode! Just moments ago, it was confirmed that Mikado
Akira of Black onyX, together with Rai and Noi, has activated cheat
mode!』


  The loyal dog, Otako, shouted at the top of her lungs, sending a wave
of commotion racing through the stands.


  Just as I thought—it really was cheat mode.


  A forbidden technique that tampered with the game from the program
side, forcibly pushing all attack stats far beyond the limit. Of course,
it was something that should automatically get you banned by the
Tsukuyomi system the moment you used it,


  and make you lose everything.


  Even knowing that, he still went this far for my sake… Heat surged up
in my chest.


  "This isn’t over yet!"


  Black onyX, having pushed past their limits once again, launched
another furious counterattack against the Lunarians.


  Even so, it still wasn’t enough.


  The Lunarians kept appearing endlessly, like a bottomless fountain,
crushing the people of Earth with sheer numbers.


  "Don’t worry about us! Just run, Iroha!"


  I had no choice but to run toward Kaguya.


  I knew running wouldn’t change anything.


  Even so, I still wanted to run.


  At the very least… I wanted to be by Kaguya’s side. I ran straight
toward her, but—


  "Ugh!"


  Lunarians that appeared out of nowhere surrounded me in layers.


  And then, Kaguya’s singing stopped.


  The outro slowly faded away, her dance coming to a halt.


  The color of the sky began to shift, as if it had been waiting for
this moment.


  When I looked up, the army of Lunarians completely covered the
sky.


  Were they really capable of teleporting forces on this scale at any
moment?


  Or perhaps…


  they had simply been waiting for the song to end.


  Not as a “battle,”


  but as some kind of ritual.


  Kaguya showed a smile as if she understood everything, accepting
defeat.


  That expression resembled Yachiyo’s a little.


  "...Kaguya.”


  I couldn’t run any further.


  The Lunarians didn’t attack again either.


  In fact, they even stepped back and opened a path so I could clearly
see Kaguya.


  Before long, one Lunarian walked forward and stopped in front of
Kaguya, who had just finished singing.


  Then it knelt down respectfully.


  Kaguya wore the expression of someone greeting a familiar old friend,
and said without the slightest trace of resentment,


  "You came all this way. Welcome."


  "Sorry for running away.


  But… I had an amazing time. I really did."


  The Lunarian who lifted its head showed no change in expression.


  Even so, for some reason it somehow looked like it was smiling.


  Then Kaguya began to rise into the air. She stepped onto a glowing
cloud that appeared beneath her feet.


  Surrounded by countless Lunarians, and with Inudoj following
behind,


  it slowly floated upward toward the sky, heading for the moon of
Tsukuyomi.


  "That was the most wonderful graduation live ever! I received so many
souvenirs. Thank you so much, everyone!"


  She waved to the fans packed tightly below.


  "Hehe, it’s a little sad, but I guess this is where it ends. And
also…"


  "Iroha."


  Warmth touched my shoulder in the real world.


  My cheek, shoulders, chest, back—everything was wrapped in
warmth.


  Kaguya was hugging me.


  I couldn’t open my eyes, because I knew this was the last time.


  The strength slowly drained from my knees, and as my body nearly
collapsed, Kaguya held me up.


  When did she grow this big?


  Back then, she used to be so small.


  Small enough to fit in the palm of my hand.


  She cried when she was hungry, cried because she wanted to go
outside, cried because she wanted to play, because she wanted to stay
together.


  She cried all the time.


  But now, the only one crying was me.


  Wait. Don’t go.


  There are still so many things I want us to do together…


  "...Iroha, I love you”
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  Something


  fell onto the floor of the streaming room with a dull thud.


  I collapsed to my knees on the floor.


  I hugged myself tightly, trying to keep the last traces of Kaguya’s
touch from fading away from my body.


  I squeezed so hard that my skin almost cried out in pain.


  Even so, the warmth slowly began to fade.


  "Everyone… thank you for your hard work.


  I’ll… head back first. Sorry."


  I said that,


  and then logged out of Tsukuyomi.


  Before I knew it, I was already standing in the streaming room in the
real world.


  At the very least, I tried not to let anyone see my tears, so that
the people who had fought alongside me wouldn’t feel disappointed.


  I tried to act as normal as possible.


  But how well I could actually manage that… I wasn’t confident at
all.


  I removed the smart console and walked out of the room.


  I glanced briefly at the entrance door before stepping into the dark
hallway.


  The bathroom door was slightly ajar…


  I closed the bathroom door, walked past the kitchen, and entered the
living room.


  Then I slowly looked around.


  Kaguya was everywhere.


  Shoes left scattered around,


  small livestream items overflowing all the way into the hallway,


  the lingering scent from the bathroom,


  a deba knife,


  simple recipes and reminder notes stuck onto the refrigerator,


  and laughter that seemed to have soaked into the walls.


  The entire house was filled with traces of Kaguya.


  An alien who suddenly appeared one day, turned my perfect life upside
down,


  and then one day disappeared just as suddenly.


  "You always used my money without asking,


  always did whatever you wanted,


  always messed things up,


  and you never cleaned up after yourself.


  You kept bothering me all the time.


  You really were


  the absolute worst."


  A notification sound came from the smartphone in my pocket.


  It was a money transfer from Kaguya.


  ‘I’m paying back the money I used! Sorry for causing trouble.’


  That’s what it said.


  "With this much money,


  who would even dare spend it,


  you dummy…"


  I collapsed to my knees on the living room floor.


  The tears welled up on their own, impossible to stop.
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  Rain began to fall


  at dawn that day


  No, that is a lie


  The truth is, I do not even remember when it started raining. It just
so happened that by the time I became aware of the rain, it was already
morning


  I hugged my knees in the living room, listening to the sound of rain
hitting the ground


  There was no other sound. Only the gentle drizzle


  When I looked up, I saw Kaguya in the kitchen, swinging a ladle like
a conductor’s baton


  "Good grief, I have a feeling this meal is going to be another
masterpiece"


  On the sofa, another Kaguya was wildly strumming an acoustic guitar
while singing


  "Hey, listen to this. I tried writing a song. The title is I
Accidentally Cut My Bangs Too Short!"


  In the hallway, yet another Kaguya was running around and dancing
noisily


  "Iroha Look at this! This is trending on social media right now. I
worked so hard to learn it, but when I watch it now, my moves are
totally different. Isn’t that funny?"


  When I stepped into the streaming room, Kaguya’s voice echoed as she
waved glow sticks while watching an idol video


  "Heeey, this girl is so cute! And she’s such a good dancer! If I were
up there, I’d probably be the gold member, right?"


  [Note] In idol culture, each member has a designated theme color.
Kaguya is joking that if she were an idol, she would be assigned the
gold color of the group


  I stood up and slowly walked around, touching each fragment of Kaguya
still scattered throughout the apartment


  Taking my time, I revisited my memories of her, then gently put them
back in place


  I cannot stay in this apartment any longer. Of course, money is part
of the reason


  But more than that, I cannot move forward while carrying this many
Kaguyas with me


  I hear Kaguya’s voice from the bathroom, begging to bathe
together


  I hear Kaguya’s voice from the toilet, tablet in hand, locking
herself inside and refusing to come out


  By the entrance, Kaguya runs to answer the intercom and ends up
chatting endlessly with the delivery person


  One by one, I face each Kaguya, reliving the many memories we
shared


  After the sun has risen and set again and again


  Eventually, I arrive at the completely empty living room


  So this is what the walls originally looked like


  I hug my knees in a corner that feels strangely distant


  Letting my body slowly grow accustomed to the air


  Then I take a bath and sleep the entire day away


  Even when I open my eyes, there is no longer any sound of Kaguya.
There is nothing left that needs tidying up


  It is probably time


  for me to look ahead


  The next morning, I change into my school uniform and slip my feet
into my loafers


  "I'm heading out.”


  My voice passes through the empty hallway and echoes hollowly


  ※


  "Ah, Sakayori, you recovered from COVID, right?"


  "Huh? I thought you went abroad to study?"


  "Congratulations! I can’t believe you’re getting married!"


  It seems that during the few days I skipped school without notice,
all kinds of rumors had been flying around


  There is no way I can deny them one by one, so I simply say "Good
morning" to everyone and head straight to the staff room


  I bow deeply to Teacher Tachibana before anything else and hand in
the long overdue questionnaire about my future academic plans


  "So in the end… the Faculty of Law, huh"


  He studies my face for a moment before taking the form


  "I’m sorry. A lot of things happened"


  "Sakayori, you have always tried too hard. To be honest, I feel a
little relieved"


  "But I’m fine now. I’ll aim for the Faculty of Law. May I consult you
next time about exam preparation?"


  "Of course"


  After saying that, Teacher Tachibana gives his usual
elderly-goat-like smile. In the end, he does not scold me at all for
skipping school without a word


  When I leave the staff room, I wait in the hallway for Roka and Mami
to arrive


  As soon as I see them, I rush over and bow


  "I’m sorry I didn’t reply to your messages!"


  "I’m really sorry! I truly am! I mean… how should I say this… I’m
really sorry!"


  I have no excuse at all, so I can only keep bowing over and over in
the middle of the hallway


  "You ignored us pretty harshly"


  "We were about to storm your house, you know"


  They tease me, pretending to be slightly upset


  "I’m sorry! I’m really sorry!"


  I bow even deeper


  "We just—"


  "As long as we know Iroha is alive, that’s enough"


  Mami and Roka say that with faintly bitter smiles


  "Thank you… and I’m sorry"


  "But wow, you look terrible. Haven’t you been eating? Your skin is so
dry"


  Mami reaches out and gently touches my cheek, stroking it sadly


  Now that I think about it… maybe I have only been drinking water
these past few days


  "Okay! Let’s celebrate Iroha’s return with a meal! I’ll sit there and
watch until you finish everything"


  "Sounds good. Then today— ah, mami busy today isn't?. So tomorrow
dinner, okay? The café we went to before. And Iroha’s treating"


  Roka taps rapidly on her smartphone screen, faster than my eyes can
follow, turning Mami’s suggestion into a scheduled plan in an instant.
They really are a perfectly synchronized duo


  "Actually, how about that? The pumpkin-themed campaign at BAMBOO
Cafe! I’ve been wanting to go!"


  "Wait, isn’t that where Iroha works part-time? She probably wouldn’t
want to go there"


  "No problem, we can go"


  I am about to reply when the bell rings


  "Oh no!" they shout in unison and start running. I run after
them—


  Wait


  My feet stop


  Something in my thoughts catches me


  How do they know about the pumpkin-themed campaign?


  The pumpkin campaign at BAMBOO Cafe only started because Mio-chan
accidentally ordered the wrong supplies


  With its concept as a hidden café tucked inside a residential area,
the shop has no flyers, not even a website. Unless you actually visit,
there is no way to know such a campaign exists


  "Iroha, what are you doing!"


  "We’re going to be late! We haven’t even put our bags down yet!"


  Mami and Roka are anxiously stomping their feet at the foot of the
stairs


  Could it be… they really went to BAMBOO Cafe because they were
worried about me?


  No, it cannot be just that


  There is no way they would go all the way there and only stop by my
workplace


  Before that, they must have gone to my apartment


  My apartment has an auto-lock system. If I do not unlock it, no one
can enter. Did the intercom ring?


  Maybe it did. Maybe I just did not answer


  So, denied entry, they had no choice but to go to BAMBOO Cafe
instead


  "Iroha, we’re going on ahead—"


  I start running before they even finish their sentence


  “Ahhh!"


  "What’s wrong?"


  I throw myself forward and hug them both tightly


  "I’m sorry"


  "Huh, Iroha?"


  "I—I’m sorry"


  "What’s gotten into you?"


  Only now do I realize


  how selfish I have been


  how arrogant


  How lonely must it feel


  to be rejected by a silent intercom


  How painful must it feel


  to be turned away by a friend at the door


  How sad must it feel


  to know your concern did not reach the other person


  "Wait, Iroha, we’re seriously going to be late"


  Even so, they laugh with me, not blaming me at all, even joking, "We
were about to storm your house"


  "I’m really sorry… I’m sorry"


  Only now do I understand


  how much they have been thinking about me


  When they dragged me to cafés


  When they invited me to the sea


  When they told me to go watch fireworks


  "Iroha, that’s enough"


  "Don’t cry, love you so much"


  I used to think I had been living entirely on my own. I thought that
after moving to Tokyo, I could manage everything by myself


  How foolish


  Only now do I realize how much I have been supported by these two


  "Thank you… Roka, Mami"


  Tears overflow embarrassingly


  The three of us embrace crying in the middle of the hallway Without
caring who might walk by and see


  From now on, I will tell them directly how important they are to
me


  Please stay friends with me forever.


  …Iroha


  Behind my closed eyelids, I feel as though I see Kaguya smiling


  My Kaguya, thank you


  Even now, I still do not know why you appeared before me


  But you saved me. You changed me


  It is strange


  With Kaguya, we went through so much together. We fought a lot, got
irritated a lot, were troubled a lot


  Even so, I feel like I've liked you from the very start.


  And how did you feel, Kaguya?


  The Kaguya behind my eyelids only smiles without answering


  I will not forget you


  No matter how many years pass


  Even if one day that smile fades from behind my eyelids


  I will never forget you


  Absolutely


  And


  I will move forward, carrying my memories of you in my heart


  The fairy-tale-like days I spent with Kaguya have come to an end


  And everyday life returns to Iroha once more


  This is the story of Iroha and Princess Kaguya


  It ends happily and beautifully
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  [ Chapter 7 ]


  > Page 355-406


  "Like hell it can end like that!"


  That was close. I almost pulled the curtain down and brought the
whole story to a close.


  There's no way... It can't end like this!


  Everything I felt just now was completely real. Not a single bit of
it was a lie.


  It’s just that… I don’t have an ordinary life to return to
anymore.


  A daily life without Kaguya isn’t a daily life at all!


  “Like hell I’d accept an ending like that!”


  “Waaaah!”


  Bang!


  I slammed the door open and burst into the staff room.


  Tachibana-sensei jumped up from her chair in surprise.


  I rushed straight to the teacher’s desk and snatched back the future
career survey I had just submitted a moment ago.


  “I’m sorry! I need a little more time to think!”


  “F-Feel free…”


  The teacher watched me with a slightly uneasy expression as I left
the staff room and ran all the way back to my apartment.


  Even though there wasn’t really any reason to run.


  There wasn’t anything urgent at all.


  And yet I kept running.


  Running as if trying to leave everything behind—


  my past self, my hesitation, my confusion, my fear, my lack of
confidence,


  and countless other things.


  “I don’t need that kind of ending. A normal ending would be
enough.”


  No way.


  “This is my ending! I’m going to run straight toward my destiny and
enjoy every second of it!”


  No way in hell.


  “I’ll move forward, carrying the memories I shared with Kaguya in my
heart.”


  “None of that is happening!!”


  I rushed into the streaming room and pulled the keyboard I had just
neatly put away back out again.


  Then I dragged in my laptop, headphones, energy drinks, and all sorts
of other odds and ends.


  “Alright, let’s do this!”


  And I slammed the door shut with all my strength, as if I had no
intention of returning to the human world a second time.


  “Oh—before that.”


  I won’t make the same mistake twice. I should contact Roka, Mami, and
BAMBOOcafe first.


  I sent a message to my best friend saying I’d be skipping classes for
a few days, but that I was fine and there was nothing to worry
about.


  As for my part-time job, I sent an email saying I’d caught the
epidemic that’s been going around and couldn’t even move, so I wouldn’t
be able to come to work for a while.


  The contents of the two messages were completely opposite in every
possible way.


  Replies came back almost immediately.


  “Mami: Okay~ But what about dinner tomorrow?”


  “Roka: We can just postpone it. Let the princess be satisfied first,
then we’ll talk. But make sure you eat three proper meals!”


  “Mio-chan: Sakayori-senpai, I heard from the manager. Please get
plenty of rest and don’t worry about things here.”


  “Don’t worry. Thanks for helping with so many things all this time.
From here on, leave it to me!”


  Thank you, Mami. Roka. Mio-chan.


  “Thank you, everyone!”


  I said my thanks out loud and bowed to my smartphone. Then I turned
back to face the keyboard once more—facing myself, and facing Kaguya
through those keys.


  Hey, Kaguya. There’s something I want to tell you. Something I have
to send to you no matter what.


  Do you remember what you said that day, during the fireworks
festival?


  “Actually, I still want to sing with you a lot more, Iroha. And I
want to make plenty of new songs together too.”


  “Me too… I want to do so much more…”


  I want to sing together more.


  I want to talk more.


  I want to play together more.


  I want to go out together more.


  I want to see so many more sights together.


  I want to laugh side by side much more.


  “I want to stay with you longer, Kaguya!”


  I’ll turn those feelings into a song.


  Where are you right now? On the Moon? Somewhere out in space? It
doesn’t matter where you are—I’ll send it to you.


  A song filled with every last one of my feelings.


  Dad… please help me.


  I placed my fingers on the keyboard.


  But before I could begin, my phone rang—as if it had been waiting for
this exact moment.


  Incoming call.


  Strangely enough, I knew immediately who it was.


  On the screen, the words appeared:


  『Mom is calling』


  I answered without hesitation.


  “Hello—”


  “So you finally picked up, you coward.”


  A cold voice pierced straight into my ears, completely ignoring the
mood. It cut in before I could even finish my first sentence.


  “Do you know how many times I called you? You didn’t have the guts to
talk because you know you’re a useless child, right?


  I heard you skipped school without even notifying them. What makes
you think you’re so important, huh?


  Do you think you’re the only person in the world? When you ruin even
one thing, have you ever thought about how many people it causes trouble
for?


  If you don’t stop acting like the world revolves around you, don’t
expect anyone to value you. No one will appreciate you. They’ll just sit
back and laugh at you.”


  She wouldn’t stop. The words just kept coming.


  She was still just as good at lecturing as ever.


  Even when I held the smartphone away from my ear, her scolding was
still perfectly clear.


  My willpower drained in an instant, like a battery losing charge.


  This is how Mom does things.


  She never gives me the chance to argue back—pressing me again and
again, pointing out my flaws without stopping.


  My older brother told me to just let it slide, but I can’t do that. I
have my own way.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  No matter how I say it, this time I’m completely in the wrong.


  So I have to start with an apology.


  However—


  “Don’t apologize if you don’t even have anything to argue back with.
I’m not the kind of fool who’d fall silent just because you apologized.
Or what, do you want me to be the only one yelling while you just stand
there and take it like a punching bag?”


  An apology alone would never shake Mom. I knew that very well.


  “Listen, Mom.”


  “Fine, go ahead. But choose your words carefully. What you say next
will decide things—and once it’s said, there’s no taking it back.”


  “…I understand.”


  “Then say it.”


  After a brief silence, I took a deep breath. I already knew that any
long preface would be pointless.


  “…I can’t be the ideal daughter you want.”


  “…”


  “I’ve tried my best all this time. I wanted to talk with you as
equals. I wanted us to become a family again.


  But in the end, I finally realized something. You and I aren’t the
same person. Wanting us to feel the same way was impossible from the
start.


  But… that’s okay.”


  “…”


  “Mom, I want to find what I truly want to do. Not for praise, and not
to be acknowledged by someone else. I want to discover something I
genuinely want to do from the bottom of my heart.


  I want to live my life for that.”


  “Is that so.”


  “But I’m not asking you to support me or anything. At the very least…
please give me time. Until I can find it.”


  Even while holding the smartphone, I bowed my head. I knew she
couldn’t see me, but I bowed as deeply as I could.


  Mom was silent for a long moment before she spoke.


  “You’re still immature. You always have been—”


  Of course, she wasn’t shaken in the slightest.


  After that, it turned into nothing more than an argument—two hundred
kilometers apart, with only a smartphone between us. And when that
argument finally came to an end—


  “Fine.”


  Mom said it suddenly.


  “Go ahead and try it. But doing what you like comes with
responsibility. Whether you’re truly suited for it or not, you won’t
know until the very end.


  In the worst case, you might die alone somewhere with no one around.
Don’t forget that.”


  She left me with only those words before ending the call on her
side.


  The only way Mom knows how to show concern is by scaring people like
that.


  I collapsed onto the sofa as if all my strength had drained away.


  “…I said it.”


  I really said it—to Mom.


  Strangely, I didn’t feel shaken at all. If it were the old me, just
being acknowledged by Mom would have made me so happy I’d feel like I
was floating in heaven.


  “I see…”


  The number one place in my heart had changed a long time ago.


  A little lonely, a little happy—what kind of feeling is this?


  I tried listening carefully to the voice inside my head again, but
Mom’s voice no longer appeared there.


  After that, the moon rose into the sky many more times.


  Aside from sleeping and eating, I poured all my time and energy into
the keyboard.


  “…It’s done.”


  At last, it was born.


  After so much struggle and stumbling along the way, the final moment
came surprisingly smoothly—as if guided by the moonlight.


  “Dad… thank you.”


  …I really did enjoy this.


  Cradling the song that had just been born—still pulsing with its own
rhythm in my arms—I stood up.


  I opened the window and stepped barefoot onto the balcony, bathed in
moonlight.


  It was a windless night. When I looked up, the moon—its left side
swallowed by darkness—was gazing down at me.


  Kaguya, are you watching from up there? Will you listen to my voice?
I might not be the best singer, but I gave it everything I had. This
song carries all the feelings I poured into it.


  The silver bracelet Kaguya gave me—a fragment of Kaguya
herself—sparkled in the moonlight. I held it carefully in both hands and
took a deep breath, drawing the night air into my lungs.


  “All the things left unsaid from yesterday,


  I want to talk to you about them a little more.


  They may be trivial and meaningless,


  but even that is more than enough.


  I want to hear the stories inside your heart—


  if that could really happen,


  it would be everything I’ve been wishing for.”


  At some point, I realized that the singing voice was no longer mine
alone.


  The two of us were singing together.


  You still remember the melody perfectly, don’t you, Kaguya?


  I’m singing together with Kaguya.


  It’s not my imagination—I can hear it clearly.


  Kaguya’s voice.


  Her voice.


  “Kaguya, one more time!”


  Laughter rang out and ran ahead.


  Let’s sing again—however many times it takes.


  I began singing once more, this time with the two of us together…


  Huh?


  “What was that sound…?”


  I shouldn’t have been able to hear that voice.


  And yet—


  A third voice?


  What is this? A world that should have contained only me and Kaguya
now had a third voice mixed in.


  It was a voice I recognized without needing to think.


  There’s no way I could ever mistake this voice.


  Why?


  Why is it her voice?


  “—Ah.”


  At that moment, a star streaked across the night sky, as if guided by
something.


  In my mind, shooting stars streaked by as well—one after another,
turning into countless flashes of thought that illuminated every corner
of my mind.


  I had felt something strange from the very beginning.


  I should have left music behind—so why was I still drawn to her
song?


  Why did her music sink so deeply into my heart?


  Why was she singing the same melody as the song I had composed?


  And why did she always smile quietly, as if she already knew the fate
waiting ahead?


  All those “whys” merged into one.


  “Yachiyo…”


  I spoke the name of my goddess.


  ※


  "Lately Yachiyo has been practicing the dojo loach scooping dance.
It's a really hilarious dance. I'll show you.


  Alright, here we go. A Soree, a Yoissho"


  The last time I dived into Tsukuyomi was after Kaguya's graduation
live.


  The monitors along the corridor were still playing Yachiyo's stream
as usual. Several avatars had stopped to watch, some of them laughing,
but I immediately knew it was just a rerun. For someone like me who
follows everything Yachiyo does, something like that is obvious at a
glance. Something like this had never happened before.


  Something must have happened to Yachiyo.


  No matter how hard I tried to investigate, it led nowhere.


  The phone wouldn't connect, and my emails got no replies.


  I held onto the faintest sliver of hope


  and came to Tsukuyomi to take a look.


  But in the end, to actually meet Yachiyo...


  "—Hm?"


  What was that just now? Something seemed to move at the corner of my
eye. As if it realized I had noticed it, it hurried away immediately, so
I started running after it.


  "Wait! Why are you alone—”


  When did it become this fast? It darted through one narrow alley
after another, heading straight toward a dead end.


  Only when it reached the dead end did it finally stop.


  "Tell me where she is"


  I asked Fushi, who had just come to a halt there.


  Fushi, who should always be by Yachiyo's side.


  Fushi, who should be one with Yachiyo.


  "..."


  It turned to look at me in silence, pressing its lips together
tightly, staring back without saying a word. It didn't seem like it
intended to answer. If that's the case, then fine.


  "Then I'll find her myself"


  I said that and turned around.


  "You idiot"


  At last, Fushi opened its mouth.


  "And where exactly are you going to look?"


  "If you won't tell me, then I'll search the whole world"


  When I answered like that, Fushi stared at me with its tiny eyes and
then said


  "...Try opening your eyes”


  Open my eyes? For a moment I didn't understand what that meant, but
when I lifted my eyelids—


  "This way"


  Why? Fushi was in my room. In my room in the real world, and it was
running out as if guiding the way.


  I immediately noticed that the AR function of my smartcon was turned
on. There was no time to think. I ran outside after it, still wearing my
loungewear.


  Fushi dashed through the city with ease, as if it were already
familiar with the real world. Turning corners, running down slopes, even
getting on a train, it eventually brought me to a room in an apartment
building.


  The door wasn't locked.


  I slowly pushed the door open.


  "...What is this place?"


  The stagnant, humid heat lingering inside greeted me.


  Maybe it could be called a server room. The space was crammed with
computers, storage devices, and networking equipment, piled up messily
and completely without order. Yet it was a kind of clutter that felt
strangely familiar.


  Standing at the center of the room was—


  "An aquarium...?"


  A glass tank with bubbles rising inside. It was filled with a
mysterious liquid, and what was submerged within it was... a bamboo
shoot.


  I spent only a few seconds thinking, but it really did look like a
bamboo shoot. What was it? The more I looked, the more it resembled one.
The more I looked, the harder it became to look away. It felt both
familiar and as if I were seeing it for the first time. Could it be—


  Yes. The same feeling as when I first saw the Lunarians.


  "This is Yachiyo"


  "...Huh?"


  "Enter Tsukuyomi from here"


  Following Fushi's words, I closed my eyes and dived into Tsukuyomi.
It took a little while before—


  Slower than usual. The sensation was different, as if I were quietly
sneaking in through a back door.


  "..."


  It was a room I had never seen before.


  Countless lamps cast a dim glow. A faint sound of wind that, just by
hearing it, told me we were very high up.


  It was a special room. Warm and comfortable, yet tinged with a slight
loneliness.


  It must be someone's private room. Perhaps it belonged to the person
currently sitting in front of me with their back turned.


  "...Kaguya"


  The back with long hair flowing across the floor looked like
Kaguya.


  It looked very much like Kaguya. But the one who turned around
was—


  "Yachiyo"


  —her.


  I threw the absurd question at the singer of Tsukuyomi. Even though
it was only a hypothesis, born from the faint voice of heaven that had
reached my heart.


  "Yachiyo... you're Kaguya?"


  "..."


  "I know it sounds strange, but..."


  Yachiyo's eyes widened in surprise.


  Then she gave a faint smile.


  And slowly stood up.


  "Once upon a time, long, long ago"


  And then she began to tell the story, in Yachiyo's usual tone.


  "Princess Kaguya, who was extremely diligent, had returned to the
Moon and was once again working day and night.


  One day, a certain song was sent to her"


  "It was a song written for Princess Kaguya. A song meant for Kaguya
alone"


  My song.


  "Princess Kaguya was overjoyed, and thought, then maybe I should go
back to Earth one more time〜 So she hurried to clear up all her work at
the speed of light, finishing everything neatly and handing over the
rest to others.


  However, if counted by Earth's time, it was already very late. But
there was no need to worry. With the Moon's cutting-edge technology, it
was possible to travel across time.


  And so Princess Kaguya headed for Earth, stepping across time itself.
But just before reaching it, she crashed straight into a gigantic
rock〜"


  "...."


  "Well〜 when it comes to time travel, no matter how advanced the
technology is, it's still extremely difficult to control〜 The ship was
heavily damaged and was on the verge of total failure. Just forcing it
to reach Earth was already pushing it to the limit.


  And when it finally arrived, it turned out to be Earth from around
eight thousand years ago"


  "...."


  "With the little power that remained in the nearly broken ship, only
the Inudochi that came along managed to obtain a physical body…"


  "By chance, it ended up becoming a sea bunny that was swimming
nearby. Because of that, Kaguya could only communicate with Earth
through that sea bunny"


  —I stood there frozen, barely understanding what kind of story I was
even listening to.


  "As time passed, humans began turning things that could not be seen
into forms, and gained the power to connect with many people. It
resembled the world of the Moon in some ways.


  And so Kaguya realized for the first time that even a being that
existed only as a soul might still be able to connect with the world. As
the singer of the virtual world Tsukuyomi, she was able to meet Iroha
again"


  ...With me? That means—


  "Yeah. With Iroha"


  As soon as she finished saying that, Yachiyo struck her own forehead
with her hand as if she had made a huge mistake.


  "Ow, that hurts〜 I guess you couldn't really call this a happy
ending after all~ Just like I thought"


  She laughed as if pretending to be playful, with the same voice as
always
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  "...What about the Kaguya who was with me?"


  I asked. Yachiyo's faint smile softened slightly before she
replied.


  "That Kaguya is still wandering within the same cycle right now"


  She said it with lonely eyes, gazing up at the moon of Tsukuyomi.


  "None of us can escape that cycle"


  Perhaps it was even a self-mocking smile.


  "...I don't understand at all"


  I truly didn't understand. No, maybe I simply didn't want to
understand. What exactly was Yachiyo talking about? The same cycle
again? Something like that couldn't possibly be real...


  Then what about the Kaguya I knew, my Kaguya...


  "I don't understand any of it"


  Does that mean she was sent back to Earth from eight thousand years
ago?


  All alone?


  She was drawn here by my song, just so she could meet me.


  "It's just a fairy tale, so don't think too hard about it～ Now then,
let's celebrate meeting each other again★"


  Yachiyo laughed playfully as she grabbed my hand, as if telling me
not to think about it any further.


  Then she led me out onto the balcony.


  The room seemed to be very high up, because from this balcony the
nightscape of Tsukuyomi stretched as far as the eye could see.


  "Yachiyo likes the view from here the most"


  Yachiyo said it while spreading both arms wide, as if embracing the
lights of the night.


  The wind of Tsukuyomi played with her long hair, making it sway.


  That familiarity with the wind was exactly like Kaguya.


  It's beautiful... I found myself absentmindedly staring at the side
of her face.


  "Why...?"


  "Hm?"


  "Why does Yachiyo always smile?"


  Even though it was something impossibly grand, a ridiculous story too
absurd to believe.


  Yet she kept giggling as if she were telling an old fairy tale.


  Even so, why was it that, in my eyes, Yachiyo looked as if she were
about to cry?


  "Because I'm Yachiyo, of course"


  She answered so quickly it felt as though she had prepared the reply
beforehand.


  It was probably both an escape from something, and at the same time
the truth.


  Yachiyo looked down at the nightscape of Tsukuyomi once again with
gentle eyes, then said,


  "But..."


  The fingers gripping the railing began to tremble.


  "Even though I promised I would bring it to a happy ending"


  The trembling spread up her arm.


  "Even though I heard Iroha's song and made it all the way back
here"


  It spread to her shoulders.


  "I'm sorry. I ruined it"


  And at last, her voice began to shake.


  "The radiant Princess Kaguya


  has now become an old lady”


  Even so, Yachiyo continued to smile. Not a single tear fell. She was
smiling even as she cried.


  "...Kaguya"


  Kaguya had never made a face like that.


  After a long silence, Yachiyo spoke timidly.


  "Iroha, if you don't want to know, you can forget about it. Something
like that... if it's me, I could make you forget—"


  "Yachiyo!"


  My voice came out so loud that it startled even me. I didn't know
why, but everything inside me was overflowing. Sadness, loneliness,
anger.


  Yachiyo stared at me with wide eyes.


  I turned around, stomped back into the room, and dropped down onto
the wooden floor as if I were about to sink right through it.


  "Tell me"


  "Huh?"


  "Tell me everything you went through during those eight thousand
years"


  "Eh?"


  "I'm not going to sleep!"


  "...What kind of nonsense are you talking about? You're really
selfish, you know"


  Yachiyo laughed, as if she had grown a little younger.


  With a light flick of her hand, the room before us


  transformed into the apartment where I used to live.


  Snacks and cola were sitting on the table, and it felt like we had
gone back to the days when Kaguya and I lived together.


  But this time I wasn't surprised.


  Because this time, I was the one who stepped into this world
first.


  "Then I guess I'll start with the time I went fishing with the Jomon
people. The one I remember best was... Nakatsuno, I think. That shrimp
with the really long whiskers.


  That one was incredibly rare. It was bright red even before being
boiled. Back then I really wanted to make sushi out of it.


  And there was also the Otsukinamasu! That one only comes out on
nights when the moon is visible. A huge catfish that you just can't seem
to catch! But when you grill it over firewood, the fat drips out like
wringing water from a soaked towel. And then, and then—"


  She just kept talking. Talking and talking, for two full days, barely
stopping to breathe.


  "That's enough. You should sleep, Iroha. You're going to die at this
rate"


  I was about to collapse myself, but I still forced out the reply that
I was fine.


  "Go to sleep already! Just sleep!"


  "Oh dear, looks like it's Yachiyo's bedtime now. Well then, good
night～"


  The alert sound from Fushi suddenly cut in.


  As if a thread had been severed, she collapsed and fell asleep
instantly.


  I quietly crept closer to Yachiyo, who was lying stretched out on the
wooden floor.


  I couldn't hear her breathing, but her eyelids were firmly
closed.


  She must be asleep.


  "Yachiyo's operational limit is fifty-two hours. She needs to enter
sleep mode periodically to recharge, update, and organize her
memories"


  Fushi hopped onto Yachiyo's body as it spoke.


  "...Yachiyo is more talkative than I thought. Usually I'm the one
telling her things, so I don't actually know that much about her"


  "Well, she does spend all her time giggling"


  I shook my heavy head and sat down beside the sleeping Yachiyo.


  Even in sleep, her face still carried a smile.


  I raised my hand and gently stroked her hair, as if trying to cherish
her, and soothe her.


  "...Even though it couldn't have all been just funny stories"


  She must have learned that fake smile from the eight thousand years
that had passed.


  She had become just like me.


  "Hey, Fushi?"


  "..."


  "Yachiyo is still hiding something, isn't she?"


  "..."


  The composed sea bunny, Fushi, didn't answer right away. After a long
stretch of silence, it finally spoke.


  "...If Yachiyo didn't say it herself, then that means..."


  "Tell me. I want to see all of Kaguya's story"


  "I don't even know if a human body can endure it"


  "Don't argue with me. I don't care"


  Fushi fell silent again.


  This time, however, the silence didn't feel like hesitation over an
answer.


  "Just now... Yachiyo looked truly happy. For the first time in a very
long time"


  "Yeah"


  "Alright then. Here we go!"


  The sea bunny's eyes glowed red. The moment that gaze swept across
the room, the entire space shattered like a pile of wooden blocks being
scattered.


  And my body began to fall—


  『Yachiyo, where are you right now? Please come out. Help me…』


  "Kaguya!"


  In a single instant, I merged with Kaguya's consciousness and was
carried soaring into the world from eight thousand years ago.


  ※


  ...Where is this?


  When I opened my eyes, I was standing on a deserted beach.


  ...Why am I in a place like this?


  I remember... I heard Iroha's song. And then, all the memories of the
world came rushing back to me.


  I created a clone body of my own. Then I worked together with the
princess to build a ship, and we set out on a journey, singing as we
went.


  ...Right, we crashed into a meteor back then, and the systems
malfunctioned... geez.


  Just who was it that developed such an extreme time-reversal
algorithm!? Oh right, the one responsible was Kaguya herself～


  Even though all the calculations were perfect... what a shame.
Relying purely on theory like that, I guess you could call it a
catastrophic failure~!


  ...Iroha


  ...It seems I've messed everything up.


  ...Iroha!


  When I tried to shout, I realized no sound came out.


  ...Iroha!


  When I tried to run, I realized I couldn't move.


  ...Iroha!!


  When I looked at the reflection on the surface of the water, I
realized I had no body.


  Ah, this is bad. It seems the "automatic transformation" system isn't
working.


  Lunarians exist only as consciousness without physical bodies.


  That's why the lunar vessel, the Shining Bamboo,


  is supposed to have a function where, once the ship lands, it scans
the environment of that planet and grants the most suitable body
available. That's how it should work.


  If no host body can be found, does that mean I'll become something
like a ghost?


  Ugh... this emptiness is unbearable...


  Or has the host-body function already broken?


  ...Shining Bamboo, respond.


  What is this? This isn't good.


  ...Shining Bamboo, please respond.


  I already simulated every possible outcome.


  Did Kaguya-chan really end up at a dead end this time?


  ...Shining Bamboo, answer me!!


  Are you kidding me?


  No voice, no body, unable to move anywhere.


  Even making myself disappear together with the outermost defense
system that I programmed myself


  is impossible?


  ...Iroha


  I can't even hold my head.


  The more I tried to understand the situation,


  the clearer my thoughts gradually became.


  I slowly organized everything that had happened to me, comparing it
carefully with my current state.


  ...Ah. I really did mess up.


  After a long time passed, I slowly sank into despair.


  How many years have passed since that day?


  Morning returned again and again, night came and went.


  The blazing sunlight poured down,


  snow drifted softly from the sky.


  Events like that


  repeated themselves countless times.


  I felt neither heat nor cold. I simply remained sitting by the water
like that, hugging knees that did not truly exist.


  Within that long span of time, almost like eternity, I kept singing
inside my own mind.


  Only one song.


  …Hey there we can make this moment now, the greatest in the
world~♪


  And then, during the refrain—after who knows how many thousands of
repetitions—


  "――”


  My auditory senses picked up something.


  What is this?


  So faint, so fragile, and unbearably nostalgic.


  "――"


  This was a voice.


  A human voice.


  When I looked up, I saw a boy standing on the beach. A small child,
tilting his head as he listened carefully.


  He... can hear my voice?


  "――"


  The boy turned to look behind him.


  Did someone call for him?


  No, don't go!


  Stay here a little longer. Please listen to me.


  Please.


  Somehow that feeling connected.


  My consciousness rushed into Inudochi's body, into the body of a sea
bunny.


  "Wait!"


  The boy turned toward me.


  The determined look on his face reminded me of someone.


  It seemed we couldn't communicate through language.


  Just as I thought, this probably wasn't the same world where I once
lived with Iroha.


  It might be the distant future, or perhaps far in the past.


  For Lunarians, who exist only as consciousness, decoding and
imitating a local language isn't difficult.


  But in this body, I couldn't produce sounds properly, so
communication was difficult.


  So I used the body language I used to rely on when I was with Iroha.
Before long, I became close with the boy, and we played together.


  Day after day, until one day the boy simply stopped coming.


  What happened?


  I dragged my sea bunny body to go find him,


  and discovered the boy lying there alone.


  His complexion looked terrible.


  Cold sweat covered his body.


  Just like when Iroha used to fall ill.


  He looked like he was suffering terribly.


  Even so, why was no one there to take care of him?


  Where was a doctor? Where was medicine?


  "――"


  The boy murmured as if in a delirium.


  ...Sing for me.


  That's what I heard.


  I wondered if the sounds coming from the sea bunny's body could even
be called a song.


  But I sang with everything I had.


  And the boy seemed to smile just a little.


  So I kept singing.


  Until his suffering faded.


  Until he stopped moving.


  Even after no one was there anymore.


  I was alone again.


  If this is the world of a distant past, long before Iroha's era, then
someday... will I be able to meet Iroha again?


  From a situation like this, where I don't even know which way is left
or right, it's hardly a reliable guess.


  Yachiyo, you're somewhere out there, aren't you...


  That story about being eight thousand years old,


  was it a lie?


  Come help me.


  Of course, no answer came back.


  Time passed faster than I had imagined.


  Peddlers being bargained with again and again


  in the middle of the marketplace.


  Writers with ink-stained fingers


  as they recorded stories.


  Poets endlessly reciting songs of love.


  Officials who thought of nothing but taxes


  and war...


  Even the bureaucrats who spent their days worrying over
administration and generals,


  changing the army's banner every time a new battle broke out.


  Even the powerful families in the capital.


  In the end, everyone lived for only about fifty years at most, then
slowly faded from the stage, like an image dissolving from a scene.


  Wars, too, occurred far too often.


  If one were to paint the history of humanity onto a calendar, nearly
every square would be dyed red with flames, screams, and blood.


  Castles engulfed in fire.


  Small clashes along the coast.


  The plundering of nameless villages.


  Seen from afar, it might look like nothing more than a single red
dot. But each time it happened,


  someone's child, someone's beloved, and someone's "tomorrow"


  were erased.


  And all I could do was watch in silence.


  It was so completely different from life on the Moon.


  In the equations that had already been laid out in advance,


  no one grew old,


  no one truly quarreled,


  and no one died.


  It felt like watching a gigantic aquarium that had been perfectly
designed.


  A still surface of water without a single ripple, and you had to keep
watching it forever.


  Because of that, it took me an immeasurably long time to accept


  that every life has only a single "ending."


  I could not perceive the changing of the seasons. I could not shed
tears, nor could I change anyone's fate.


  There was only this small, soft body drifting along the current,
watching humans be born and then die, over and over again for thousands
of years.


  I fell in love with many people.


  A poet who fell in love with me.


  A girl who continued selling flowers in a city that had turned into
ashes after being bombed.


  An oiran who aimed to become a tayū, training beside me as if I were
her legs.


  I was always drawn to people's determination,


  the way they always wagered everything on being alive.


  Every time I thought of the people I couldn't save, scratches would
appear in my heart, and they never faded away.


  If only I had been able to communicate better, if I could have guided
them just a little...


  Ah... even though before,


  no matter how terrible something was, I probably could have forgotten
it right away.


  Kaguya, the strongest one.


  Kaguya, the one who could do anything.


  That person


  no longer exists.


  ...Hey, Iroha. Not being able to escape from your own weakness is the
scariest thing of all, isn't it?


  The meaning of the "colors" that once shimmered deep within your
eyes... it seems that the me of now finally understands them.


  Humans developed technology rapidly alongside their wars.


  Telephones, refrigerators, radios, glass-screen televisions.


  And eventually,


  the World Wide Web was born.


  With the slow body of a sea bunny, I clumsily typed


  hello.world!


  into the chat box, and pressed send.


  Before long, a reply appeared.


  hello.you


  It really was surprising.


  Even that virtual world,


  the world where I once spent time together with Iroha,


  the memories of it


  had grown terribly faint and blurred.


  ...Because they were already beginning to fade away.


  ...Even Kaguya-chan, that genius,


  without the Moon's infrastructure,


  could only create something like this.


  Oh well.


  I twisted my sea bunny body and forced myself to keep typing the
program,


  trying to connect,


  analyzing access as well.


  If technology advances just a little more,


  if I can connect the Shining Bamboo directly to the network,


  then perhaps I could overcome the limitations of this body


  and truly speak with many people.


  I felt surprised


  when I realized that those faint memories


  were slowly being assembled again, taking shape little by little.


  That's right.


  Someday,


  I want to create a vast open space in the virtual world.


  A place where everyone can do what they love.


  No one has to kill each other.


  No one has to be alone.


  And no matter when, someone will always reply.


  That's right.


  Its name is—


  I suddenly froze.


  Damn it, I'm such an idiot.


  Why didn't I notice it before?


  I'm the one


  who will become Yachiyo.


  This world must have been repeating this


  over and over again.


  And at the same time, I was certain of one thing, no matter what
happened.


  I will meet Iroha again.


  In just a few more decades.


  The tiny heart of the sea bunny beat wildly.


  But you know, Iroha.


  I'm no longer the same Kaguya I once was.


  I started joking around less.


  Even though I kept hoping for the day we would meet again,


  it would probably no longer be the magnificent, beautiful reunion
scene I once dreamed about on the Moon.


  ...Even so,


  this song, this promise, these feelings will surely lead me back to
that place.


  That man I met at the bar


  became my last friend while I was in the body of a sea bunny.


  Not only could he accurately decipher my clumsy, halting words,


  he even openly revealed that he was a CIA agent. Now I had someone
willing to cooperate.


  So that I could meet Iroha again.


  I revealed my own identity as well. I had already prepared myself to
be laughed at, but he only gave his distinctive crooked smile and
replied,


  "I figured as much"


  We carefully made our plans together,


  preparing every detail,


  and then I asked him,


  "Please steal the Shining Bamboo that is being kept in the
Shōsōin"


  He simply nodded with a serious expression,


  even though he must have had duties of his own.


  Was it because of a rare kindness,


  or was he simply someone who enjoyed challenges?


  "Aren't you coming with me?"


  After everything was finished,


  he said that to me at the airport.


  Even though he could have used the Shining Bamboo as a hostage


  and forced me to go back with him if he wanted.


  But I answered,


  "I have a promise I must keep"


  And so he left alone,


  flying back to his own country.


  "The finest wine grows deeper the longer it ages. Life isn't always
filled with bad things"


  Those words,


  and the way he seemed to hide something behind that one-sided smile
of his, have always stayed with me.


  Alright. Everything is ready.


  I created a prototype of the virtual world "Tsukuyomi",


  and on the very day it opened, I immediately held a solo live
performance.


  The song I sang, of course, was that one.


  The song I had always been singing.


  The song that had changed countless times over eight thousand
years—


  the song that once fought together with Iroha and everyone back
then.


  My first live performance.


  As far as my memory can recall,


  it seemed the number of viewers was far fewer


  than the live performance Yachiyo once had.


  But it was more than fun enough.


  Just being able to sing again,


  after eight thousand years,


  made me so happy I could barely stand it.


  After that, I held many more live performances.


  I never once felt bored.


  Maybe today,


  that girl might come to listen.


  Just thinking that


  made my heart tremble every time I stepped onto the stage.


  Every time,


  I searched for her among the audience.


  That girl.


  Perhaps her early avatar


  might be that one over there.


  Maybe she logged in through her brother's account.


  Or perhaps she borrowed a friend's avatar.


  I wonder…


  could that cat be her?


  No matter when,


  I always searched for that girl within the crowd,


  and sang for her.


  And finally,


  that day arrived.


  —Iroha.


  I had thought that I would surely cry.


  But instead,


  I kept smiling until the very last moment


  and continued singing.


  ...Ah, so this is what it feels like.


  This must be why


  Yachiyo always looked like she was having fun,


  always smiling.


  ※


  "Iroha, Iroha!"


  A voice came from outside my head.


  It was my own voice, calling the name of that girl.


  "Iroha!"


  Ah—no.


  This isn't my voice.


  When I opened my eyes, Yachiyo was right in front of me.


  "Yachiyo..."


  "You dummy... you're going to die at this rate..."


  Yachiyo's face looked as if she might burst into tears at any
moment.


  I've seen a scene like this before...


  Kaguya crying,


  worried about me for pushing myself too hard.


  Eight thousand years have passed,


  and yet we've ended up repeating the same thing again.


  "...Kaguya."


  I wrapped my arms around Yachiyo.


  I couldn't help but embrace both of them.


  "I'm sorry... for never noticing all this time."


  "Iroha."


  "Even though you've been waiting for me all along...


  even though you've been searching for me all this time."


  "...Iroha."


  "I'm sorry."


  For these past eight thousand years,


  you've wanted to cry all this time, haven't you?


  "At last... I've finally caught up to you."


  Kaguya, whom I love more than anyone.


  My Kaguya.


  Through the passage of an unimaginably long time,


  she slowly became Yachiyo.


  Sharing loneliness,


  and despair so deep it could almost drive one mad.


  Meeting countless people,


  and parting from just as many.


  And through it all,


  she learned that gentle kind of smile.


  "The one who finally caught up...


  was actually me.”


  Yachiyo whispered beside my ear.


  "Hey, Iroha. Your face, you know—it's incredibly beautiful. I fell in
love instantly”


  She whispered in the same voice Kaguya used to have.


  "Iroha, you're strong, dignified, and you have a beautiful face with
just a hint of sadness.


  Every time you go through something painful, you become a little
stronger,


  and little by little you become more like Iroha.


  Until, eventually, you become the Iroha I know.


  It took me eight thousand years to understand that."


  "Yachiyo..."


  I loosened my embrace from Kaguya.


  I wanted to look directly at Yachiyo's face.


  "I'm grown up now, you know?


  I can even talk things out with my mother now...


  Even if Kaguya isn't here anymore,


  this is already enough of a happy ending...


  The story this time is over."


  Kaguya lives inside Yachiyo.


  Yachiyo, who carries Kaguya within her.


  When I looked at that face—


  "I want to be with Kaguya..."


  For the first time in my life,


  I spoke a wish from the very depths of my heart.


  For the first time in my life,


  I realized what my true feelings were.


  "Iroha..."


  Yachiyo was crying.


  The tears running down the cheeks of that strong, dignified
goddess


  with a trace of sadness—


  they were tears that had been building up for eight thousand
years.


  "...Even though I had already told myself that ending like this would
be enough."


  『Hey there we can make this moment now, the greatest in the
world~♪』


  Yachiyo sang.


  "I've always remembered it.”


  『A beloved tune, a sweetest melody,


  still echoing deep within your heart—


  the song continues to sing.』


  I sang along.


  "Because of this song, I managed to stay alive."


  Yachiyo and I


  raised our hands at the same time.


  The hand sign of Kaguya and Iroha—


  the symbol of best friends.


  As long as this remains,


  no matter how many thousands of years pass,


  we will always be together.


  Yachiyo continued holding my hand


  and spoke with a voice tinged with a little loneliness.


  "Every time I touch it, I always wonder...


  would it feel warm?"


  ...As for me,


  I’ve always received warmth from Yachiyo.


  "I want to eat pancakes with Iroha again."


  But Yachiyo has always—


  At that moment,


  something pierced straight through the center of my body.


  And I understood everything.


  I understand now.


  It isn’t over yet.


  This story still has more to come.


  "I’ve found something I want to do!"


  As soon as I said that,


  I stood up.


  It felt as if every cell in my body had awakened at once.


  What is this energy?


  Even standing still makes me feel restless.


  I want to run right now.


  "Until we reach the true happy ending, we’ll stay together!"


  When I declared that,


  Yachiyo looked up at me in a daze.


  Maybe...


  when I used to listen to Kaguya’s selfish whims, I probably made the
same kind of face too.
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  “It was during New Year when we went to visit Grandpa and Grandma.
When I was alone with Grandpa, he suddenly said, ‘Be careful not to get
tricked,’ you know.”


  In the quiet laboratory, the only sound was the conversation between
my older brother and me.


  “I’m already this old, and he’s still saying things like that. I can
hardly believe it.”


  “That’s probably just how Grandpa will be until the day he’s in the
grave. Oh right, he even sent me an email the other day for the first
time in a million years.


  So I just replied with ‘Yo!’ ”


  “Was it about Noi-kun?”


  “Yeah. Seems like he’s not too happy about not getting to hold his
great-grandchild.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean~”


  We burst out laughing. After that, we confirmed the meeting time once
more before hanging up.


  Ten years have passed since that day.


  Everything advanced rapidly. I became a researcher, and before I knew
it, I somehow ended up with the title of director as well.


  Maybe because Mom saw that I could stand on my own now, the long
lecturing emails and constant phone calls gradually disappeared.


  Now, only the occasional small complaint remains whenever we
meet.


  Black onyX is still doing as well as ever.


  My older brother now lives together with Noi-kun, while Rai says he
wants to see many different countries. So whenever he gets a holiday,
he’s always traveling somewhere.


  Roka has become a famous influencer so well-known that she’s even a
brand ambassador, appearing in advertisements all across the city.
Pretty much everyone knows her now.


  After Mami graduated from university, she married the boyfriend she’d
been dating since high school. Now she’s the mother of twins.


  Everyone has had their own struggles in life, but whenever we gather
and share updates with each other, everyone always seems happy. It
honestly makes me happy from the bottom of my heart.


  “Why are you grinning like that?


  Did something good happen?”


  Yachiyo’s face filled the screen of the tablet propped up nearby.


  It seemed her livestream had just ended.


  “Welcome. Right on time.”


  “Of course~★ Huh? Where is everyone?”


  Yachiyo leaned closer to the screen, peering over here,


  as if she were trying to peek through a small window.


  By “everyone,” she meant the staff working at this laboratory.


  “I sent them to have lunch first. It might be a little early, but
today’s going to be long, so they should rest properly.”


  “As expected of a white-sector research institute. The standards are
on a completely different level.”


  “I need a break too.”


  “…Today’s going to be long?”


  “Probably.”


  “So the time has finally come, huh~?”


  “Yeah.”


  The two of us gazed at the avatar bodies lying side by side on the
bed.


  They had been created in a rush—this was Prototype Number One:
“Kaguya.”


  And today was the first activation test.


  “Sorry to have kept you waiting for ten years”


  I said to Yachiyo while staring at Kaguya lying on the bed.


  “Compared to eight thousand years, that’s just a moment〜”


  …But I didn’t want Yachiyo to have to wait even a single second
longer.


  “Iroha, are you excited?”


  “Not really. It’s only the first prototype anyway. It’ll probably
fail.


  This stage is basically just to check where the problems are and fix
them as quickly as possible.


  After that, we’ll still have to keep developing it so it can do more
and more.”


  “I see〜”


  Yachiyo fell silent for a moment, then spoke in an unusually serious
tone.


  “Thank you, Iroha… for bringing Kaguya into existence.”


  “That sounds just like a fairy tale~ The old man who found Princess
Kaguya inside a bamboo stalk.


  After ten years, he finally gives birth to Kaguya for real~★”


  “Hey! Hold it right there! I haven’t forgotten how you called me
‘grandpa’ ten years ago!”


  “For Yachiyo it’s been eight thousand years already, so you’ve
probably forgotten all about it〜”


  Our quiet giggles blended together with the humming sounds of the
machines filling the laboratory.


  It shouldn’t have been possible, but somehow it felt as if even
Kaguya—lying on the bed—was laughing along with us.


  “…It’s because of you, Yachiyo, that I made it this far.”


  “Yachiyo’s the same. I kept chasing after you, Iroha, until I finally
reached this place.”


  “We’ve really just been chasing after each other this whole time,
haven’t we? Hehe.”


  After saying that, I carried my empty coffee cup to the sink. As I
rinsed it lightly under the water, Yachiyo’s humming slipped through the
sound of the running tap.


  I hadn’t intended to wash it so thoroughly,


  but because I wanted to listen to that song a little longer, I
squeezed a bit more dish soap onto the sponge.


  “Taisetsu na merodi wa nagareteru yo


  Anata no haato ni~♪”


  What a clear, beautiful voice.


  It nestled close to my heart, slowly brushing away all my
worries,


  like the gentle rhythm of ocean waves—like the beating of a
heart.


  Yachiyo’s singing voice—


  gentle, warm, and filled with a sense of safety.


  Maybe that was what I had always been hoping to receive from my
mother.


  Now that I’m no longer clinging to her, I can finally understand.


  For me, Yachiyo is—


  “Thank you. This time, it’s my turn.”


  I murmured softly, too quiet for anyone to hear.


  Just then, the intercom rang.


  “Oh? Did everyone from the lab come back already?”


  “Who knows?”


  And the image that appeared on the monitor completely overturning
Yachiyo’s guess was


  “Iroha, we’re here!”


  Roka, more beautiful than ever.


  “Hey〜”


  Mami, still as cheerful and lively as ever.


  “Yo.”


  My older brother.


  “Man, it’s hot. Hurry up and give us something to drink〜”


  Noi-kun, as carefree as always.


  “…”


  Rai-san, quietly raising a hand in greeting.


  The lively group had gathered together again after such a long time
apart.


  “Huh! Everyone’s here~★ Did you call them, Iroha?”


  “Something like that. The amounts they invested might differ, but
they’re all investors. Since it’s the first activation, how could I not
invite them?”


  …That’s what I said, anyway.


  In truth, I just wanted everyone to celebrate Kaguya’s first birthday
together.


  “Everyone, come on in.”


  As soon as I unlocked the door, the lively commotion from the hallway
poured inside.


  I took a deep breath and turned back toward Yachiyo on the tablet
screen.


  “Hey, Yachiyo. Can I tell you the truth?”


  “What is it?”


  “Actually, my heart’s pounding so hard I feel like I might
scream!”


  “Yachiyo too〜!


  I’ve been waiting for this day for so long I can barely hold it in
anymore!”


  The sound of our laughter echoed throughout the laboratory once
again.


  Just a little longer now,


  until the words “ʜᴀᴘᴘʏ ᴇɴᴅɪɴɢ”


  END
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  Author: Kiriyama Naruto


  I had always wanted to try writing a story with a female protagonist
at least once.


  Now that that wish has come true, I’m extremely happy. The “Princess
Kaguya” of the Reiwa era—


  she sings, she dances, she’s incredibly selfish, and incredibly
honest as well.


  Please don’t forget to follow the main story too.


  Illustrator: Urata Asao


  Lives in Tokyo. Formerly worked as an animator, and is now a
freelance illustrator.


  Mainly works on illustrations for games and light novels. Has a
particular love for characters with animal ears.


  [ Afterword ]


  Thank you very much to everyone who has read all the way to this
point. This is the author, Kiriyama Naruto.


  This time, it has been quite a long while since I last worked on a
light novel project. I wonder how everyone felt about it?


  For me personally, it felt fresh and exciting, while at the same time
giving me a sense of nostalgia. Because of that, it was a work I had a
great deal of fun writing.


  Writing novels is a solitary job. Of course, I receive great support
from my editor in charge and the editorial team, but while actually
writing, it’s still hard to completely shake off the feeling of being
alone.


  After discussing the outline with the editor, the basic process is
writing the story to the end by myself, receiving revisions, and then
going back to revise it on my own again.


  However, this time, not only the editorial team, but also Director
Yamashita Shingo and many other members of the anime staff gave concrete
suggestions and advice during the writing process.


  It became a style of creation where everyone worked together, which
reminded me of stage productions I was involved with in the past.


  That sense of teamwork brought back memories of old days and allowed
me to work with excitement the entire time.


  The perspectives and opinions from professionals in different fields
broadened my horizons again and again. It may very well have been the
most enjoyable project I’ve worked on in several years.


  I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to the
anime staff who entrusted me with writing this light novel, as well as
the editorial department of Famitsu Bunko.


  Thank you very much.


  It was such a fun project that it made me feel that, if the
opportunity arises, I’d love to do it again someday.


  Now then, as you all know, this work has the theme of “Princess
Kaguya.”


  Let me suddenly ask all of you readers something: have you ever seen
an alien?


  Unfortunately, I haven’t. But I do know someone close to me who
claims she has—my older sister.


  This happened quite a long time ago, when she was in middle school.
She proudly declared that she had seen one before, and in broad daylight
at that—by the riverbank.


  Amazing, right?


  If it were just something like, “I saw some strange light flashing on
the horizon at night!” then you could probably say, “Maybe it was just a
trick of the eyes,” and leave it at that.


  But when someone tells you they clearly saw an alien, in broad
daylight, on the ground, it becomes hard not to believe them.


  As for its appearance, it was much smaller than a human. She couldn’t
see its face because she only saw it from behind. It wasn’t wearing any
clothes, and its body emitted a faint glow.


  It wasn’t part of a group—there was only one. It was slowly jogging
along the riverbank, moving upstream from downstream.


  The words “Maybe you just imagined it” nearly came out of my throat,
but I decided not to say them. She would probably get angry.


  If any of you readers have ever seen an alien jogging during the
daytime, please let me know.


  Well then, I’m almost out of page space.


  Thank you very much for reading all the way to the end.


  If there is another opportunity someday, somewhere, I hope I’ll be
able to tell you another story.


  Until we meet again.


  I wish you all the best.
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