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  Chapter 1: My Childhood Friend is the Cutest in the World!


  


  
    The name's Tohru Yonekura, I'm a sophomore in high school.


    I have a childhood friend, Rin Asakura. She has excellent grades, super athletic and quite the artist. She is an all-around generational talent, no doubt about it.


    Knowing her from birth, I know all her skills come from countless hours of hard work and not just innate talent.


    In elementary school, she showed no signs of being a genius or athlete. Her art skills were pretty laughable too. However, once she developed her talents, she truly took off. Her abilities became so overwhelming that she basically became an untouchable goddess.


    I watched her rapid development throughout middle and high school. While my respect for her grew, so did my loneliness. It was clear we were growing apart.


    I would always seclude myself by watching anime and reading web novels, but Rin was no doubt the most popular person at school.


    Her dazzling brilliance, there is no way I can ever compare to her. She really is the definition of perfection...


    Well, at least on the surface level.


    "Why does your face look so sour, like you're drinking Coke or something? It’d be great if you stopped that, it’s rubbing off on me too."


    Well, she has a bit of an attitude. She always had a sharp tongue. Whenever any guy tried to flirt with her, she could instantly cut them down with her words. Because of that, she basically has no male friend and her female friends are few and far between. Well, not like she minds.


    "Haha, sorry, I was just spacing out."


    Rin lets out a massive sigh after I say that.


    “Tohru-kun, you're always pulling all-nighters and mindlessly browsing the web. You should stop doing that."


    "What, because I'll die or something?"


    "Yeah, no way. You'll get hit by a truck and you'll reincarnate into a parallel world and live the life of your dreams."


    "Well, reincarnating and dying would be the same thing anyways, no?"


    I give a strait-laced answer and I notice her tense eyes loosen up a bit, and I see the corners of her mouth curl upwards slightly.


    Despite her innocent smile, I can feel my heart pounding, like it wants to escape my body. Her soft smile really does look well on her, no doubt about it.


    Rin really is an outstanding beauty, not even taking in my own personal opinion. She is the cutest girl in the world, I know that from the bottom of my heart. It's not just my subjective opinion, it truly is that way.


    She has regal features and is gorgeous from head to toe. Her skin is silky white and she has big, evenly shaped breasts. She has long black hair that goes down to her waist that’s half up in a cute red ribbon. She is about average height for a girl, but she's slim in all the right place. She really does have a model-like figure. While it's embarrassing thinking about it, Rin truly does resemble a Yamato Nadeshiko. Definitely the cutest in the world.


    As if she's carrying around a sword and bow, she uses her sharp words to cut down whoever she's talking to, without a care in the world.


    "What are you staring at me for? It's giving the creeps."


    "I'm totally not staring at you."


    I might have been glancing at her a bit, but that's too embarrassing to admit out loud.


    "All criminals say that!"


    "If that's what it takes to be a criminal, every Japanese prison will be filled to the brimmed."


    If she'd tone down her sharp words, I'm sure she would make lots of friends. Well, it's not like I mind her attitude at all. There's a sense of familiarity and security to her personality, sort of like eating my mom's meat and potato stew. I'm not a masochist in any way, I'm just used to it because I've known her for a long time.


    You could say her sharp tongue is what bridges us together, something that we share and understand. Because I've fallen in love with Rin, her harsh words give me a sense of happiness of sorts.


    One thing does worry me though. I sometimes hear rumors at school that Rin and I have a "master and pet" type relationship. I do wish I could change that because I know there is some truth to it.


    But I swear, I'm not a masochist.


    
      I want to confess to Rin one day.
    


    My love for her is straight. unyielding path that I've always walked on and will keep walking on forever. However, I've always been bad at expressing my honest feelings. I get so nervous everytime I try to confess to her, I'm sure jumping in front of a truck and reincarnating into another world would be much easier.


    But I truly do want to confess to her...


    There's nothing more I want to do than go out with her. Despite her sharp tongue and attitude, I know deep down that she's a kind, hardworking and lonely girl. I would do anything to make her happy.


    But there's no way I could ever confess. I just want to tell Rin I love her so much. After entering high school, I spent so many days worrying over how to confess to her.


    Someday, I will tell her how I feel.


    ____________________


    "Tohru-kun."


    "What, Rin?"


    We're in Rin's room and I notice that she has a different smile on her than usual.


    "I... looove... you..."


    With her arms outstretched, she hugs me and pushes me down. I smell something sweet, like nectar, and her body temperature feels as nice as the spring sun. I can feel both of her breasts pushing down on me. Her face stops a short distance from mine and she slowly sits up on top of me.


    She looks down on me with her arms stretched out. Her shadow casts down on me from above and I see a kind and loving smile appear on her face.


    "I'm never letting you go."


    She clings onto to me again and buries her face in my chest as she utters those loving words. With my hand, I softly pat her head as she purrs away.


    I can’t fathom how cute she really is. I reflect back on what happened, since I'm in disbelief.


    How this all happened, it's quite the long story…

  


  Chapter 2: My Weekday Morning Routine with my Childhood Friend


  


  
    "Alright, got that done!"


    It's a normal weekday morning in my living room as I finish typing out the new chapter for my web novel "Living the sweet life with a cool, sharp-tongued beauty" and I can only breathe out a sigh as I upload it.


    "Done writing, Onii?"


    Stuffing her cheeks with French toast, Karen, my younger sister who is in the fifth grade, asks me that.


    "Damn, poured too much syrup again."


    "Again? Pass the syrup Onii."


    "You have no interest in my problems..."


    I pass her the syrup and she gives me an innocent smile.


    "This is for you Onii."


    "Ah, thanks."


    I start eating the egg-and-chive toast that Karen made. Her breakfast is as good as ever. The outer layer is crisp, but once you bite into it, you can feel the fluffiness and sweetness jump into your mouth. You can feel the chives in the back of your throat as you continue eating and the soft boiled egg just spreads all around your mouth as it breaks up. After spending all my energy writing, this toast is the perfect way to recharge.


    "That was delicious, thanks!"


    "That was fast, are you a Dyson!?"


    "Who are you calling a vacuum cleaner?"


    By the way, both our parents are always on business trips, so they are rarely home, which leaves the chores to Karen and I. Karen is a splendid cook, so I have no issues leaving that to her, meanwhile I do everything else. Cleaning the bathroom, taking out the trash, you name it.


    I'd say it's a fair trade-off. Karen's amazing cooking skills aren't that labour intensive, so it's all good. Anyways, as I sip my morning coffee, Karen begins speaking.


    "You're writing a sweet love story, yeah? I read a bit and it's boring."


    "Is that so? Well, if you're interested in the stuff I'm writing, I’d be more concerned."


    Because I've been living such an unfulfilling school life so far, my story is my only retreat from my pain. For elementary students with a bright future ahead of them, my story wouldn't serve them any purpose.


    "Oh, but I recommended it to one of my classmates, Ishikawa-kun, and he cried when he read it!"


    "Is he alright?"


    Ping


    I hear the notification sound coming from my notebook


    "Ah, it came."


    "Some reviews?"


    "Yep."


    "Nira-san?"


    "That's right."


    Nira, which is his username, is one of my loyal followers. No matter when I post a chapter, he'll always post a review within 10 minutes, it's honestly stunning.


    "This chapter was good! I loved how Maika-chan held Ryousuke-kun in a motherly embrace, that scene made me cry! Thanks to the author, you're the best!"


    It's a simple message, but I understand him completely.


    "Ahh, thanks, Nira-san."


    I can feel my heart calming down.


    "This chapter was good!"


    Reading those words, it really makes me feel at ease. It's because of the readers that I have the will to keep writing consistently. I owe Nira-san a lot.


    "Hmm, how to reply... Ahh! Nira-san, I appreciate your comments on each chapter! I also cried when writing that scene, it makes me hap-"


    "Onii, you're acting weird."


    "It's a very heartwarming scene that you wouldn't understand yet."


    Karen gives me a sarcastic smile. Seems like that as she's growing up, she's learning how to torment people. I'm honestly a bit worried about how she'll turn out in the future.


    Ding Dong


    Just as I hit the enter to send the message, I hear the intercom ring.


    "Seems like Rin came, Onii."


    "It's already time to head to school, huh..."


    I close my laptop, put it in my bag and get up.


    "Alright, let's go."


    "Alright!"


    We leave the living room and I open the front door.


    "Good morning Tohru-kun."


    In her neat uniform stands my childhood friend, Rin Asakura, elegant as always. Her long black hair sways to and fray in the breezy March wind and the sun shines on her regal face. She truly does look like a goddess, leading me to the holy land. As she's about to say something to me, I hear her breath, which sounds like the instrument of an angel.


    "I see you're the same as ever, with the rotten face of yours."


    Kind of ruining the mood, as ever.


    "Hey, it's my business face. Have to keep track of the Nikkei Stock Average!"


    "That's your business face?"


    "Sorry, sorry, I will do better next time!"


    Rin glares daggers at me as I give an exaggerated reaction.


    "Come on, we don't have time to idle around and chat, let's get going to school already."


    With that, Rin turns around.


    "Wait a minute, Rin."


    She stops and our faces come close to touching.


    "He-"


    She always hides her emotions, so this is the first time I'm seeing her so vulnerable. Her face is a bit red and shaking a little bit, my curiosity gets the better of me so I ask her about it.


    "Aren't your eyes a little red?"


    "Tss..."


    She clicks her tongue.


    "Is something wrong?"


    "I was yawning before, that's all."


    She's lying, I can tell that immediately. Whenever she lies, she moves her eyes left and right rapidly. I understand her quirks easily.


    I know because I'm her childhood friend.


    I don't know exactly what is bothering her, but there is something.


    I know because I'm her childhood friend.


    "Why are you staring at me, it's gross."


    "I'm not staring at you."


    She probably read a really moving shoujo manga. She doesn't seem like the type to like those things, but she's a fan of anime and young adult fiction and cries easily.


    I'm her childhood friend, so I should do something to cheer her up.


    "I-if you have anything troubling you, just tell me and I'll help you however I can."


    "Help... me?"


    Rin makes a fist in front of her chest.


    "What?"


    "Nothing, let's go dog."


    "Hey, I thought I told you to stop calling me that."


    I notice Rin's mouth rises up a little bit, but it returns to her normal expression after a second. And so we start walking and I’m lost in my own thoughts.


    Talking with Rin is so much fun. We spent 10 fun years together and we don't need to hold back with each other. I can't have this kind of relationship with any other of my classmates. Goofing off with Rin every morning is the best.


    And so, we continue our walk, keeping a 30cm distance apart. We get to the station, get on the train and get off when we reach the station nearest our school. We continue our banter as we arrive at school. We're in different classes, so once we reach them, it's time to say our goodbyes.


    "See you."


    "Yeah, see you. Do your best today!"


    Our last words to each other are painted with a sense of pain as we are reluctant to part. And yet, we head our separate ways. My chest feels all warm and fuzzy.


    Today was a good day.


    However, that warm feeling would soon change to despair a few hours later.

  


  Chapter 3: I hate that the Childhood friend revenge genre is so popular


  


  
    It's lunch break, which means it's the perfect time for a web novelist like me. I bought a Yakisoba sandwich and headed back to my class, 2-2. I take a seat at my desk and pull out my phone. I head to Syosetu and anxiously check the rating boards for sweet love stories.


    "Fuah...!?"


    My eyes are glued to the screen as I'm seeing the display.


    "I should have known better..."


    My hands are trembling as I'm holding my phone. I don’t think my eyes are deceiving me. To check my eyes, I look at the hand holding my sandwich and I see my bite mark on it. Definitely tastes great. Alright, I've calmed down and I look at my phone again.


    "...”


    It's not a mistake, the rankings for the Top 3 Modern Love stories are:


    
      "My childhood friend bullied me, but got caught by the Board of Education. She got suspended and now when I go to school, I'm a whole new person."
    


    
      "I sued my violent childhood friend for abusing me. With the settlement money, I can now go to the moon!"
    


    
      "The Chief Cabinet Secretary's daughter was my childhood friend that I knew for 10 years, but now that my dad is Prime Minister, now she has to pay 500% in Sales tax!"
    


    The hell? Why are they all Childhood friend revenge stories?


    My work is to help people soothe their soul, like for times when their pet goldfish died or they don't have enough funds for the train ride home. Where is my sweet love story on the rankings? Childhood friend revenge, huh...?


    In general terms, the undesirable heroine is represented by the childhood friend and the protagonist is treated badly. He's the least popular guy at school and that's when the revenge plot begins.


    I then recall that lately, there's a certain writer who concluded his really popular Childhood friend revenge story and it reached the top of the rankings. Then, other authors started imitating that work in order to get up in the rankings. It's all for the views nowadays.


    Yeah, I can see where they are coming from. Wait, do I really? I know why this genre is popular lately, but...


    I'm in love with my childhood friend! I love her so damn much! I imagine in my head shaking Rin and declaring that she has to pay 500% in Sales tax. That's “revenge” alright.


    I then imagine the despair on Rin's face as she starts bawling. She's begging for a reduced tax rate. That's when I stop my imagination. That's all my brain can handle before I reject it completely. I begin to feel queasy.


    Bang


    Before I know it, I hear a banging on my desk. It must be my imagination.


    "Hey, Yonekura-kun, what's wrong?"


    I lift up my head and see the class president, Yuumi Hashimoto, looking at me with a funny expression.


    "Childhood friend... revenge... 500% Sales Tax..."


    "Alright, alright, calm down buddy."


    She has short wavy hair and gives off a mysterious vibe. I can't really read her. At the very least, she's kind enough to make an effort to talk to me. Well, she is class president, so she is sort of obliged to, but that's besides the point. Besides Rin, she's the person I talk to the most.


    "What's troubling you, let me help out."


    She gives me a genuine smile as she continues to look down on me. Considering my head is in a mess, I do want to talk to someone, but explaining my issue would be difficult...


    "Childhood friend revenge stories are popular on syosetu and I am thinking about those and Rin at the same time, which is making me feel sick", I wonder what kind of reaction I would get if I say that.


    "If you don't want to talk about it, that's fine."


    "Are you an esper?"


    "I don't need to be an esper to understand that."


    Hashimoto-san starts chuckling away, seeming all relaxed as usual.


    "If you want to shout your problems into the void out, I'm only a holler away!"


    Hashimoto-san tightly squeezed her hands in front of her chest. It's like she's a small animal holding sunflower seeds.


    "Hey, Yuumin!"


    With that, Hashimoto-san turns to her voice calling her.


    "Hiyorin is calling, see you."


    "Y-yeah, thanks..."


    Hashimoto-san goes to Arimura-san, smile still in tow.


    "Into the void, huh..."


    I whisper to myself. Wait...


    "That's it!"


    The best way to talk about my innermost worries is through Twitter. The best part is that I use my account exclusively for my writing identity, so I don't have to worry about my classmates seeing it.


    My real account? Who the hell needs one of those.


    I tap on the blue bird icon and immediately start typing my thoughts as soon as the app opens. And with that, my stream of thoughts shall be unleashed into the void, also known as the online world.


    "The childhood friend revenge genre is so popular right now, don't really like it ngl."


    With that, my tweet has been sent. A few seconds later, I hear the notification sound.


    Nira-san liked your tweet


    "It's Nira-san!"


    Nira-san is such a god, he even followed me on Twitter when I made my account a while back. He liked my tweet the instant I put it out. But I never really exchanged any messages with him, I wonder what he's like. Honestly, I am pretty interested in knowing him better. He always reacts to so quickly what I post, I'm kind of worired about his lifestyle. Does he even have time to eat and sleep?


    I hear another ping


    Nira-san responded to your tweet


    No way!?


    "He commented!?"


    I check the comments and see a single line.


    "Yeah, I agree."


    “Nira-san, you understand my feelings!!!"


    Having Nira-san sympathizes with my thoughts, it feels so good. But seeing his first reply makes me kind of tense. All of a sudden, an image of Rin pops in my head. Even though the image is foggy, she still stares at me with mean eyes. Before I know it, I start typing up a message.


    "Nira-san, thanks for your sympathy! Actually, in real life, I have a childhood friend who I always loved since elementary school. These revenge stories give a bad mental image in my head and it makes me heart hurt. Instead of being mean to childhood friends why not shower them with love! What I'm saying is that we should make childhood friends as happy as possible!”


    Hah...


    I probably shouldn't send that, especially to someone I don't even know. But before I could do anything...


    Your tweet has been sent


    "Ahh..."


    .........


    What the fuck!?! I can start to feel myself go pale. I have to delete it immediately. But Nira-san might still see my tweet and notice that I deleted it. As I'm debating in my head about what to do, I realize something. It's been 10 seconds and I haven't got a notification for any likes. That's weird, usually they come pretty instantly.


    Ping


    Nira-san replied to your tweet


    "I see"


    This is it, it's all over. There’s no getting out of this hole. Once again, I find myself falling on my desk.


    ____________________


    Class 2-1, at the same time.


    I, Yuumi Hashimoto, follow my friend, Hiyori Arimura, to the next door class. We always have someone else we talk to as well, Rin Asakura.


    "You know, Isao-kun was sleeping on my shoulder earlier. His face was so cute."


    "Ehh, is that so? You’ve been spoiling him a lot lately."


    Hiyorin has been talking about her boyfriend a lot lately. Hearing all this sweet talk kind of dampens my mood, but seeing Hiyorin so happy makes me happy too.


    Thud


    Our talk is interrupted by a loud banging. Rin was on her phone, but she suddenly banged her head on her desk.


    "R-rin-chan?"


    "Rin-chan, what's wrong?"


    Both Hiyorin and I ask her at the same time. After not moving for a bit, Rin slowly gets up and starts talking.


    "I-it's nothing."


    "Nothing? It doesn't seem lik-"


    Before I know it, I'm speaking my mind. That's because Rin doesn't usually act like this. Her ears, lips and body are softly shaking. I can see a red spot on her head where she bumped her head, but her entire face is bright red.


    ______


    Translator’s Note:


    I feel like a bit of context is needed for this chapter since it deals with the current trends on Syosetu. Syosetu is the best place to find WNs, as most of you probably know. The current trend on there right now for romance stories is the Childhood friend revenge stories. As far as I know in the translated sphere, there really is only one Childhood friend revenge story that is translated and that was the work I previously worked on “I’m Sick and Tired of My Childhood Friend’s, Now Girlfriend’s, Constant Abuse so I Broke up With Her”, so in the Western market, this type of story isn’t as saturated as say, isekai WNs, but they are very popular right now. Who knows, maybe we’ll see more of them get translated.


    Anyways, it’s fun seeing Rin all flustered, it’s pretty cute.

  


  Chapter 4: And so, my childhood friend asked me "Want to go home together?"


  


  
    I'm at the library after school, doing some routine work. I'm off to a good start as one hour already passed and I'm still writing. Well, that's because...


    "Ahhh!!! Why the hell did I send that tweet? Nira-san definitely thinks I'm weird."


    I need something to escape my current reality and so I turn to my heavy load of work to divert my attention. I was so shocked that I also ended up writing the next chapter without realizing it.


    "I guess I should post this tomorrow morning..."


    I cross my arms and stare at the dirty library ceiling. Normally, I would have no qualms with posting it, but I'm hesitating.


    How will Nira-san react? It's highly possible that I got myself involved with a suspicious person.


    Thinking about all of this, it feels like I've been run through with a sword.


    Nira-san's helpful thoughts and words, they really did help me as a writer though. Yeah, my work definitely didn't do anything wrong.


    To my first fan, I'm sorry that I dragged you into my personal life with my complex relationship with my childhood friend, I really am a stupid author. I need to atone for my sin somehow. With my big sigh, it's natural that I would attract the attention of everyone else.


    "Why does your face look like it's the last day of summer break?"


    I notice Rin standing beside me, with a big pout on her face and she's glaring daggers at me. Well, she seems a little different from usual.


    "Why is your face a little red?"


    "...Tsk"


    "Rin?"


    "I-it's just that it's really hot here."


    "Okay, that's fair."


    It is true that with the lack of ventilation, the library can get pretty hot.


    "Putting that aside, why are you here?”


    "Please stop acting so pretentious, like you're some high level government worker."


    "It's pretty great that you can come up with those right on the spot."


    "Good response. Well... after you're done writing, want to go home together?"


    "Huh?" "Please stop acting like a dumb child."


    "No, that's awesome."


    That sounds like an ability I want!


    "You aren't going home with Hashimoto-san?"


    "Yuumin and Hiyorin already went home."


    "What was the rush for them?"


    Rin avoids my gaze for some reason after my honest question.


    "Well... it's good once in a while to go home with my childhood friend."


    Rin's cheek became even more dyed with red. This definitely isn't because of the library's humidity. She's not being honest and ignoring her true feelings.


    The fact that she is also so prickly with me shows that she trusts me. At least I hope so.


    We've been together for 10 years, I'm sure Rin has some form of attachment to me. At least I hope so.


    However, she is embarrassed to speak so honestly, which is why she chose her words carefully when asking me to go home. At least I hope so.


    At least I hope so... huh? I hate presumptuous people.


    "You're thinking of weird stuff right now, I know it!"


    "Definitely not."


    "Please stop sounding so robotic."


    "You really are amazing."


    And so, we go home together. Honestly, I'm pretty happy. My mind was a mess after lunch when I was imagining Rin being the target of revenge.


    I'm really grateful to have met Rin. I'll post my newest chapter tomorrow for sure.

  


  Chapter 5: My childhood friend's request


  


  
    Rin and I are walking home together. I can feel that something is amiss as we're nearing the station closest to school. For one reason or another, Rin’s a lot closer to me than usual. This morning she was about 30cm, now it's about 15 cm.


    "..."


    Tssk...


    It'd be best if I put some distance between us. And Rin notices immediately and closes the gap.


    "Say Rin..."


    "Yeah, the police are coming after you!"


    "Is that so, I’m totally innocent anyways? Anyways, aren't you a bit close to me right now?"


    Slowly, Rin starts to move her body away from me. She's definitely trying to feign ignorance.


    "What do you mean?"


    "Don't play dumb, you know exactly what I mean!"


    I carefully observe her and notice her blinking many times over and how she's pursing her lips. This is exactly what she's like when she's lying.


    "It's just your imagination, you're overthinking things. I can't believe you're using your useless brain to think about meaningless crap. Do something that'll make me laugh for a change."


    "On the contrary, the fact that you care so much about this shows it isn’t meaningless!"


    That's a good response, if I do say so myself. Though, I'm sure the person on the receiving end isn't too fond of it, in fact they might be in a bit of a temper. Rin acts just like a cat sometimes. Her actions and words can get confusing sometimes. I'm not entirely sure what the reason is. What I do know is that she gets into these tempers and while I might not know why, I have to accept it. That's the adult way of handling things. It is a bit delusional


    The explanation for Rin's actions, huh...


    Well, it's the winter season and there's no one I can cuddle with, but I have my childhood friend... I can hang out with him.


    Aren't I just making up convenient lies? Well, it's fine, They're just delusions anyways.


    "You're definitely thinking of something disgusting right now. Your brain is probably filled with rotting syrup now.”


    "I'm thinking of important stuff right now, it could impact my life as we know it."


    We arrive at the station, get on the train and get off the station nearest our homes. We're still walking side by side. As punishment for my evil thoughts, we went back to walking 30cm apart. It's a bit lonely.


    Still, it feels like Rin has changed a little. Looking at our conversations, it’s usually just me spouting some random BS and Rin cutting it down every time. You could say it's as cold as the rural wind. But lately, it feels like she's losing her edge. For one reason or another, I can't get that difference out of my mind. Usually, she would go home with Hashimoto-san and her other friends, but today, she decided to wait for me to finish writing to go home together.


    No matter how you splice it, she definitely is trying to narrow the distance between us. I guess our normal has shifted for some reason. It's definitely not something that arose on a whim, there definitely is a reason why, but I have a feeling that I do know, but I'm consciously burying it. But I think my hunch is spot on...


    "By the way..."


    I hear Rin. It's odd of her to talk like this out of nowhere.


    "Tohru-kun, did you buy your regular bread for lunch?"


    "Uhh, yeah. It's cheap and pretty good to boot. Quite the saviour for students like me, if I say so myself."


    "Say... if you had a free, ready-to-go and delicious lunch, you'd eat it yeah?"


    "Well, of course, who'd be crazy to pass on that?"


    ...


    ......


    "Umm, Rin?"


    "...Bento."


    Her voice falls to a quiet whisper, being almost inaudible.


    "Do you want a bento?"


    Before I know it, Rin's soft gaze meets mine. Her face is expressionless as always, but she's blinking more than usual, her lips are quivering and her cheeks are red. Her eyes look so clear and pure, like the driven snow. Is she feeling anxious right now?


    "Are you saying what I think you're saying Rin?"


    "Don't get the wrong idea you mutt. I always make a bento for myself anyways, I'm just helping out my lonely childhood friend, nothing more. I'm basically like your goddess at this point and you should shower me with praise."


    "So this is who my goddess is, huh..."


    "Shut up! Not all gods will take you to a parallel universe."


    "Do you have a black notebook then?"


    "I have a notebook filled with incomprehensible scribbles and chants like Inferno Phoenix and Crimson Moon Angelica."


    "Stop digging up my dark history! How do you even know that existed!?"


    That notebook is my deepest secret, and my most embarrassing secret.


    "So, what do you think?"


    Rin switches back to the question about the bento. I answer without hesitation.


    "I'd like to eat your bento!"


    I declare that with all my might, my arms in a triumphant pose. For one reason or another, I was expecting my gusto to be met with a judgemental glance from Rin. But that didn't happen.


    "Alright... then."


    She replies back with a more faint voice than usual. Her eyes are downcast and the corners of her mouth are raised slightly. She's so easy to read, she's definitely happy about the turn of events. She's cute as hell...


    Thump Thump


    Gradually, I begin to feel the onset of heat on my hands and I can feel the texture of skin. Without thinking, I find that I reflexively put my hand on Rin's cheek.


    "Hah..."


    Rin gives me an uncharacteristic moan.


    "S-sorry, my bad."


    I remove my hand right away.


    "Why did you suddenly touch me? It's pretty strange, you're acting like a molester or something."


    Rin puts her hand where I touched her and goes off on me as fast as a bullet train. But her facial expression doesn't seem as annoyed as she's letting on. That might be wistful thinking on my part...


    "Sorry, I got caught up in the moment."


    "Geez, if it wasn't me, you would have come to your senses."


    "Haha, I'm sorry about that."


    "... It's fine."


    Rin is glaring at me while giving her whispered response. Her childish pouting really is cute too.


    "You were just like this as a child."


    Suddenly, those memories come flooding back to me. I clearly recall the dimly lit classroom. The smell of dust and chalk hit my nose. The vivid image of tears rolling down her face, as I comfort her erupts in my mind.


    "That was so long ago..."


    I whisper softly as I place my hand in front of my chest.


    "Anyways, I'll make the bento and give it to you tomorrow morning."


    "Yeah, thanks so much, I'll be looking forward to it."


    My earnest words cause the corners of Rin's mouth ro raise again.


    __________________


    Honestly, I was bursting with happiness then. I seriously couldn't wrap my head around it. But the real reason Rin decided to make me a bento, I only realized why a little while afterwards.

  


  Chapter 6: My crazy dream with my childhood friend


  


  
    Hey! Watch Tohru dance around the living room! It's so cute!


    "Onii, that's gross."


    And with that single line from his younger sister, Tohru stopped his dance. Ahh, it's all my fault.


    "Haha, sorry Karen. I'm just a bit excited, that's all."


    “Seriously Onii, it looked like a demon summoning ritual. The fact that you're doing that in front of me is weird.”


    "How do you even know what those are?"


    "I saw it scribbled in permanent marker on one of your notebooks."


    "You fiend, how in tarnations are you aware of that accursed object!?"


    “Well, that's good, isn't it Onii? You got Rin to make you a bento because of it."


    "Well, that’s true."


    Even with my shameful past being exposed, I have all the more reason to be so elated.


    Last night, my eyes were glowing like an infant ready to explore the world. Now this morning, I called upon the Demon Lord with my summoning dance. I've been waiting ages for this.


    "No wait, I want to continue these normal days. You'll be seeing my benevolent god soon enough."


    "That goddess seems pretty useless, not going to lie."


    "Aren’t we being rambunctious today? Spewing so much venom so early in the morning is bad for you, I'm worried for you as an older brother."


    "I'm fine. I'll be talking to my classmate, Ishikawa-kun, so that'll be fun."


    "How’s Ishikawa-kun?"


    Hearing the family name of an unfamiliar elementary school boy is making this gentleman sad for the future.


    "By the way Onii, you aren't posting your new chapter?"


    "Huh? Oh..."


    Hearing that, I got a similar feeling of unease as to when our mom asked us how the testing period was going. All I could think about was Rin's bento, I completely forgot to update my chapter. And all the stuff with Nira-san too...


    At the very least, I want a do-over with Nira-san.


    "I'm taking a break today."


    "That's rare, I don't think you missed a day since you started."


    "Ohh, were you looking forward to reading my new chapter Karen?"


    "I hope a Gundam cuts you down for being too happy."


    Slash


    "I'll burn you down!!!"


    "Artificial Intelligence has been getting dangerous lately."


    The AI revolution will probably happen a lot sooner than most of us will expect it to.


    Meow


    "Ahh, Syrup!"


    Karen's voice echoes across the room. Walking around lazily, a white haired cat appears. I recall back to my elementary school days. I'm pretty sure it was a rainy day. In an Amazon cardboard box, I heard a meowing sound, and there I saw the cat "Syrup". At first, I only visited him once in a while. However, over time, I became more attached to him and I started to feed him and now he visits us frequently. He's basically our pet at this point.


    Meow


    Isn't it a bit too early to feed you? Spoiling him would be bad. Hardening my heart, I have to ensure dietary restriction. My appendages and body come together like a sushi roll in order to stop myself.


    Meow Meow Purr


    This... demon... argh...


    I can't resist his fluffy fur.


    "There, there Syrup, I have some special cat food for you!"


    Meow


    "Come on Onii, you're spoiling syrup again."


    "I couldn't stop meowself. How could these hands resist those purrfect eyes."


    Why must cats be so damn cute...


    Their round and cute eyes, there's no way to stop their pull. And that soft fur, how could I stop my hands from reaching out.


    Although Syrup is usually prickly, when you get him in the right mood, he makes all these cute sounds. This is gap moe at its peak.


    Thinking about it, this gap in personality is pretty similar to Rin. She's usually pretty cool and collected, but sometimes she can be so sweet sometimes. For an instance, I imagine if Rin wasn't so prickly all the time...


    "Tohru-kun..."


    It's just Rin and I, and we're in a room somewhere. She has her arms spread out.


    "I want to hug you!"


    Ahhh, I want to die. Honestly, if something like that were to happen in real life, I'd be fine with dying on the spot. Cause of death? Heart failure from over-exertion.


    "Onii, your face is so hot, it looks like a melted pylon."


    "That's a rare simile for a fifth grader."


    Haha, well she is my sister, so of course she is so great!


    We finished eating, but Syrup already left a little while ago. Can't believe he could abandon me like this after I fed him so well. This lonely feeling, it's like after watching a fireworks show and the fireworks have already faded away.


    "I think Syrup just thinks of you as his feeding servan, Onii."


    "Please stop. I don't want my reality shattered."


    The theory that it is, in fact, the human and not the cat that is the actual pet is pretty absurd.


    Ding Dong


    “Ahh, seems like Rin is here."


    "She came!"


    I hurriedly put my bag on my back.


    "Alright, let's go!"


    "Alright."


    I can not control my happiness at all, it feels like I won the lottery or something, it's honestly this good. Anyways, I rush immediately to the door, awaiting my prize that's ahead.

  


  Chapter 7: My Childhood Friend's Bento


  


  
    "Holy shit!"


    It's lunch time and I’m in one of the multi-purpose meeting rooms. I let out a cry as soon as I saw my meal. I felt so compelled to yell because the spectacle that was laid out before my eyes as I removed the lid was so fantastic.


    On one side was a rolled up egg, pure gold in color. On the other side, was a burdock root, bamboo and chive rice dish glazed with honey mustard. I was literally in a cold sweat seeing this burdock and bamboo rice dish. I literally can not wait to eat this.


    "You're not a child, it would be great if you decided to stop yelling randomly."


    While her words might be tinged with thorniness through and through, Rin's face is bright red. She has her fists clenched, but probably not because she wants to hit me, but because she's so happy. That definitely is the truth and totally not me substituting in my own reality...


    "It's fine, besides, it's only us here."


    "Even so, why do we need to go somewhere else and hide ourselves."


    "If we eat in the classroom, I'm sure people will be calling us “The Queen and the Slave” again..."


    "You really are disgusting if you have delusions like that, Tohru-kun."


    "And that's why people call you the Queen."


    "Sh-shut up. At least acknowledge the fact that you're disgusting.”


    "Ugh... I get chills just thinking about that, no way I'll say it."


    "I really hope those chills are suspicious ones."


    "Are you a masochist?


    "I sure am."


    "Alright fine, I'll stop. Anyways, do you hate these weird rumours about you Rin?"


    Rin starts to say something, but stops and gives me a pout instead.


    "Whatever, I don't really care about them."


    "Well yeah, that's what I expected. Regardless, when it's just the two of us, it's a lot more fun. There's definitely a reason why!"


    "Y-you really enjoying saying stupid stuff. You better watch your calorie intake."


    Rin quickly puts her hands together and digs into the honey mustard dish.


    "Mmm!"


    It's so warm! As I bring it up to my mouth, it's pretty obvious that this fried food will be hot. With a crunch, my teeth penetrate the crispy surface and the juicy liquid spills all over my mouth, The honey mustard compliments the rice well and I can taste some soy sauce mixed in as well. I feel the scent of ginger hit my nose. I gulp down the rice and vegetable dish in an instant and that raises a question in my head.


    "Aren't bentos usually cold?"


    "This is a special Thermos bento box. It tastes better warm, so I like it this way.”


    I can feel my heart melting, Rin is so considerate.


    "So, how's the taste?"


    She takes a nervous glance at me, her face kind of anxious. I give her a big thumbs up.


    "It's the best!"


    I can see her chest deflate a bit and she clenches her fists even harder. She's definitely happy that I praised her. She's so cute. And so, we continue eating our delicious lunch.


    "I will say, this has to be one of the best lunches I ever had."


    The large omelette has a nice subtle sweetness to it and the bonito stock adds some necessary flavour. The egg wouldn't be complete without the chives complementing it, adding freshness and a bit of crunch, it really is essential. The burdock and bamboo in the rice helps complete the dish and adds a wonderful texture to the meal.


    The flavour really is such an amazing one, I can't stop myself from constantly yearning for it. Rin put so much time and effort into creating this dish, no words could ever express my deep gratitude towards Rin.


    "Yep, that was delicious, the best I dare say!"


    "Please stop repeating that over and over please."


    "Why?"


    "It's embarrassing..."


    She averts her gaze and uses her fist to cover up her mouth. This is how she usually acts when she is embarrassed.


    Ahhh, she's so cute!!!


    I can feel my heart beating quickly.


    "Well, this has all my favorite foods, I'm surprised. I remember your mom making this rice dish when we were small."


    I see Rin trembling, probably due to my words. I see her begin to speak.


    "Well, we are childhood friends after all. Of course I'd take notice of the things you enjoyed a lot."


    I can't take this anymore. Before I can really process what's happening, I find my hand on Rin's cheek.


    "Hua..."


    The wind is knocked right out of her.


    "Thank you so much Rin."


    Just like that, my palm falls down her cheek. It feels so soft, but just then my hand feels the texture of hair. I smell the sweet scent of peaches. Like with Syrup, I want to brush her gently.


    "Wha... What's going on?"


    I remove my hand, but her voice, getting caught with her breath, sounds more sexy than usual.


    "Sorry, sorry. I just didn't know how to thank you otherwise."


    "You mutt. Do you really think rubbing someone's face is the best way to thank them!?"


    With her hands on her face, she glares at me with her piercing eyes. The way she pouts her cheeks, it looks so much like a hamster eating sunflower seeds.


    "You know, those words aren't that harsh at all."


    "You better watch your tone, or you’ll piss people off."


    "Yeah, sorry."


    Her fists look like they want to punch me, but I continue eating and smack my lips after finishing my bento. Admittedly, I like the fact that Rin and I are getting closer. It's been so long since we had lunch together.


    When we were in elementary school, I would come over to Rin's house to play and her mom would cook for us. Once middle school hit, that would decrease and now in high school, it basically became non-existent. It's not like our relationship got worse, but there definitely was some sort of mental block separating us.


    After I realized my feelings for Rin, I haven't been able to get back to that innocent childhood friendliness we had back then. Now that I'm eating lunch with Rin now, I'm beyond elated. I'm still shocked that Rin made a bento for me, of all people.


    "You're staring at me and it's gross."


    "Haha, it's been a while since we had lunch together. It really is a nice feeling."


    Rin's next words end up being pretty short.


    "I see..."


    Rin hides her mouth with her mouth again as she whispers that. Despite that, I still noticed the corners of her mouth rising up before she covered it.


    ____________________


    "H-hey, Rin."


    After we're done lunch, Rin for whatever reason is examining my face, which leaves me in a confused state. Her clean and well shaped nose is right in my eyes. Under her beautiful eyebrows, her black pupils stare right into me. A sweet aroma hits my nose. I know that smell.


    "Uhh..."


    I'm not used to Rin being close to me at all. I avert my gaze because it's getting pretty awkward like this. However, in my line of sight lies two perfectly shaped breasts and the situation is getting even worse for me. Wherever I look, I'm screwed. I anticipate her words, but what she says...


    "I'm right."


    Is different from what I was expecting.


    "Tohru-kun you aren't feeling well at all today, aren't you?" "Huh?"

  


  Chapter 8: My Childhood Friend’s Encouragement


  


  
    "Tohru-kun you aren't feeling well at all today, are you?"


    "Huh?"


    A surprised gasp was all I managed from Rin's frank question.


    "No, I think it's about 36.5 degrees right now. I think I'm alright."


    "What temperature are you talking about?"


    "But it was definitely over 40 when I was staring at you."


    "Ahh..."


    Rin finally draws away from me probably from shock.


    "Pl-please stop saying weird things. You always become so weird after your post-eating drowsiness. What are you, some idiot?"


    "Seems like you're feeling alright today too, Rin."


    "Well of course I'm fine. Anyways, what's going on?"


    "What...?"


    What exactly is going on? Well, she does have a point, compared to my usual, I feel a bit lost.


    "You won't be able to deceive me."


    Rin stares at me with intense eyes.


    "Your voice is a lot more shaky than usual. Your weird remarks lately have been pretty forced too."


    "My remarks have always been off-kilter."


    "Well, anyways..."


    The atmosphere has become tense, all thanks to Rin's direct statement.


    "You know, I'm worried about you. If you have any worries, you can talk about it with me."


    She is worried about me. The thought of that makes me happy beyond belief.


    "Hmm, maybe..."


    All of a sudden, Rin clenches her fists and opens her mouth.


    "Is it related to your novel?"


    With her words, it feels as if a stark cold hand has grabbed a hold of my heart. Rin's beautiful face looks so full of conviction.


    "Heh, nothing can get past you Rin."


    "Well, of course."


    "Of course... well, no shit."


    "Don't think you can one-up me."


    Her lips begin to loosen up. She looks so proud for some reason. I guess I have no means of escape. Feels similar to when my mom called me out for hiding my report card and I had to tell her the truth.


    "You know, this morning was the first time in 5 years that I didn't upload a new chapter."


    "Why exactly?"


    "Well, there's a reader that I've been having a complicated relationship with recently."


    "Complicated relationship?"


    Her eyes are drilling holes right into me. Well, that's to be expected. Rin doesn't read my work, so of course she wouldn't understand. The details, especially regarding the whole childhood friend revenge genre, I'm sure that can be easily explained.


    "For the past five years, this reader has also been reading the newest chapters pretty much the moment they release. And he always makes sure to leave a comment after each chapter."


    "Alright, and?"


    "Well, yesterday, he commented on one of my tweets for the first time and I just took off."


    "So you pretty much gave a shitty reply then."


    "What do you mean shitty reply?"


    "Well, if you want a definition, basically a waste of time. Basically your comment gave them the chills."


    "Yeah, I guess that's how it went down."


    "Well, being self-aware is the first step."


    "Huh?"


    "Now that you're aware, what will you do?"


    "Well, he has been with me for five years, he's basically my number one fan. Ignoring him will be a betrayal at this point.”


    "So it's your self-hatred and remorse that's stopping you from releasing the next chapter?"


    "Yep, you understand me so well Rin."


    "And you're scared that person won't leave a comment ever again."


    "Holy shit, it's like you know everything."


    "Well, yeah. I'm your childhood friend."


    Cocky as ever, Rin puffs out her chest. Rin was able to exorcise all these murky feelings within me.


    "I owe that person a lot. Every morning I would wake up early to write my next chapter. Without him I definitely wouldn’t have done that."


    I let my emotions and thoughts regarding Nira-san boil over.


    "You know, I was scared shitless. What if he never left a comment again? That would have shattered me. He is definitely one of the few people that has left a huge impact on me.”


    I was too busy finding the words to speak that I didn't notice Rin's face then, her expression of joy. After bearing my soul, I let out a breath. I see Rin excitedly open her mouth.


    "I think you'll be alright."


    Her words seem so full of conviction.


    "That person has been following you for five years already and been constantly writing comments for each chapter. Without a doubt they are one of your big fans. One bad comment definitely won't sour them away from the work they've been reading for five years. Think about it."


    Rin takes a short breath and continues.


    "I'm sure that person was sad to find out that you didn't post a chapter today. Maybe they were thinking it was their fault. Imagine how worried they must be."


    I can see Rin's fist getting tighter, her knuckles turning white. Rin must really empathize with Nira-san's current situation.


    "I think the right thing to do right now Tohru-kun is to write a new chapter right now."


    Her words feel so persuasive. It's almost like she's speaking on Nira-san's behalf. After hearing her speech, maybe, no, I for sure know that I've calmed down,


    "Besides..."


    Rin is pointing her index finger at me, like I'm a kindergartner who misbehaved.


    "That person isn't your only reader. You have lots of other fans who read your work too! You want to disappoint them too?"


    I'm in a state of shock. I was too lost with Nira-san, that I completely forgot about everyone else.


    "That's why you should write a new chapter right now, for those people too!"


    Rin has a point. There are plenty of other people besides Nira-san who bookmarked me work, left comments and are awaiting for the next chapter.


    "Thanks Rin, I was really clouding my vision before."


    "Well now that you realize it, it's all good."


    Rin narrows her eyes and her mouth makes a small smile.


    "Your weird lack of self confidence during times like these is so much like you."


    "Definitely.... my self-worth is pretty low, not gonna lie."


    "Haha, don't worry I know. I'm your childhood friend after all. Anyways, what the heck?"


    That strength is back in her voice.


    "You said you wanted to be an author yeah? If so, you don't have time to just stop like that. Remember what you told me then? There's no way that you forgot that."


    Ah, that's right.


    I made a promise with her.


    When I become an author, Rin will be the first one to read my book.


    Yeah... a promise!


    "Alright!"


    There's no time to spare, I can't bother worrying about trivial stuff anymore.


    "I feel a lot better now. Rin, I'll post that new chapter as soon as possible! As long as Nira-san and everyone else who reads my work are still with me, I can't stop at all. They are my foundation. And most importantly, for Rin's sake, I'll continue writing. I'll spark joy within Rin through my writing.


    "Yeah, that's the spirit!"


    Lately, Rin has been happy a lot, her face beaming. I'm so in love with her, I want to hug her cute face.


    "Thank you, Rin."


    "Your welcome."


    Feelings of gratitude, feelings of love, I couldn't contain myself anymore and I started to stroke Rin's face again. I feel something similar to sand dunes. A sweet and pleasant aroma drifts into my nose. The wind blowing from the open window blows her hair every which way. My confusion led me to do this again. I'm sure she'll yell at me again for being gross and what not. Or that's what I thought. However, Rin seems to be enjoying my rubbing.


    "Mmm..."


    Her voice sounds quite sexy. Her facial expression looks like that of a child falling asleep on a terrace from the cool breeze. Rin slowly closes her eyes and, like a cute kitten, starts purring. I've never seen Rin like this before. Usually, she's so brisk and irritated, but now she's acting so spoiled.


    "You aren't angry?"


    "I'm feeling great right now, so you could say I'm in a special mood."


    "Well, this is a unique opportunity."


    "I'll be mad if you toe the line though."


    "Haha, sorry in advance. I'll try to restrain myself."


    "Hehe, sounds good."


    A beautiful smile appears on her face ever so gently. My heart starts to beat even faster, but I continue stroking her face for a little while longer.


    For what seemed like an eternity, we became enraptured in this warm and comfortable embrace. When the five minute warning bell started to ring, we both came to our senses. Both of us blushed and started to talk about other things.


    ____________________


    After lunch break ended, I headed back to my class.


    Ping


    I hear the notification sound on my phone, and I look at the display.


    Nira-san replied to your tweet


    My eyes jump out and I immediately click on the notification.


    "I'll always be looking forward to your next chapter!"


    You sure are amazing Rin.


    After school, as a sign of my gratitude, I'll release two chapters, which includes the one I worked on before. I have no more regrets, my broken mentality has been remade anew.

  


  Chapter 9: With my Childhood Friend in the Library


  


  
    After school, I finish updating the chapters for today and I head to the washroom. As I'm about to enter, I hear a ping from my phone.


    "The chapter was very interesting today! I couldn't stop laughing when Maika-chan got mad at Ryousuke-kun under the bamboo plant by his house. Thank you so much author!"


    Nira-san left a comment.


    "Hahahaha."


    I let out a laugh, it's just as Rin said, Nira-san still hasn't abandoned me yet. Even though I didn't post my chapter during my regular time, Nira-san still is the first one to leave a comment. That wasn't the only reason I was so happy. I keep reading his comment.


    "PS: I was worried when you didn't post a chapter this morning (I was also a bit sad lol). Please remember to take care of yourself! Anyways, continue doing your best."


    How could I not be happy when reading this? It's no wonder I couldn't stop smiling. I really am thankful to Nira-san for being such a supportive reader. I swear an oath within myself to never skip a day ever again.


    I go back to the library and I see Rin sitting in the seat next to mine. She's sitting straight up, reading a small paperback book. There's a cover on it, so I'm not sure what she's reading. The spectacle before my eyes, that being the beautiful girl Rin reading a book, has a certain mystique to it. It's almost picturesque. Yep, Rin really is cute.


    "You look like a melted pylon, what disgusting things are you thinking of?"


    "I'm getting deja-vu from hearing that phrase."


    I sit down in my own seat. The moment Rin notices me, she starts hurling words at me. Then, an image of the past comes into my head.


    "This situation, I remember something like this in the past."


    "What exactly? You holding some cheap charm and praying in front of the convenience store ATM?"


    "In what world line would I do that?"


    "One that isn't in a dystopia after World War III, you know, a peaceful world."


    "That's not what I mean. I mean when we first met, I was at the library writing, then I went to the washroom and I came back and you were there."


    "Ah..."


    Rin peels her eyes away from her book and stares at the ceiling. Her expression seems to give away the fact that she's reminiscing about the past.


    "Ah yes, that did happen."


    A small whisper leaks from her lips, as if she's speaking to herself.


    "Oh yeah!"


    I almost forgot, there's one more thing I wanted to tell Rin.


    "Thank you so much Rin."


    "Huh? What for?"


    While she has a composed expression, she tilts her head in confusion.


    "You know, for lunch."


    "Ah, it's nothing. Just like how there's always a small chance the knight in shining armour could fall off his horse when he's saving the princess, I just did what I did based on that same probability."


    "Are you saying my luck caused the knight to fall off his horse?"


    "Is that how you want to interpret that Tohru-kun? You'll make enemies of every shoujo manga reader, you know."


    "Well, it doesn’t matter too much to me, otherwise I wouldn't have got a lunch out of it!"


    With a clap, I continue.


    "Just like you said at lunch, that one reader did leave a comment after I uploaded the chapters."


    "Is that so? Well, that's great."


    Almost immediately, Rin gives me a blunt reply.


    "No really, it's like you said Rin. I owe you a lot."


    "Please don't praise me so much."


    "Huh, why"


    Rin covers her mouth with her book and gives me fleeting glances.


    "It's embarrassing..."


    I can hear her voice shaking, sounding all nervous and high pitched. Holy shit, she's so damn cute. I impulsively reach out my hand.


    "If you stroke me now, I won't make you lunch tomorrow."


    "Yeah sorry, I got too caught up in thi- wait what!?"


    Are my ears deceiving me? This isn't a dream yeah? I pinch both my cheeks.


    "What are you? Some isekai protagonist who just got transported to another world? Please stop acting so weird."


    "You'll... make me lunch tomorrow too?"


    Even with Rin's sharp words, I still need to confirm that with her.


    With that, Rin closes her book. With an impish smile she looks directly at me. Her normally cool and calm smile is now replaced with a much more mischievous one. I can feel my breath getting caught in my throat. She lets out a small laugh. It's rare for Rin to be this mocking.


    "Well, well, what should I do?"


    This time, I hope that shining knight does fall off his horse. If it means I'm able to get Rin's handmade lunch, I don't care if every shoujo manga reader hates me.


    These strong feelings I sense within myself, it's without a doubt a rekindling of my love for Rin. I recall bits of the conversation we just had, the feeling of nostalgia wells up within me.


    The day I first met Rin.


    That was the day I first fell in love with her.


    Even now, I love her.


    On that day, Rin was my shining knight.

  


  Chapter 10: Meeting my Childhood Friend


  


  
    When I was in Grade 2, I heard of the rumours of a girl in the neighbouring class who was always by herself and would give death stares to all the other kids. That girl was pretty infamous, but I didn't really know about the rumours for two years because I wasn't really part of my class community.


    Her name was Rin Asakura. A name I would become very familiar with.


    Our meeting was pretty spontaneous and sudden. It was June and the onset of summer was quickly approaching. After school, all my classmates were playing dodgeball, but I was inside in the air conditioned library. With my allowance, I bought writing paper and with an HB pencil in hand, I was manically writing down hiragana, as if I was some crazed demon.


    Yes, I was writing. Even at a young age, I aspired to be an author. I wanted to become one no matter what. But it's not like I had a meticulous plan mapped out or anything. It just felt like the right thing to do given that being an author was what I wanted to do. If you ask elementary kids nowadays what they want to do, they'd probably say Youtuber. The first thing they'd do is make a channel and that's basically what I was doing.


    The reason I wanted to be one? It's honestly a bit childish. Every sunday night there would be a program on TV called "The Sweet Continent", where they could showcase the author, Maple Satou, who I thought was so cool. My desire really was that simple. I wanted to be just like Maple-sensei, sitting by myself at a desk creating these stories I could be proud of. I committed my second grade self to that very ideal. Back then, I was bad at socializing, but it was justified in my mind since those would be my working conditions as an adult.


    So, after school, the library was my heart and soul and the place I spent the most time in. I would find a place as far away from the entrance as possible and every day I write until I physically could not anymore.


    I was also writing the day I met Rin. That day, I was in the middle of writing when my stomach started acting up, probably because of the fan I was sitting under. So I rushed immediately to the washroom. After I successfully vanished the demons, I made my triumphant return to my seat where I saw a girl sitting down in my seat reading my paper.


    My only thought was that she was so pretty. It was a childish sort of affection. Her skin was as white as snow and her features looked like that of a sculpture. Her jet black hair extended all the way down to her waist. She was as radiant as the starry sky. Rin really did exude such a brilliant charm, almost like a sharp blade. I remembered reading a label for this kind of beauty in a book I read: Yamato Nadeshiko. That described Rin perfectly.


    "Did you write this?"


    That girl noticed my presence and her large, shining pupils were staring right at me, awaiting my answer. Her eyes had so much strength to them, to the point of anger almost. Even though I barely had any social skills, I could tell she was hard to deal with. I ended up backing away slightly.


    "Ahh, sorry."


    As if she just noticed, that girl starts to blink rapidly.


    "I wasn't glaring at you or anything. My eyes are kind of mean looking, that’s it."


    Her response seems quite practiced, like she had to say that many times. Hearing those words, I guess I just accepted it. I wasn't still aware of her, but I did know that she read my work.


    "You read it...?"


    "Yes I did."


    She really did. The girl in front of me, she continues on.


    "This paper fell on the floor so I picked it up and happened to take a peek."


    For a second grader, hearing that was pretty rare, I was honestly a bit embarrassed. I averted my gaze from that girl.


    "Well, the stuff you write was quite interesting, I found myself really liking it."


    Fidgeting around, Rin scratches her cheek. Her tone and general vibe gives off an innocent vibe and I can feel my heart pulsing.


    "I'm sorry I read it without your permission."


    She bows her head. This definitely isn't something a second grader would normally do. Rin comes from a strict family where manners are important and has been drilled into her since a young age. Though it would be a long time before I knew that.


    "Umm..."


    I ended up ignoring her apology and the full flow of the conversation. In those days, I wasn't angry for having someone else read my work and I would be fine showing it to others depending on the circumstances. I didn't have that thought process yet because having someone read my work only brought up feelings of curiosity. That's why I had to ask her.


    "How was it!?"


    "Huh?"


    My expression then might have been sparkling, and that's what Rin saw when I asked her.


    "My novel, how was it!?"


    Normally I was quiet and I rarely said anything, however, when it came to my work, I was very interested to hear people's thoughts. I devoted all my passion towards it. Now that I learned someone had read my work, all I wanted to know was their thoughts. My need for some validation must have rubbed off on that girl as her eyes softened as she continued looking at me.


    "It was quite interesting."


    In that moment, my world of complete darkness was completely shattered. Hearing those words alone flipped a switch within me, those honest thoughts were like a drug to me. I had no friends at the time, I was always alone, but I could feel my body shaking from everyone that was happening. The girl who said those words to me, it felt like the warm spring sun was wrapping around me.


    At the time, my second grade self didn't realize those feelings, but I had fallen in love with that girl right there and then. My own Aphrodite. That girl covered her mouth with her hands and started laughing. Witnessing that innocent, childish laugh caused my heart to skip a beat. I didn't understand why my face felt so hot then.


    "Why are you laughing?"


    "Sorry, I always thought you were the silent type."


    It's as if she knew who I was long before she talked to me today. And from then on, the relationship I had with the girl had been ensured to last for a long time.


    "You aren't going to continue writing?"


    And that was how I met Rin.

  


  Chapter 11: Syrup's Trigger


  


  
    "Alright, uploaded the new chapter."


    It's a weekday morning and I'm in the living room. I just finished writing my newest chapter and I take a sip of my black coffee.


    "Good work Onii."


    Karen's stuffing her face with pizza toast while giving me words of encouragement.


    "Thanks Karen! Today's chapter has lots of lovey-dovey hugging. It's as sweet as syrup!"


    "Seems like wish fulfillment."


    "If you get fulfillment from it Karen, there's something wrong with you."


    "Ah, pass the ketchup Onii."


    "Are you even listening to me!?"


    I made my retort while passing the ketchup to Karen. All she gives is a simple thanks and an innocent smile. Simple, calm and never changing, our morning really is like one of those single panel comics.


    "Onii, you really do drink it black."


    Karen looks at me with amazement as I eat my chive toast and black coffee for breakfast.


    "Writing my work is syrup enough, and that makes my black coffee that much sweeter."


    "Really? I don't understand your work Onii."


    "When you do understand, please tell me. That way I can give you advice to steer you back on the right path."


    "That's a weird sales pitch."


    "That's how business works. Yes, like how the result of people reading my work will be intense stomach pains. It's all that sweet coffee.”


    "Uwa, Onii's work sounds dangerous. What if you get caught by the Sugar Restriction Act?"


    "I feel like the nuance is a bit different here."


    Ping


    I hear the notification sound from my laptop.


    "Ah, it came!"


    "Nira-san?"


    "I'd be surprised if it wasn't him."


    Well, it is possible that Nira-san is a girl, but my target audience is definitely for males. Regardless, I've been waiting for Nira-san's comment.


    "This chapter was also interesting! Their making-up hug was so cute. Having the younger Maika-san hug Ryousuke-kun was the best. Ryousuke-san may have lost his bamboo shoot in his house, but in exchange he got Maika-san. Thanks for the chapter, author!"


    "Ah, Nira-san understands me."


    "Don't die on me Onii."


    "Cause of death: Heart failure. Oh, I haven't replied yet. Hmm... Nira-san, I always appreciate your comments! I'm glad you can sympathize with this chapter. The protagonist hugging the heroine outside, where it's just the two of them, this type of sweet situation really is priceless."


    "Onii, you're acting weird again."


    "It's fine if you don't understand just yet. Someone of your age has a different idea of love then some like me."


    Because of that, it's no surprise that Karen is worried for me.


    "My classmate Ishikawa-kun seems to be going out with someone older than him!"


    "That Ishikawa kid has a lot of courage picking a fight like this, it'll lead to certain death for sure."


    "All He said before he left was that he took three days worth of savings out of the bank."


    "So Ishikawa-kun won't be coming home with you?"


    I'm making a big show out of this. Society needs to learn that not all women require tribute to spend time with them. I have to spread the word somehow.


    Ding Dong


    The intercom ringing brings me back to my senses.


    "Oh, your beloved Rin has arrived Onii."


    "Who are you calling beloved!?"


    "She's not?"


    Well she is, but it's embarrassing to say that out loud."


    Before I close my laptop, I hear another notification sound.


    "Oh, another comment."


    "Huh, that's pretty rare for your niche work."


    "Don't call it niche. Hmm, what is it, what is it."


    I look at the screen to see the comment.


    "The hug scene seems unrealistic. Is the author a virgin?"


    "Ghaaaaaaaaghghghghttatstssssssss!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"


    "Onii broke!"


    It was this comment that caused the fact that I would find myself in an incredibly sweet situation today.

  


  Chapter 12: Hugging my Childhood Friend


  


  
    "You're so not okay today."


    It's lunchtime and we're in one of the multipurpose classrooms. After we finish eating our bento, Rin looks at me with a disapproving frown.


    "You can detect that?"


    "Of course, it's so obvious! You barely said any of your disgusting phrases, let alone talk at all!"


    "Your only basis on my mood is how many gross statements I make?"


    "Something wrong with that?"


    Her jet black pupils are boring holes in me. Well, it's not like I can hide it from her anyways, might as well lay it out as it is.


    "Hug."


    "Ha... G?"


    Rin cocks her head in confusion like a dog hearing its name for the first name.


    "Is that a breed of dog?"


    "You’re thinking of a pug."


    I cut her short before it gets out of hand. I tell Rin about the comment on my newest chapter. I leave out the virgin part of course.


    "Hmm, interesting..."


    Rin nods as she grasps the situation I'm in.


    "Tohru-kun, you really are desperate, you’re just like a starving person at a large banquet."


    “But the difference is that I won’t get fat."


    "Well, regardless, I never touched a man's body in my life."


    "And I never touched a woman's body before. But it’s a hug, we’ll have to do it eventually."


    Having said that, my mind flashes back and I remember. The arid, smelly classroom. The sound of a shrill cry. The impact of a body falling on me. A sweet aroma.


    "How about we do it , just once..."


    Like water bursting through a dam, those repressed emotions come out as words.


    "You mean...?"


    Almost immediately, Rin lets out a shrill scream.


    "What the heck Tohru-kun!?"


    There's definitely a hint of anger in her voice, but I know it's not anything serious.


    "Haha, sorry, my bad."


    My apology was more of a light one, as I was laughing while doing so. Rin put her hand over her face as a result.


    "Hea..."


    I approach Rin and stroke her face. I can feel her heat on my palm, its gentle warmness calming me down. Her face is definitely her weak point, as she gives me a look like she drank a whole bottle of soda. She's so damn cute...


    Her usual cool and collected self is gone, instead replaced with a sort of defenseless innocence, her face having lost any sort of defense. Although, if I stroke her too much, she'll get angry, so I pull my hand away. The moment my hand leaves her, Rin gives me a pout, with her pupils open wide, like she's a cat that wants to be rubbed more.


    "You shouldn't try to deceive someone by stroking them."


    With her face all red, I can see a bit of regret in her eyes. This childish charm is different from the usual Rin. It’s quite pleasant.


    "Well, I guess I was really thrown into a panic. I mean, for my entire life, I never hugged anyone before. It would be great to get some skills in that, you know."


    "That's honestly pretty disgusting. Getting hugging skills? Really?"


    Her venom feels as practiced as ever, but I notice Rin's movements begin to stop. What exactly is she thinking? With that, her cheeks take on a deeper shade of red as she folds her arms and begins making sounds as she is thinking.


    "What's up Rin?"


    As I ask her that, she gives me the occasional fleeting glance.


    "...Want to do it?"


    "Huh?"


    When she says "it", what exactly does she mean?


    "Now that we both calmed down, want to try... hugging?"


    She reaffirms her statement and my brain shuts down. What the hell is she saying!? I'm trying to navigate through Rin's thought process and I have no idea how she even came to that conclusion. We've known each other for ten years and this is the first time I've encountered this behaviour from her.


    "Don't get me wrong, this is just to help you with your novel. I'm just like a goddess swooping down and helping you on a whim during your times of trouble."


    "Isn't that too much to ask for such an amazing goddess?"


    "Please stop your disgusting worshiping."


    Rin retorts back as usual, but afterwards, her eyes take on a more serious appearance as she opens her mouth again.


    "You know... I really do want you to become the best author possible... so I'll help out however I can."


    I can feel a throbbing in my heart, my chest getting all hot. Before I can react properly, Rin opens her mouth again, as it looks like she has something else she wants to say.


    "Th-this is just for collecting data for your story and nothing else. Yep, just collecting data, so we don't need to feel guilty at all."


    "Yes, definitely just for collecting data, sounds about right."


    Rin is talking really fast and even though I have no time to process anything, I immediately reply to her. Well admittedly, my brain is a mess and I can't think straight at all. This unbelievable situation has rendered my rationale useless.


    "So... about the whole thing..."


    We have to make up our minds soon, we can't spend forever thinking about it.


    "Do you want to do it?"


    I hear Rin's question and I feel two distinct emotions from her tone of voice. The first is a sense of shyness. Her face is red to the brim and her eyes keep fidgeting around. The other one is... impatience, I guess?


    "If you don't make a decision already, I'll just think you don't want to do it."


    "Hey, hold up."


    I have to be frank about what I want, even if I’m nervous to say it.


    "Umm... I want to do it."


    "You should have said so in the place first."


    Rin quickly turns her face away, but I still hear her quiet murmur. Paying close attention to her posture, Rin's face starts softly shaking. I don't blame her for acting like this at all given the situation. I take a deep breath and face Rin as I steel myself for what's to come.


    "Alright, you ready?"


    "...Let's make this one quick."


    I'm not sure if I'll be able to follow Rin's request. Slowly, I extend both my arms towards Rin. I still feel myself shaking with anxiety, but I have one goal I must see through to the end.


    "Ahh..."


    And thus, there is nothing separating our physical distance.


    Rin's body is emanating so much heat. I wrap my arms around Rin's body, only exerting enough force to give a light squeeze. The rustling of clothes, rugged breaths, intense heat, the beating of a heart, and finally, a soft sensation, all five of my senses take everything in. A sweet aroma drifts through the air, giving off a gentle sense of familiarity.


    Rin's body is much more delicate than I ever anticipated. It would take a lot to pry me away from her, especially since I want my first hug to be a special one. I feel her small frame stiffen a bit.


    However, we gradually start to break away from each other. Rin herself looks completely drained. Rin rests her chin on my shoulder, as if to surrender herself completely to me.


    I feel a heavy squeezing coming from my upper chest. Could it possibly be from feelings of love? Being in this situation with my beloved Rin is without a doubt making me happy beyond belief. No matter how hard I try to resist, my desire for Rin can not be contained and so, I wrap my arms around her again.


    "Hyah..."


    "Ah.. Sorry, did I hurt you?"


    "N-no, it's fine. I'm perfectly alright. Well, you should care more about collecting data than my well-being anyways."


    "Ah, alright then."


    As if Rin just remembered, she goes on a spiel about our initial objective, but it just makes me more nervous. Hugging her, it’s all just so warm and soft. Her beautiful neck gives off such an amazing smell. Her dainty hair lightly dances across my nose. It's a miracle that I'm able to keep my heart so calm, given that my brain is in a state of information overload.


    Time seems to be moving ever so slowly, as if the two of us are detached from reality in this multi-purpose classroom. I'm unable to vocalize this pure sense of joy within me, so I let myself drown in pleasure. I want to feel Rin's warmth for as long as I live. However, I can feel my heart bursting out of my chest, it's throbbing ever apparent. There is no way I can hide such a noise. That is my only concern in this whole situation.


    "Your heartbeat... it's really going."


    And somehow, Rin notices my one concern and vocalizes it. The embarrassment causes my face to burn up. The only thing I can do is bury my face into Rin's neck. It smells so damn good...


    "Hyah..."


    Rin's shriek, it's something I never heard before. It jolts my heart because it sounds so sexy. It feels like I crossed a line I never should have crossed in the first place.


    "I-I'm fine now."


    I can't take it anymore. Something feels off and while I can't put it into words, I can just feel it. I separate myself from her. The heat gradually fades away and in its place is an outpour of regret.


    "Did you... collect some good data?"


    I can still sense her lingering scent as Rin asks me that, her face almost like it's soaked in syrup.


    "Yes, it was very good."


    "That's... good."


    Our usual tension seems missing. In its place, is the feeling of what the hell we're supposed to do after. As we regain our composure, I can feel myself writhing in agony. I'm sure Rin feels the same.


    In the time we have left, we can't even look each other in the eyes, instead silently blushing in unison.

  


  Chapter 13: My Childhood Friend's Invitation


  


  
    Rin and I are walking home from school. As we head to the nearest station from our school, I sense a change. Our physical distance is much shorter. This morning, there was about 15 cm between us, now only a fist can fit between us.


    "Say Rin..."


    "Oh no, the police are coming again to get you."


    "Again, what the hell are you saying?"


    Trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, Rin puts more distance between us.


    "It's just your imagination, pure accident! You're thinking way too much, it's just like over analyzing one page of a book. Or how about if I accidentally give a 10000 yen note to someone. Are you going to make a big deal about that?"


    "I can say that you sure are right now."


    After scratching my cheeks, I decide to spit out the words I've been hesitating to say.


    "I mean, it's fine, I don't really care."


    Rin looks at me, her face taking on a child-like expression.


    "Well, with you so close to me, it makes me pretty happy."


    I put some force into my words, hoping it will be effective. Having said that, it looks like Rin is making a display of thinking about what I just said. she then mutters quietly that she's pretty happy about the whole thing.


    Being as predictable as ever, Rin relaxes her mouth and draws near me again. Just like when a receives the toy they always wanted, the happiness coming from Rin is clearly evident. Once again, we're a fist length apart, and the feeling of happiness comes back again.


    And with that, simple question pops into my head. What the hell is up with her lately?


    Ever since three days ago when Rin suggested making a bento for me, she's been acting weird. In terms of our physical distance and our hug at lunch. Something has clearly been up with Rin. I feel like it's something on both a physical and mental level, but I'm not really sure. Are her actions just because of sheer mood? Even if I do find myself swaying that ways sometimes, I don't really think it's that simple. I don't think it's just a whim. Some part of her core foundation must have changed.


    Is it possible that is involved? I have to accept the possibility. If that were the case, I don't think I would be able to contain my happiness any longer. But on the other hand, my theory is pretty unlikely. There's two main reasons why.


    Firstly, Rin is a flawless beauty. There's no way she would ever have such a high opinion of me. Well, that could just be because of my low self-esteem talking. Our relationship is that of childhood friends, but that doesn't automatically mean that they will fall for each other. Besides... no, I probably stop thinking so pessimistically.


    Anyways, my selfish inner thoughts conflict with my inner belief that there is no that is true. No, it's more accurate to say that I've always believed that that would never happen. But if Rin keeps on constantly ignoring my miserable state of mind by shortening the distance between us, then it might be her way saying that she won't allow it anymore.


    "Hey Tohru-kun."


    "Hmm?"


    "Want to watch 'Tenki no Ko'?"


    "'Tenki no Ko'?"


    In an instant, I realize what she's getting at. It's the latest work by one of the top directors, Makoto Shinkai, whose previous work, "Kimi no Na wa", was a big phenomena and was a breakout success. The common consensus is that the story was beautiful and touching, and it made 10 billion yen at the box office. It really was a mega hit. I've been meaning to see it for a while since I'm also a creator of sorts and I want to watch something from the best of the best, but I never found the time.


    "Yeah, I don't mind, I haven't seen it yet anyways."


    "Sounds good, then want to go watch it this Saturday?"


    Wait... is this a date invitation? I unconsciously look at Rin. Rin is expressionless as always, looking straight ahead as she's walking. Her face is calm and composed, I can't find anything that would give away any ulterior motive.


    But I keep staring, and I notice that both her hands, that carrying her bag, are shaking. She's also blinking a lot more than usual and her cheeks are flushed red. No matter how you splice it, something definitely is up. This isn't the usual Rin and I can feel my suspicions brewing.


    Rin invited me on a date and that all it takes to make me happy, so I'm perfectly fine. I ask Rin the one lingering question I have on my mind.


    "Is your invitation... also on a whim?"


    Rin turns towards me and softly smiles. It's a smile that signals the warm spring sun upon a grassy plain after the rain. I've always loved that smile. With her well-developed lips, Rin opens her mouth and speaks without hesitation


    "Of course."


    It goes without saying that I immediately accept her invitation.


    ______


    Translator’s Note: The whole reference to Makoto Shinkai and his two films were initially “censored” in the original by slightly changing the names, but I decided to change it to the original since it’s pretty obvious what it was referring to in the first place.

  


  Chapter 14: Watching a Movie with my Childhood Friend


  


  
    It's 10 AM on Saturday and Rin and I are on the train to the movie theatre in the neighbouring town.


    "Today is finally happening!”


    "You're making this more awkward then it needs to be, stop acting like a kid, it's gross."


    "Well, this is way better than what I normally do on the weekend."


    Rin is as prickly as ever. However, my eyes are drawn to her more than usual.


    Firstly, she has a fashionable red beret on her head. She's cute.


    Her white baggy sweater gives off such a gentle vibe. She's so cute.


    Her brown skirt complements her white legs so well, and on her feet are white socks and a pair of loafers. She's so damn cute.


    Despite Rin's prickly attitude, seeing her pull off those casual clothes so elegantly is pretty unexpected. Well, I guess you could say this gap is quite amazing! In the first place, I usually only see her in her uniform, seeing Rn in casual clothes is honestly such a reward in and of itself.


    "Why are you staring so much?"


    "We-well, you're just so cute."


    "Cu-cute..."


    I unintentionally let out my inner thoughts and Rin goes as red as a strawberry. Because of my casual compliment, Rin unsurprisingly gets taken aback and starts acting a bit bashful.


    "D-don't act like an idiot, come on, let's get going."


    "Uh, yeah, sounds good."


    As I listen to her trembling voice, I suddenly recall something from the past.


    "Hmm..."


    As if it were only natural, I put out my hand towards Rin.


    "What are you doing with your hand?"


    "We did this in the past."


    A sense of guilt washes upon me as I say those words. Rin's eyes start dancing around after what I said and before long, she purses her lips and starts looking down. She mutters something.


    "You honestly are so unfair."


    "Unfair?"


    "It's nothing."


    Rin looks at my hand for an instant with an intense sense of greed. But she suddenly makes a fist and turns away.


    "Come on, we aren't kids anymore."


    "Haha, my bad."


    I recall the times when we were kids and we played at the park's pachinko hall. Times really have changed since then, and a sense of loneliness washes over me. There's nothing I can do to stop the flow of time, though.


    After buying our tickets and drinks, we head to the entrance. We take a seat and as we watch the ads, I remember something.


    "Oh yeah, the movie we're watching today is apparently a really sad one.


    "What are you saying?"


    "Don't you cry really easily?"


    "What makes you think I'll just start breaking down when we get to the sad part?"


    "Don't worry, don't worry. It'll be fine.


    "Tohru-kun."


    Despite the fact that we're in a dark theatre, I stare at Rin frowning at me.


    "Don't you dare make fun of me crying. I already watched a lot of sad anime anyway, so I already built up enough tolerance."


    “Wow, that's amazing. You just set up a massive red flag, will you be alright?"


    Rin gives me a smug look, like she's some kid who beat a really hard game.


    "Raising red flags are only possible in stories. Maybe you're writing too much and you're getting fact and fiction mixed up."


    And with that, the movie begins…

  


  Chapter 15: Holding Hands with my Childhood Friends


  


  
    "Fuguu... Eguu..."


    "And what did I say about raising red flags before?"


    The movie finishes screening and Rin is sniffling like a kid after getting a vaccine as we leave the theatre. I take a look at some of the other people leaving the theatre, and there are some people crying here and there, but Rin's crying is definitely the most prominent.


    "That... hic.... that scene... was so unfair... uguu..."


    "Hey, calm down. At least wipe up your tears."


    Having said that, I hand Rin my handkerchief.


    "Th-thanks... a lot."


    Like a cat combing itself, Rin begins to wipe her eyes dry. However, those glittering sparkles of emotions don't stop flowing out.


    ...Have I mentioned just how damn cute she is? I'm so sorry Rin, but your crying face is one of the Seven Wonders of the world. She's usually so aloof and cool, but seeing her regal features like this, oozing out so much emotion, I just want to shield her from any dangers. My desire to stroke her increases and a need to hug her wells up inside me. There's nothing I can do but endure these growing impulses.


    "Well, it definitely was more a tear-jerked than I expected.”


    "Uuu... Shinkai-sensei... really is the best..."


    Some time has passed and Rin has mostly calmed down. Her red eyes are similar to opening your eyes in salt water for a bit.


    "...Thanks for giving me your handkerchief. I'll make sure to wash it and give it back to you later."


    "It's fine, it's just some cheap handkerchief."


    "You think I'm crazy!? If I give it back to you now, who knows what kind of messed up stuff you'd use it for."


    "Do you really think I'm that deranged!?"


    I retort back and Rin laughs it off jokingly. It makes me relieved that she isn't so down anymore. Her face is beaming.


    "But I'll make sure to clean it before I give it back."


    There's no way Rin will back now, so I meekly concede to Rin's request. With nervous resolve, Rin speaks up again.


    "Thanks for today."


    Rin gives me words of gratitude as we leave the building.


    "Well, it was a very interesting movie, if I do say so myself. I probably would have missed out on it if you didn't invite me."


    Not only was it interesting, it's honestly a good reference point for a writer like me. The use of foreshadowing, the way the heroine conveys her words, it was all superb. There were so many times when I was watching that I caught myself saying "So that's it" because I was so caught up in everything. On a production level, there were so many things to enjoy about it, outside of pure enjoyment.


    "Is that so... Well, that's good to hear."


    Hmm, something's up. Rin's acting all evasive and quiet. She's fidgeting around and acting all weird in general. I want to say something, but I just can't find the right words. But my intuition definitely feels something wrong. As her childhood friend, I know I have to do something, so I start whispering.


    "What's up?"


    "Hmm?"


    "It seems like you want to say something."


    Rin is taken aback by my question. After darting her eyes around, she puts her hand on her chest.


    "Well..."


    She lets out a big sigh, acting all nervous about the whole situation.


    "It's around lunch time... I was thinking if you had some free time, maybe we could go get something to eat?"


    She's asking me out for lunch. What an unexpected angle of attack, she definitely caught the enemy off guard.


    "Ahh, it's about lunchtime now, isn't it. I definitely feel hungry."


    This isn't something she should be worried about.


    "If you want to go, we can go. We don't have to if you want to go home after this."


    If I'm given the option to go home by myself or spend more time with the one I love, it's a no-brainer. If I do say so myself, it seems like Rin's expression is blooming. This change, it's like watching an urban nightscape with a double speed camera. A big, dumb smile appears on my face, as I feel my face getting hotter.


    "Al-alright, let's go then."


    "Sure."


    "Mmm..."


    I put out my hand as naturally as possible, which causes Rin's eyes to start darting around.


    "Ah, sorry, my bad."


    I made the same mistake again. In a panic, I begin to draw back my hand. However, Rin seizes my hand before I have a chance to withdraw my hand.


    "...Eh?"


    I look at Rin's face, her regal features are dyed with bashfulness and joy.


    "Don't think about it too hard, I'm in a good mood right now... so... take it as a... treat..."


    Suddenly, Rin averts her gaze.


    "...I see. Well, to keep your mood high, I'll make sure to keep holding your hand."


    "Don't get too carried away."


    "Hya, sorry."


    I give an exaggerated reaction and Rin breaks out in laughter. And then...


    "Well, anyways..."


    With her other hand, she covers her mouth.


    "If you ever want to hold hands again.. I'd be fine doing it..."


    My happiness meter broke hearing those words and I unconsciously squeezed Rin's hand harder. Rin gives me surprised glance, as her mouth relaxes and she grasps back just as hard. It's as if Rin is saying she won't lose to me. With her palm against mine, I can feel the sensation of her smooth skin. For a moment, the feeling of her plan was seared into my brain so hard that I nearly lost sight of where I was going.


    We continue walking through town, hand in hand. On the way, a thought crosses me mind. Is it possible that Rin specifically chose this time to watch the movie so we could have lunch together?


    "Why are you staring at me so much. You're giving me this creepy smile."


    "Okay, I might have had a gross smile, but I definitely wasn't staring."


    Rin definitely isn't feeling the romantic vibe at all. Well, Rin did invite me to watch a movie and now we're going to eat lunch together, so there's that. I guess that's enough to keep my happy.


    "Hmm, so what should we eat?"


    "Good question..."


    For a moment, Rin rests her chin on her index finger as she looks around and thinks. After a while, Rin's eyes light up. Seems like she found something she wants to eat.


    "Hey, it's been a while since we went there!"


    With her finger, Rin points to one of the various restaurants.

  


  Chapter 16: My Childhood Friend's Nostalgic Tears


  


  
    "Are you sure you're okay with this?"


    We're in a world famous hamburger chain. I ask Rin that, who is across the table from me.


    "Yep, it's all good. I've been craving teriyaki burgers for a while."


    "Ah, you do love them."


    Rin chews her burger with a big smile on her face. The way she's using both her hands to eat her burger, Rin looks like a chipmunk or something.


    "Well, you're eating a teriyaki burger too!"


    "Why wouldn't I? They're the best!"


    "That's for sure."


    Rin's pupils constrict, like she's remembering something from the past.


    "Coming back here, it's really taking me back."


    "I'm pretty sure the first restaurant we went to together was one of these."


    "Yeah definitely."


    Rin longingly stares at the burger in her hands.


    "That was definitely... a little while after we first met."


    "Yeah, yeah. If I recall correctly, you were crying."


    "Hey, you better forget that right now. What's your problem? You're bringing up embarrassing moments from the past to blackmail me into giving you this burger? That's a pretty new low, you know."


    "I definitely wouldn't stoop that low."


    "Well, this time I won't cry. Hmph”.


    Hmph indeed.


    "You're cute, you know."


    I unintentionally let out my inner thoughts. Rin starts to whimper and her face goes all red. She then puts her hand in front of her mouth. Yep, she's definitely cute.


    "A-anyways, what did you think of the film?"


    "Well, I think we share a general opinion about it."


    All of a sudden, we're enveloped in an embarrassing mood, so we shift the conversation towards another topic almost naturally. Since we're childhood, this kind of synchronization is pretty much par for the course.


    "What was your favorite scene Tohru-kun?"


    "For me, it really was the last scene. The way Monaka-kun was bent on delivering the ingredients across the railroad tracks for the person he loved really got to me."


    "Ahh, for sure! I'm sure that scene will go down in history as one of the best scenes in anime."


    "And what about your favorite scene?"


    "Me? Hmm..."


    Rin trails off and looks up at the ceiling. After pausing to think for about ten seconds, she opens her mouth again.


    "Hmm, there are a few good ones... but I have to agree, the scene with Monaka-kun was really the best one, it got me crying the most."


    "Ah, I know what you mean. I just went 'Uaah' when those two were forced away from each other."


    "Yeah, definitely."


    With that Rin stares directly into my pupils.


    "Hmm, something up Ri-”


    There’s something off about her stare.


    "Oh hey, what’s wrong?"


    "Ah, no... it's, well..."


    Rin starts rubbing her eyes, making herself more flustered in the process.


    "Y-you okay?"


    "S-sorry, it's just... a little bit of nostalgic tears."


    Slender tears fall down her face as her eyes constantly blink, her chest is bound tightly too. It's those tears that trigger an innate response within me: I have to protect her no matter what. I want to pat and hug her right now, but I grit my teeth and bear the pain.


    "Haha... looks like I ended up crying."


    Her torrent of emotions comes to a gradual stop, as she's laughing at herself.


    "Don't worry about me, these tears mean nothing at all. They’re just nostalgic tears."


    "Yeah, but you're crying."


    Rin sharply turns her face away and her lips relax. She's acting childish again.


    "Well, it's fine. It happened at a good time anyways.”


    "What do you mean?"


    "You know, the most beautiful time to cry is when you're eating."


    Rin's face is immediately washed with pure shock. However, that only lasts an instant. as her face turns red, her pupils constrict and a smile appears on her face.


    "Really... you haven’t changed at all Tohru-kun."


    "Huh, what do you mean?"


    Rin shakes her head in response.


    "Oh, it's nothing."


    All I can do is cock my head in confusion.


    And so, our date continues on like this, filled with our version of happiness.

  


  Chapter 17: My Innocent Daily Life with my Childhood Friends


  


  
    It was early summer when we were in the second grade. I'd come to know the girl in class beside mine, Rin Asakura. Everyday after school, we would walk to the library. I would practice writing novels and beside me, Rin would be reading manga. A little bit before the final going-home bell would ring, I would show Rin what I wrote that day. That was how we spent our days. With every passing day, I would come to understand Rin more and more.


    "My way of speaking... it's a bad habit."


    It was three days after we first met. A single scene pops up in my mind. Rin, expressionless as always, said that.


    "My mom told me to always be polite to whoever I was talking to. So, I studied up on what exactly being polite was and discovered always speaking indirectly and using honorifics were both good ways."


    And the result of her investigation led to her unique way of speaking. Compared to herself nowadays, Rin was a lot more uptight and serious.


    "But because of the way I speak, I haven't been able to make friends with anyone in my class..."


    Rin started to sulk, looking all lonely in the process.


    "I realize I need to change. If I start to speak like all my other classmates, I'm sure that would be a good start..."


    And with that, Rin had bared her soul to me.


    "I don't think it's all the bad. Your way of speaking is pretty cool! I think it's pretty neat that you decided to listen to your mom too."


    At that time, I thought the honorifics that adults used were pretty cool, and despite being one that always rebelled against my parents, those were my honest thoughts. Rin's eyes go up in shock due to my response.


    "Thanks... a lot."


    At that time, I had no idea why Rin's voice was shaking so much.


    ___________________


    "You know, I honestly think I'm somewhat worthless."


    It's been a week since we first met. And thus, the scene changes. Rin utters that quietly, as if she was almost too embarrassed to say it.


    "My grades are bad and I suck at gym... I really have no redeeming features."


    Her head hanging low, Rin bares her soul to me again.


    "Don't say that! Rin-chan, you're super cute, your way of speaking is so cool and you're always so honest, you're definitely not worthless!"


    At that time, I started to encourage the girl I had unwittingly fallen in love with. I began to vehemently list off Rin's strong points. Rin's eyes light up once again, becoming perfectly round due to my response.


    "Thanks... so much."


    At that time, I still had no idea why Rin's voice was shaking so much.


    ___________________


    "You know, I don't have any friends in my class."


    It's been a month after we first met. And thus, the scene changes yet again. Rin tells me that, while sulking heavily.


    "For whatever reason, I'm always glaring at people and don't have any emotions. Even then, I'm not good at talking in the first place. I have no good points at all. I'm almost always alone..."


    With a single breath, Rin looks at me, giving me a faint smile.


    "That's why when I get to talk with you every day, Yonekura-kun, it makes me so happy."


    I respond to her almost immediately.


    "Th-then, let's be friends."


    Despite my stuttering, I get my proposal across.


    "I don't.... really have any friends in my class either. So I would be really happy if I became friends with you, Rin-chan."


    That time, I decided to stop beating around the bush. Instead, I bared my true and honest feelings to Rin. Looking back, it was so embarrassing. This time, Rin didn't open her eyes in shock to my response. Instead, she squinted and spoke in her usual strong voice.


    "Yes, of course."


    Finally, at that time, I began to understand why Rin's voice was shaking. We hung out every day, and little by little, I started to understand Rin more and more. Her kindness, seriousness and politeness, all three of those made up Rin's aura most of the time. Though behind her usual expressionless, she hid a cute smile.


    Before I knew it, I fell in love with her. But then, I had no idea what the concept of love or dating really was. Back then, Rin was my friend that I would hang out with after school in the library. I wasn't able to conceptualize further than that. Maybe Rin felt the same way.


    That's why besides the time we hung out after school, we didn't interact at all. But I had urges. I knew I wanted to talk with her besides after school. Normally, she would go to the library so she could read what I wrote that day. I couldn't find a clear reason to spend time with her otherwise.


    We were both bad at communication, which is why we couldn't make friends at all. But after that day, the boundary between Rin and I shortened and we started to talk outside of the time we spent at the library.


    However, one day, Rin didn't show up at our usual time. I waited 10 minutes, 30 minutes, and yet, Rin never came to the library.

  


  Chapter 18: Teriyaki Burgers with my Childhood Friend


  


  
    However, one day, Rin didn't show up at our usual time.


    I waited 10 minutes, 30 minutes, and yet, Rin never came to the library. I became worried, so I stopped writing and left the library. I walked around school looking for Rin. Because I was still in elementary school, I didn't have a phone to contact Rin at all. That's why I searched all over the place, looking in every classroom. However, I still couldn't find her.


    Before I knew it, I spent so much time searching for Rin. My legs were getting weary from walking too much. It was possible she could have taken the day off. Is she somewhere at school or is it possible she's already home?


    Left to stew in my own depressing thoughts, I found myself entering an empty multi-purpose classroom. And there, I found Rin. A sense of relief washed over me, but that quickly turned to shock and confusion. Rin was curled up in the corner of the room crying. It was the first time in my life that I bore witness to a crying girl. Before I knew it, my legs tightened up and I rushed over to Rin. I crouched down and immediately opened my mouth.


    "What's wrong?"


    Rin didn't answer. Still curled in a ball, she covered her eyes with her hands as the sounds of her weeping filled the room. I honestly had no idea what to do, since this was the first time I ever experienced anything like this. My mind blanked out, my body began to move on its own.


    Without putting too much pressure, I place my hand on Rin's face. I wanted to know why she was crying, and I wanted to somehow cheer her up any way I could. So I continued brushing her face. Even when she stopped crying, I continued.


    "Sorry..."


    A weak apology is the first thing that came out of Rin's mouth as she slowly tried to calm her messy feelings.


    "Why are you apologizing?"


    Rin wasn't able to tell me the reason why. The only thing I knew was that her face looked absolutely dejected. Rin was still sad. I'll do whatever it takes to cheer her up. I came up with an idea in my head, and I immediately told Rin my plan.


    "Hey, I know a good place to go to cheer up."


    "Good... place?" She nods and with that, I take the hands of the teary eyed girl and rush out of school.


    ____________________


    We finally arrived at the hamburger restaurant near our school. This restaurant, of course, was a world renowned hamburger chain, but at the time I didn't know that.


    "Come on, let's go."


    We take a seat and Rin is directly across from me.


    "This is...?"


    "A teriyaki burger! You know about them?"


    Rin shakes her head.


    "They're really yummy, you should try one."


    As I say that, Rin takes a bite out of her burger. In that moment, her dejected pupils light up, opening wide.


    "This is... so delicious."


    "Told you so!"


    I was relieved that she seemed to like it. It felt like just waking up in a still-warm futon. It gave me a sense of comfort. Crying a lot can make you hungry, so it's good that Rin is happily eating away at her burger. Looking at Rin eat is making me hungry, so I start digging in too.


    "Why?"


    "Huh?"


    When we were both about half way done, Rin asked me that.


    "Why... did you bring me here?"


    Seemingly reluctant to ask her question, I answered her immediately.


    "When you're sad, eating something yummy is the best, that's why!"


    I told Rin my honest feelings. A while back, I got a bad grade on a test and I got scolded for it. I ended up crying a storm afterwards. However, my mom took me here after to cheer me up. My mom wanted to apologize, but she still wanted me to do my best, so she bought me a teriyaki burger. It was probably the best thing I had ever ate and something I would never forget. My sadness was completely wiped away and in its place was the desire to do my best. That experience had been deeply seared into my mind ever since.


    When I saw Rin crying, taking her to eat a teriyaki burger was the first thing I came to my mind. I'm not sure if Rin really understands my reasoning without knowing my backstory. Despite that, today was the first time I saw Rin smile.


    "Thanks... so much."


    She really did find it delicious. That made me relieved.


    "So, about the price..."


    After we were done, Rin timidly brought that up. I took out my wallet and showed it to Rin.


    "It's fine, don't worry about it."


    The teriyaki burger was 300 yen and the cheeseburger was 100 yen, so a total of 400 yen. For a second grader, it's pretty expensive, but it didn't bother if it meant I could see Rin's smile again.


    "B-but that's a lot... sorry."


    Her eyes downcast, Rin grabbed my wallet.


    "Hmm, then hear me out on something."


    Rin looks at me in confusion, my request obviously confusing her but I didn't have any ulterior motives. I told her my request straight on.


    "Let's go somewhere else and hang out more!"


    Perhaps some part of me wished to hang out with Rin more, besides the time we get after school and so I turned those feelings into words that I would direct towards Rin. For a moment, Rin looked around in hesitation, and then gave me a smile as bright as the summer fireworks.


    "Yes..."


    And on that day, the time I would spend with Rin on a daily basis would increase. The gap between us closed and we began to feel like family to one another. We took one step closer in deepening our relationship and we were steadily advancing towards being childhood friends.


    Eventually, I would find out the reason for Rin's tears later on.

  


  Chapter 19: My Childhood Friend's Bamboo Shoot Rice


  


  
    "Alright, got the new chapter up."


    It's Monday morning and as usual, I'm in the living room. I finish uploading the new chapter and I take a sip of my black coffee.


    "Good job Onii."


    As always, Karen is stuffing her cheeks with honey toast as she gives me words of encouragement.


    "Thanks Karen. Today's chapter had some very sweet developments, like pouring caramel right into your mouth."


    "Is it just me, or if Onii doesn't write something sweet, he isn't satisfied?"


    "HA! HA! HA! Writing sweet stories is my specialty! If my work doesn't have any sweetness, how can I be proud of it!?”


    "Ah, pass the honey Onii."


    "You really aren't interested, are you?"


    As I pass the honey, Karen gives me a big warm smile, like that of the summer sun, as thanks."


    Ping


    The notification sound goes off on my laptop.


    "Oooooh!"


    "Is it Nira-san?"


    "Yep, it's like he's always on standby or something."


    "Today's chapter was interesting as well! Maika-san and Ryousuke-kun's sweet cohabitation really is the best. The scene where Maika-san would make bamboo shoot rice every night for Ryousuke-kun and relieve his stress really surprised me. Thanks so much Author!"


    "Ahh... I knew Nira-san would understand. He definitely picked up on the scene I wanted him to enjoy."


    "Onii, are your face muscles broken?"


    "At your age you wouldn't understand. Ah, what should I reply with. Hmm... Nira-san, I always appreciate the support. I'm glad you liked the bamboo shoot rice scene. In fact, bamboo shoots with rice is one of my favorite foods."


    "Onii, who would be interested in what kind of food you like?"


    "Will the insolent child who doesn't understand the beauty of bamboo shoots please be quiet."


    Speaking of which...


    Rin's special bamboo shoot rice really is a masterpiece. She had it the first day she made me a bento, and afterwards, I requested that every day since. I press the reply button and contrary to her usual self, Karen replies back.


    "But it really is amazing that Onii hasn't skipped a chapter and you've been updating daily."


    "That's weird. I don't think I ordered a rental imouto today."


    "You're mean Onii!"


    "Wh-what!? Karen is praising my novel... Onii-chan is so happy to wake up with so much syrup in his futon!"


    "Please don't get attached to syrup Onii, that would make me happy."


    "Don't crush my fantasy like that!"


    "Ishikawa-kun in my class keeps praising your work. There are so many web novels that stop updating that they die off, but Onii makes sure to update every day, it really is amazing."


    "Please invite this Ishikawa kid over, Oni-chan will make sure to give me a special welcome.”


    I'll have to buy a turkey if that happens.


    "Well, I did make a promise to Rin. I'd make sure that no matter what, that I would become an author.”


    "Rin's influence sure is amazing."


    Karen gives me a face like those times she's reading those sugary shoujo manga. But Karen does have a point. It's all thanks to Rin that I've managed to keep writing a new chapter everyday. We made a promise together and I'll make sure to fulfill it. As I'm indulging in these sentimental emotions, Karen speaks up again, her tone unusually soft and kind.


    "But you know, lately it feels you've been enjoying writing more Onii."


    "Lately?"


    "You know, like you discovered a previous cheat from another world? Or you got a harem? You've always been writing, but compared to before, you seem as lively as a high performance car."


    "So basically I've found my element, but indirectly I've broken in some way?"


    Well, that could be the case...


    "Yeah, that sounds about right."


    I think back to before. Up until my previous work, the constant trend of putting out any novel that would be popular was something I was fascinated with. The most popular genre is definitely fantasy. Building up various cheats and harems was something I thought I'd continue writing. I changed the genre of my current work to a modern romance story and the result is that I'm having more fun than ever writing it.


    "Well at any rate, I won't stop writing at all until I reach my dream of getting published!"


    "That sounds pretty unhealthy."


    "'The risk of eating sweet plums' is the title, so of course precautions are necessary."


    Ding Dong


    The intercom starts ringing. The timing couldn't be any better.


    "Seems like your beloved Rin has arrived, Onii."


    "Come on, how many times do I have to tell you, she's not my beloved!"


    "Am I wrong though?"


    "Well... no."


    Lately, the physical and mental distance between Rin and I has shortened a lot. It feels like lately, my love for Rin has gotten a lot stronger. While Karen has been teasing me about it, I can't really deny it myself. I close my laptop, put it into my bag and hang it over my back.


    "Alright, let's get going."


    "Off we go."


    I leave the living room and slip on my shoes. I wonder what will be the menu for today's bento. Bamboo shoot rice would be nice, As I'm indulging myself in my colorful imagination, I open the entrance door with a clank.

  


  Chapter 20: Our Telepathy


  


  
    "AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!"


    "Why are yelling all of a sudden like you're in pain? It's honestly pretty pitiful."


    "No, it's different. There's bamboo shoots, bamboo shoots!"


    “So now you're stuck yelling bamboo shoots, great. I'm sure they'll take pity on you too."


    "Like I said, it's not what I mean."


    Without missing a beat, I point at Rin's homemade bento. My index finger is pointing right at the glittering light brown brilliance laid on top of the rice.


    "Bamboo shoot rice! I was craving some this morning!"


    "Ah, that makes sense."


    Rin seems to understand and nods her head. But she seems a bit more merry than usual. Rin's face looks like she's some housewife watching her husband build a Gundam set.


    "This definitely has to be telepathy."


    I’m about 70% serious.


    Damn it. I'm totally setting myself up to be harshly insulted by Rin. I brace myself for it.


    "Well, we're childhood friends... I learned your likes and dislikes over the years."


    It really is telepathy after all. Rin suddenly looks away and covers her mouth with her hand. Her reaction is surprisingly cute. My heart starts throbbing, there's no way I can stop it.


    "H-hey, wait. Don't stroke me so suddenly, haa..."


    I let my emotions get the better of me again, as I find that I'm stroking Rin's face with my hand, harder than usual. The sound that comes from my rubbing is a soothing one. Rin's sweet scent hits my nose. With my hand, I delicately start playing with Rin's hair.


    "J-just what exactly are you doing!? Don't tell me you're going to fap to that later on."


    "Heh!? Come on, give me a break."


    I separate my hand from her. Rin takes a deep breath, her cheeks flushed bright red, like an apple.


    "Come on, let's eat already, hgh..."


    Her voice becomes a little high-pitched as she looks at me pleadingly. Her cheeks are puffed out, but it doesn't really fit the whole vibe she was getting at before. I obediently begin to dig into Rin's bento, in hopes to move on from the accusations of my fap material.


    Will say, this bento really is the best.


    ___________________


    "You know, no matter how you put, your cooking really is the best Rin."


    After I finish eating, I tell Rin my honest impressions. We've been friends for so long, but for whatever reason, this is the first time I ate this kind of bento from Rin. And Rin is able to determine exactly what I like in just a few days and create something this good. It takes a lot of culinary skill to do something like that. Her face shows a hint of doubt for a moment before she speaks up.


    "I used to make a lot for other people before ... Well, lately, someone's been teaching me a lot."


    "Oooh, who?


    "Hiyorin."


    "Ah, Arimura-san."


    Hiyori Arimura. She's the top beauty at our school and one of Rin's few friends. She's pretty bubbly and energetic, she definitely seems like the polar opposite of Rin, though I guess that's why they're so close.


    "Is she good at cooking?"


    “She's definitely a pro. Her boyfriend completely surrendered to her."


    "Eh, she has a boyfriend?"


    "They're like next door neighbours or something."


    "This is starting to feel more like a TV drama with every second."


    "He's also four years older."


    "What, he's in university?"


    "Umm..."


    Of course I would be interested in learning more about a classmate's love life. Well, it's been a while since I talked with Rin like this where we can amuse ourselves, it really is a lot of fun. After our short detour, we return to talking about cooking. Not really thinking of anything in particular, I start speaking.


    "Well regardless, your homemade bento is really good. The fact that it's fresh too makes it even better."


    I give Rin a casual response. I'm sure this bento would still be great even if it wasn't as warm as it is now. Even so, eating it fresh like this is probably making me even more happy. Those are my honest and genuine feelings. There's about 10 seconds of silence as we stare at each other. Rin looks right in my eyes, seemingly full of determination.


    "Wanna... come and eat?"


    “Huh?" Her words catch me off guard and I'm left all flustered. Rin's eyes start to flutter about, but she continues on with her proposal.


    "This Saturday, want to come over my house to eat lunch?"

  


  Chapter 21: Visiting my Childhood Friend's Home


  


  
    "Coming in."


    It's Saturday and it's noon on the dot. As I open the door to the Asakura home, I think to myself that’s been several years since I was last here.


    "Oh my, it's been so long."


    Rin's mom, Kaoru-san, greets me as I enter. With a gentle expression on her face, she seems enveloped in a calm, but unbreakable atmosphere. She's quite the amazing mother. I'm pretty sure she was a kendo instructor once.


    "Yep, it's been a while Kaoru-san."


    "It really has. Last time I saw you was five years ago at least. You've grown so much and you became so handsome too."


    Kaoru-san tells me that with affectionate eyes. The way she's speaking, it's like she's meeting a family member she hasn’t seen in a while.


    "Haha, not at all. Meanwhile you haven't changed a single bit Kaoru-san."


    "Oh my, I'm so happy to hear that."


    She puts her hand on her cheeks and smiles at me. I will say, Rin's mom really has some ungodly facial expressions. I take off my shoes and enter the house proper. It's been a while since I last been here, but it has such a familiar smell.


    "Thanks for coming today."


    "Not at all. Rather, I should thank you. I'll be looking forward to trying Rin's homemade cooking today."


    "Haha, that sounds good. You know, Rin woke up early today. She seemed so pumped up while she was preparing her dish."


    Boom, Bang Bang Bang!


    "Mom, what the hell are you telling him!? I wasn't pumped up at all, why are you feeding him all those lies!?"


    Rin flies out of nowhere and begins telling off her mom.


    "But weren't you really looking forward to this? You've been in and out the balcony so many times today."


    "C-come on mom, it's fine. Shouldn't you be preparing for your lesson anyways?"


    Her voice getting all shrill, Rin pushes her mom aside.


    "Oh my, you're so embarrassed. Well Tohru-kun, I'll be off. Have fun!"


    With that, Kaoru-san goes back inside. It's just Rin and I left in the hallway.


    "Hey, Rin..."


    "What...?"


    "Thanks for waking up early."


    I decided not to ask her about the balcony. Might be that one of the side dishes is missing or something along those lines. With a tap, I place my hand on Rin's head.


    "...Don't worry. I spent my precious holiday doing this, so I won't be satisfied unless I go all out. I do have to make sure it's prepared carefully after all.”


    "I see, I see."


    She seems a little more at ease, so I continue to stroke her some more.


    "Mmm..."


    Rin closes her eyes and start purring. She really does seem like a peaceful baby. Satisfied, I take my hand from her. Just then, Rin gives me a look like she just came back from a time leap.


    "C-come on, let's eat already."


    "Haha, whatever you say."


    She starts grinding her teeth. A smile leaks onto my face, she really is the cutest.


    "Sh-shut up. I woke up early so I could make this for you. It's no wonder that I'm a bit drowsy right now. That doesn't mean that stroking me is my weak point, you got that?"


    She starts grinding her teeth again. Her cheeks turn cherry red and she begins biting her lower lip. Damn it, I'm getting all fuzzy inside. It's like seeing that kitten and baby owl sleeping beside each other, I just feel so warm and cozy inside.


    "...If you keep laughing, I won't serve the main dish."


    "Give me a break."


    Not serving the main dish would be going overboard.


    Regardless, I put on a serious expression as I accompany Rin like a butler to our destination.

  


  Chapter 22: My Childhood Friend's Cooking and that Nostalgic Feeling


  


  
    “Aaaaa, it looks so good!!!"


    I'm at the living room dining table at Rin's house. Before my eyes is a plethora of wonderful dishes. I yell with joy, as I can't contain my happiness.


    Simmering in the overflowing pots all over, I spot pork belly and cabbage, chive and eggs, thinly sliced daikon and most importantly, bamboo shoot with rice. All this homemade food is the textbook definition of fresh as steam begins to slowly rise from each pot. The steam diffuses through the air and the aroma hits my nose. The smell is doing wonders on my stomach as I can feel it start to rumble.


    "Wow, this is like all my favorite foods in one."


    "Well of course it is, I'm your childhood friend after all."


    I can feel a hint of cockiness in Rin's voice as she's bragging. Anyways, something's been on my mind, so I ask Rin about it.


    "Did you eat already?"


    "Yeah, when I was done cooking, I sampled everything so I'm full."


    "That must have been one hell of a sampling."


    I say that without realizing and Rin starts shaking and her face freezes. I glance to see her reaction. Given that we've been for friends for ten plus years, it's pretty easy to gauge her thoughts. Is it possible that she sampled the food so many times over that she made herself full?


    "Y-you better start eating soon before the food gets cold. I carefully adjusted the time of my cooking so it would be the optimal temperature right about now."


    "O-oh, thanks for taking that into account. You really thought of everything to make this as delicious as possible."


    "W-what kind of statement is that? If you think you can charm me by shoving in some convenient explanation like some Happy Meal toy, don't think you can do that."


    "There's no way I'd ever do that to you Rin."


    I retort back as always, and Rin sighs as per always.


    "What's wrong Rin?"


    "Absolutely nothing. Come on, you better start eating."


    "Ah, of course."


    Would be such a waste if I were to eat this cold.


    "Alright, time to dig in."


    After putting my hands together, I focus my sights on the pots. I take some of the cabbage and pork belly, wrapped with green onion and ponzu, and put it into my mouth. In that instant, I can feel my eyes opening wide. The acidity of the ponzu mixes really well with the juices from the meat, as I can feel the flavours spreading all over my mouth. The sweetness of the pork, the texture of the cabbage, the flavour of the onion; all five of my senses become flooded in all the umami. Before I know it, I'm staring towards the sky.


    Next, I look at the bamboo shoot rice, and unable to avoid the temptation, I take some and stick it into my mouth. I have to show my deepest gratitude towards the creator of this divine feast, if it’s the last thing I do. I shout into the air the only words on my mind.


    "It's so fucking GOOD!"


    "Well, that's good to hear."


    As Rin says that, her expression softens. Meanwhile, I use my chopsticks to grab some food from another one of Rin's plentiful dishes. The slight bitterness of the chives combined with the mild soft boiled egg makes for the great combination. On the other hand, the thinly boiled daikon strips seem to be soaked to the brim in sweetness, I’m sure that simple taste would bring out the raw flavour really well. Both look amazing.


    Like a parrot, I find myself repeating "This is so good" over and over again as I continue to eat more of Rin's dishes. I look over at Rin and she has a gentle expression on her face.


    "This really takes me back."


    I'm in the middle of eating, but I find myself uttering such nostalgic words.


    "Yeah, it sure does."


    Rin was able to guess the true meaning of my words. She closes her eyes as if she were remembering the past.


    "It was back when we were in elementary school. We'd come over to my house and eat together."


    "Yep."


    That was around the time when Karen was just born. While giving birth to their second child was definitely a joyous occasion, it was a pretty hectic time for my parents as well, as they were both working adults. I told Rin a little bit about my situation, and Kaoru-san invited me over for dinner. Kaoru-san was able to reduce the burden on my parents a bit.


    As Rin and I were the only friends we had, our moms started to talk to each other too. That was the start of my coming over to the Asakura house for dinner during my elementary years. Once Karen grew up, and my parents didn't have to look after her as much, I started to visit less frequently, alongside the fact that I started to grow up. Despite that, I've come to love many new foods during my time in the Asakura household.


    "You know, it makes me a bit happy."


    "Huh?"


    Rin is looking at me in confusion, but I keep talking.


    "Back then and now, it feels the same. The smell, the atmosphere, everything... even the view in front of me is the same... that's because you're here too Rin."


    Looking back, Rin's face gave me a sense of stability. I would greedily devour Kaoru-san's cooking and Rin would look at me with a pleasant smile. Today basically feels the exact same.


    "We've both grown up now, but the two of us at the dining table, it's the exact same as in the past. It makes me happy, you know..."


    I guess you could call it a sense of security, or familiarity. It's like when a city undergoes heavy redevelopments, but the one thing that remains the same is a single sakura tree in the city center.


    Analogies aside, eating with Rin like this after so many years makes me so damn happy.


    "Heh, what I am even blabbing about anymore?"


    I said that to hide my embarrassment from the creeping nostalgic sensation that I've been feeling. It's the same type of embarrassment I get when I recall my chuuni phase. I was hoping those words would snap us back to the present.


    "Yeah, I get how you feel."


    And so, there's no going back. I look at Rin and she has an ever so gentle smile on her face. It hasn't changed one bit, it still resembles a pleasantly warm spring day. I try my best to hide the chaotic beating of my heart by returning her gentle smile. After some slight hesitation, I hear a whisper, though it's barely audible.


    "That... makes me happy too."


    Despite the fact that I’ve been beating around the bush the whole time, Rin says those simple words in reply. I can't bear to look at her face, but I can guess what her face looks like right about now. Her small ears are dyed with the colors of dawn. Surprise attacks like that are supposed to have a limit, you know. I'm blanking on what to say, as I feel my body temperature increasing exponentially.


    "I... see."


    Our conversation ends there. Trying to hide the fact that I'm embarrassed beyond belief, I start stuffing my cheeks again with bamboo shoot rice. As I’m putting the bamboo shoot rice into my mouth, I’m expecting that burst of umami to hit my mouth; however, I can't taste anything at all.


    After I was finished eating, Rin and I didn't talk at all. Even with the silence, the mood was pleasant as ever.

  


  Chapter 23: My Childhood Friend's Room


  


  
    Question: Where am I right now?


    "Don’t stare so much, it's disgusting and it'll rub off onto my room."


    "My staring has that much of a negative aura?"


    Answer: Rin's room!


    How things ended up like this is pretty simple. It was about ten minutes ago when I just finished devoured and enjoyed every single bit of Rin's cooking. She suddenly opened her mouth.


    "Wanna... come to my room?"


    No it wasn't sudden... it was VERY sudden.


    "Huh?"


    My shock was equivalent to coming back to school the first day after summer vacation and realizing I forgot to do the summer homework.


    "There isn't any special meaning to it, you hear me. I just thought that since you came here on the weekend, I'd humbly invite you to my room so we can talk some more. I'm like a goddess kindly offering you this proposition on a whim."


    "You always default back to your 'I'm just a kind goddess doing this on a whim' phrase, don't you?"


    "It's just a whim, no matter what, that won't change!"


    Her pupils are glaring daggers at me as she puts force into her words. Well, in my opinion, I don't think it's a whim at all. I think Rin wants to spend some nice comfort time with me in her room. When we were eating, Rin said she was happy about all that. I've been thinking about that quite a bit. When we were in elementary, we would play in Rin's room a lot. Well, it was more like I would be practicing writing on her desk while she would lie on her bed and read.


    I'm sure Rin's proposal has no deeper meaning anyways. On one hand, the fact that she's relaxed around me makes me happy, but on the other hand, Rin's a girl and I'm a guy and the prospect of us being in a room together is a bit worrisome.


    "Like I said before, the difference between my room and yours is that you like to put embarrassing stuff in your room."


    "M-my room doesn't have anything suspicious in it."


    "I said embarrassing but then you said suspicious. That definitely means you're up to something. What kind of suspicious stuff is in that head of yours?"


    "Nothing! And I don't have anything embarrassing in there either!"


    "What about that black notebook that's filled with permanent marker scribbles?"


    "Hold up, how the hell do you know about that?"


    "I don't think that really matters, does it?"


    "What the hell!? That's my most confidential secret!"


    While we're going back and forth with each other, I enter Rin's room, a place I haven't been to in over five years. Rin's room really hasn't changed since the last time I been here. The pink curtains, the stuffed cat plushie on her bed, the clean carpet with its countless comfy cushions, the bookshelf that is arranged with cute accessories on top, it's all there. To put it plainly, it's definitely a girl's bedroom. The contrast between her usual prickly self and her is pretty surprising...


    Well maybe not. Rin was originally the type of girl that was into this type of stuff.


    "Ah, these cushions are the best. They’ll definitely rot my brain."


    As I say that, I lie myself on one of the ultra comfy cushions. These things are dangerous for sure, a Class A level threat. Rin sits on the bed and gives me a death stare while hugging her cat plushie.


    "Wasn't your brain already rotted anyways?"


    "I really appreciate the compliment. No, but really, aren’t these cushions just amazing? Sitting on one of these is like taking a nap on the clouds."


    "That wasn't a compliment at all. Anyways. the moment you sit on one of those clouds, you'll end up falling to your death."


    "S-surely the cloud would be dense enough to support my body."


    "Well, there are cumulonimbus clouds. But then you would be burnt to cinders because of all the lightning."


    "No matter what, you always find some way for me to die so gruesomely."


    "Well that's because even if you manage to go up high, the clouds will surely bring you down somehow."


    "So I can reincarnate elsewhere?"


    Since we've been together for a long time, we're both used to this casual and crude type of conversation.


    "Hmm?"


    Suddenly, a familiar object enters my field of vision.


    "What's up?"


    Rin turns her head to my line of sight.


    "That over there..."


    I point to the object.


    "You still have that charm after all these years?"


    Hanging on Rin's desk light is a pink charm.


    "Ahh..."


    Rin covers her mouth with her hand, as I hear her shaking and frail voice. Her emotions are plainly written all over her face:


    "It's too late".


    After saying that, I start to feel a wave of awkwardness as well. That memory pops back into my head. Way back when, I gave Rin that charm as a present, without really knowing what it meant. Now that I've grown up, I understand the significance of that particular charm. Even though I can't see the words written on it right now, I know for certain what it says.


    "Fruition of love."


    Rin's face starts to become as pink as the charm itself.

  


  Chapter 24: My Childhood Friend and her Charm


  


  
    It was around 3 months after I first met Rin.


    "My eyes... they're definitely weird, aren't they?"


    It was after school in the library, and I was writing as usual when I heard Rin say that. I had no idea why Rin had suddenly said that. From birth, Rin's eyes were always pointy, which was the reason for her signature sharp stare. Her shyness basically stemmed from the fact that she was teased for her eyes.


    While at that time I didn't know, Rin was also bullied that day. Her classmates had said some mean stuff to her and that made her really depressed. Because I had no tact at all, I just said what was on my mind.


    "I don't think it's strange at all."


    Rin looked at me with round eyes as I continued.


    "I think they're actually pretty cute!"


    While I didn't know her situation at all then, I spoke the honest truth. Rin's change was immediate. The negative aura on her face vanished just like that.


    "Thank... you."


    With her head down, Rin's mouth relaxes a little. But, there was still a hint of sadness on her face. Seeing that, it was like getting a small fish bone stuck in my throat. I found myself trying to recall something. The memory of Rin crying by herself in the multi-purpose classroom jumped into my mind.


    That day, Rin never told me the reason why she was crying. I would ask her so many times, but each time she would give me a smile and say that everything was alright. I decided not to probe any further.


    I couldn't probe further.


    "Everything is alright"


    I didn't have enough courage to force my way in when she said those words and gave me that fleeting smile of hers. I also wasn't able to ask anything deeper than that.


    Thinking back on it, was a painful, bitter memory. At the very least, I wanted to help her so badly, so I vowed to change my actions for the better.


    And before I knew it, it was after school the next day.


    "Hey, I brought you this cool thing today!"


    "Cool thing?"


    Rin's eyes went all wide as I handed it over to her.


    "A... charm?"


    "Yeah! I bought it at the shrine yesterday."


    Some time ago, the memory of me talking to my mom flashed into my head. I remembered her saying that by having a charm, the gods would offer protection from disaster. I knew that I wouldn't be able to help Rin directly deal with her depression, but my brain jumped to the conclusion that the gods would be able to protect her. At the time, I thought it was a genius and flawless idea.


    "This color is really cute, isn't it? It totally suits you well Rin!"


    I didn't really know what kind of charm it was, since I only picked one based on the color. It was a mix of red and purple, basically a pastel pink. Almost as if she could see the gods before her, Rin took the charm with conviction.


    "With this, I'm sure I'll be alright."


    In her small hands laid that charm.


    "I'm sure this charm will definitely protect you Rin!"


    I gave her a carefree smile as I said that. For a short while, Rin just stared at the charm, though she started to grasp it tightly, as if she was handling some important treasure. She wrapped the charm on one of her hands and put it in front of her chest. Any hint of sadness had completely vanished as she gave me a smile as wide as the clear blue sky.


    "Thank you... so much."


    Her voice exuded so much happiness, and her pupils were gleaming so much. I was overjoyed and happy at what I accomplished, but mostly, I felt relieved. I had no idea of knowing how much of an impact this incident had on Rin, but since then, Rin's face was never cloudy again.


    At least, until our second year of middle school.

  


  Chapter 25: My Childhood Friend Begs for a Hug, and then...


  


  
    The mood in her room got pretty tense after I discovered that pastel pink charm with the phrase "Fruition of Love" embroidered onto it.


    It was a present I gave to Rin 10 years ago. Memories of those days flood back into my mind. Seeing Rin's sad face, I somehow wanted to make her feel better. So I went to a shrine and bought that charm. When I gave it to her, she had such a beautiful smile on her face.


    Because I was only in grade two at the time, I didn't realize the charm I gave her was a marriage charm. Though now, we both understand. As I'm thinking that, I feel a nagging itch in my chest. I was ignorant back then, but now I just want to cover my face in embarrassment looking back on it.


    "Y-you still have that, huh..."


    I make a trivial remark to break the tension in any way possible. Rin starts hugging her stuffed bear really tight.


    "It's... really important to me."


    Written clearly on her face is joy, as she smiles back sheepishly. As I stare in awe at her face, Rin suddenly gets up and approaches me.


    "If you don't mind, I'll sit beside you."


    I move over to make room for Rin as she gets down and imposes herself right beside me. Those comfy cushions are really dangerous, so it's no surprise it can fit more one person. And so, Rin and I are sitting shoulder to shoulder.


    "Tohru-kun."


    I can feel Rin’s body heat emanating onto my left arm. And then, I hear Rin's voice continue on.


    "Today, I woke up really early so I could make you a really good meal."


    "Y-yeah, thanks. I couldn't be more happy.."


    With that, Rin starts rocking her body back and forth like some bored kid. I hear the rustling of clothes and the sound of irregular breaths. Rin’s tension is rubbing off on me as well.


    "That's why I'm really worn out right now."


    "Hmm?"


    I don't understand her at all. But I do know she wants something from me. The realization of what Rin wants dawns on me immediately. Steeling herself, Rin exhales.


    "I think you know, Tohru-kun."


    Her cheeks are dyed red, and even though she's shaking, her pupils light up.


    "I want a hug. I’m sure a third of my fatigue will get better."


    Rin opens her arm towards me as she says that. She's definitely going in for a hug.


    ......


    ...


    Umm...?


    "Rin?"


    "Don’t get me wrong, alright? This is just the most efficient way to cure my fatigue. Don’t read into it, because there’s nothing else to it, you got that? Nothing at all."


    "Again, I didn't say anything about that."


    She looks at me with upturned eyes. I see her shaking lips and thin arms. It's embarrassing, so it's best to get this over with as soon as possible. Why do I feel discouraged all of a sudden? When she said hugging was only for healing, was she telling the truth? It kind of feels like Rin just wants to hug me. I don't really have any right to refuse, do I? I mean, she's literally begging me to hug her right now.


    Regardless, my desire for Rin won out over my rationale. Without saying anything, I stretch my arms out towards Rin's back. Our bodies are glued together. Yep, this is definitely a hug.


    "Fuu..."


    Rin makes a strange sound and I can feel my eardrums melting as a result. Compared to that dangerous cushion, I can feel so much more heat hugging Rin.


    As I detect soft hairs touching my face, a sweet relaxing scent finds its way into my nose. Like with our practice hug the day before, my five senses are on high alert. The only difference is that I feel two arms squeezing my back in a tight hold. I can feel Rin's heartbeat through our clothes. At the same time, my heart is racing and my body temperature is rising dramatically.


    All around I hear various noises, our rugged breaths, the rustling of clothes, the steady ticking of the clock, it feels much louder than usual. Despite that, the sounds of the daily grind outside are all blocked off, as if this room is cut off from the outside world. My whole body feels weak as I let myself become enveloped in this giddy euphoria.


    This sense of security is making me feel sleepy. I slowly start to feel my consciousness slip away as I close my eyes. Rin buries her face on my shoulder like she's some kitten. Because of Rin and her predictable sweetness, the amount of joy I’m feeling increases exponentially. Impulsively, I place my hand on Rin's head.


    "Hea..."


    I ignore her surprised gasp as I run my fingers through her pleasant hair. With gentle strokes, I caress her hair as if I'm stroking a baby.


    "The charm, thanks for that."


    Breaking the silence, I decide to verbalize my gratitude.


    "...I should be the one thanking you."


    With a squeeze, Rin takes hold of my clothes, like some clingy child. I can't see her face, but her tone of voice says it all. Her expression right now is definitely one of bliss. I have no idea how to put this, but with a soft voice I open my mouth.


    "Did you... get a miracle?"


    Those words cause my face to burn up like crazy. Simply put, I wanted to know how Rin felt about me. I can feel her body shaking in response to my question.


    5 seconds pass, 10 seconds pass. It's 20 seconds before Rin says anything.


    "Half of it... I would say."


    Shyness, awkwardness, happiness, helplessness, regret: I can sense so many emotions coming from that soft voice by my ear.


    Half, huh? I have no idea what Rin's short and vague answer actually means.


    I won’t dig deeper.


    As if to remove these weird emotions from inside of me, I start to rub Rin's face again. Rin starts to purr again. And for a short while, our bodies stayed like that, glued to each other.


    "Sorry, Tohru-kun."


    All of a sudden, Rin says that. At the same time she takes her arms off my body and our bodies separate. In front of me is Rin. She’s breathing all uneven and rugged. With her face dyed with the colors of dawn, she tells me something in a flushed voice.


    "That's it... that's all I'm able to handle."


    With a throb, my heart starts pounding. Up until now, none of the faces my childhood friend made my blood boil so much. Why is the girl I love making that face...


    I don't think we can keep living lies anymore. My mind flashbacks to the past two, three weeks.


    One day, she suddenly proposes we walk home together.


    She made a bento for me.


    She invited me to watch a movie with her.


    She invited me for lunch.


    She treated me to homemade cooking.


    She invited me to her room.


    She accepted my headpats.


    She hugged me.


    Clearly, something has changed. Why is Rin doing all of this all of a sudden? Is it really just on a whim? I don't really know myself. My intuition is screaming at me that Rin's recent actions have some sort of intention behind them.


    Only one conclusion behind all of this floats into my head. It's the one I stored away deep within myself so that I could never see it again. If I ever saw myself looking at it, I would pretend it didn't exist at all. If Rin thinks of me the same way I think about her, then does that mean Rin...


    "Rin."


    "Hmm...?"


    Rin looks up at me, clearly puzzled. Her usual prickly expression is nowhere to be seen, instead replaced with a defenseless and innocent look. I love that expression so much. I open my mouth to say something, but I close it before long.


    "...It's nothing."


    After all that, I'm unable to confirm Rin's feelings. But really, that one possibility, is impossible.


    Rin's recent actions might have been to get closer with me. Rin has been treating me so kindly lately too.


    But yeah, it really is impossible. Even so, it makes me happy, really happy in fact. The type of happiness that makes you want to jump out and shout to the world.


    However...


    It's painful, it makes my chest hurt, it's the type of pain where I want to rip my hair off and shout. There's no way in hell I can confess to Rin now. Because I still haven't done that yet...


    All of this self-hatred and guilt, I hear a crack within me. Without Rin noticing, I clench my hands into a fist. As I do that, my whole body starts shaking as I put as much force as possible into my fist.

  


  Chapter 26: The promise I made with my Childhood Friend and my Reaffirmation


  


  
    "Tohru-kun, you want to be an author?"


    It had been about a year since I first met Rin. We were in the library after school as per usual when Rin, who was sitting beside me, suddenly asked me that.


    "Yeah, I wanna be one!"


    I wanted to be an author like Maple Satou. Just like last year, my dream hadn't changed at all. With my answer, Rin steeled herself and pursed her lips.


    "Here..."


    Timidly, Rin gave me something. The object in my hand looked familiar.


    "A charm?"


    The charm had some kanji on there I couldn't read, but it was a charm for blue collar workers.


    "...Yeah, it's a charm for the realization of a dream. I'm sure this charm will help make your dream come true."


    Rin's eyes fidgeted around as she said that.


    "I thought... it would help you a bit."


    Her cheeks became as red as strawberries and her pupils were shaking with unease. After I received that charm from Rin, I expressed my honest feelings to her.


    "Thanks so much! That makes me really happy!"


    It was Rin's present. And something that could help me achieve my dream. There's no way I wouldn't have been happy. I could see the evident relief on Rin's face from my reaction.


    "Now we have matching charms."


    I remembered the pastel pink charm I had given to Rin a while back.


    "Yep, a matching set."


    Rin closed her eyes as she smiled.


    "I'll make sure I'll do my best to become an author!"


    I squeezed my fist tightly as I declared my resolve to the world.


    "Yes, I'll help out too."


    My only friend, the girl I love, was helping me out. I swore to become an author no matter what. That's what I truly believed at the time.


    And if I don't? That possibility didn't even cross my mind. I truly believed I was going to become an author.


    "Tohru-kun... you really are amazing."


    I heard those words spill from Rin's lips. And so, she looked at me with so much respect and she began squeezing her fists the same way I was doing it.


    "I'll do my best too."


    Her voice was barely audible, but I could feel the determination from it.


    And after that day, every day after school, Rin replaced the manga she had been reading when she sat beside me with textbooks.


    ____________________


    "I'm back..."


    "Welcome home."


    I come back home and I hear my sister's voice from the living room.


    "How was Rin's homemade cooking?"


    "Yeah, it was great."


    I give her a short answer, but instead of going to the living room, I head up to my room instead. I see my bookshelf packed with books about writing, I spot the pajamas I wore this morning too, but I head to my desk and open one of the drawers.


    I take out what's inside and put it into my hand. It's the blue collar charm, with the words "Realization of a dream" written on it. It's faded a lot with time.


    "I really am so pathetic..."


    I stare at the charm as I remember the answer I gave nine years ago.


    "But..."


    I grasp the charm tightly in my hand.


    "I'll work hard and do my best."


    I made a promise with Rin, I'll definitely become an author on day. That's why, no matter what, I'll make sure it will happen. Once I become an author, I can finally stand shoulder to shoulder with Rin. Who I am now, it's no good at all.


    I grasp my desk as I reflect back. There are two reasons why I can't ask Rin about her feelings now.


    Firstly, Rin is a flawless beauty and I can't even compare to her. Basically, I have low self-esteem. However, Rin's recent words and actions have somewhat negated that.


    Secondly, I have no right to stand side by side with Rin. I won't allow it right now at all. Rin Asakura: she has amazing grades, is quite the athlete and has so many artistic talents. She has it all.


    And me?


    My grades and athletic ability are average at best and my artistic abilities are basically non-existent. I originally spent all my time writing, but even that hasn't taken off like I wanted it to. That's the current state my promise with Rin is in right now.


    I haven't accomplished anything.


    There's no way I can confess my feelings to Rin like this, there's no way I even compare to her. There really only is one solution to this problem.


    I hang the charm on my desk light. I open my laptop and take a seat. I open up my word processor and let myself be engulfed in the world of words.


    Even when the sun set, even when I was called for dinner, I continued typing away, putting all my soul in my story.

  


  Chapter 27: With the Class President


  


  
    "Yonekura-kun, you seem tired today."


    It's lunch break and I get ready to go eat Rin's homemade bento when the class president, Hashimoto-san, approaches.


    "Huh, you think?"


    "Hmm, I mean you have shadows under your eyes."


    "Really?"


    I start rubbing my eyes. My eyelids do feel heavier than usual today. Well it makes sense given that I spent the entirely of last night writing


    "It's probably a lack of sleep."


    "Yeah, I get you."


    With a clap, Hashimoto-san puts her hands together.


    "You know, staying up so late all the time is bad for you."


    She's scolding me like some misbehaving kindergartner. She’s even sticking her index finger in the air. However, her face softens after.


    "So, how are things with Rin lately?"


    "What do you mean 'how are things'?"


    "You know what I'm talking about."


    Hashimoto-san gives me a wide, pure smile.


    "Nothing much, it's pretty much the usual."


    "Hey, don't start looking away!"


    Easy to read as ever, Hashimoto-san gives me a wry smile.


    "Why are you asking me all of this all of a sudden?"


    "Oh, no reason. I was just curious."


    Having said that, Hashimoto-san gives me another one of her smiles.


    "Well, lately you seem to be having a lot of fun, so I thought it was because things were going well with Rin-chan."


    What exactly does she mean when she says things are going well? Well, I have an idea but I won't delve deeper into it. I'll just respond to the first part of her sentence.


    "It looks like I'm having fun?"


    "Yeah, you definitely look quite lively."


    I put my hand on my jaw as I think things over. Well, maybe she does have a point. Lately, I've been feeling more positive more often. Suddenly, an idea pops into my head.


    "Hey, pres."


    "You can call me Yuumin."


    "Okay, I have a hypothetical question."


    I know the situation I'm talking about isn't hypothetical, but I go on anyways.


    "So... if a girl makes a bento for a boy... invites him on a date... bring him to her house... that’s normal, right?"


    Hashimoto-san thinks about my awkwardly phrased question for a moment before clapping her hands together like she had an epiphany. She then puts her index finger on her chin and makes some unnatural noises.


    "Of course it's normal. Well, each person is different so I can't really say for sure."


    She has a devious smile on her face as she says that.


    "Well, at least for me... it'd be something I'd do for the person I like."


    As she said that, I felt a stroking sensation on my chest.


    "Is that so..."


    I scratched my head with the back of my hand. She basically told me what I already knew, I’m not that stupid.. At this point, I just wanted some proof either way, even though it's already too late to ask.


    "Thanks Hashimoto-san."


    "Oh, you’re finally calling me by my name."


    "So pres it is, I guess."


    "You're going back to that again..."


    Hashimoto-san starts laughing.


    "Alright, I'll be going now."


    "You're eating lunch with Rin again, aren't you."


    "Of course you would know."


    "Well, of course."


    I detect a hidden meaning behind her smile. Well, Rin and Hashimoto-san do hang out a lot, so it makes sense if she does know. Not like I really care or anything.


    "Anyways, I'm off."


    I stand up from my desk and take my leave.


    "Yonekura-kun!"


    I turn back and see Hoshimoto-san with her smile as always. She has her fist out in front of her chest.


    "Do your best!"


    I don't reply to her yell, but I give her a nod as I leave the classroom.

  


  Chapter 28: Staying up Late with my Childhood Friend


  


  
    "Alright, here."


    "O-oh, thanks."


    It's lunchtime and as usual I'm in the multi-purpose classroom eating Rin's homemade bento. However, compared to all the other times, I feel more tense.


    "Why is your voice so shrill today?"


    "You can sense that?"


    "Well yeah, I'm your childhood friend after all."


    Having said that, Rin snuggles her body right up against my left arm. She's doing it like it's the most natural thing in the world.


    ...


    Yep, that's why my voice is so shrill today. The distance Rin is putting between us is basically zero. Last week, there was a fist length distance between us, but now...


    "Something wrong?"


    "No..."


    Rin is giving me a look as if she's telling me she's doing nothing wrong. I am at a loss for words. Jabbing back at her would be something I would normally do, but I bite my tongue and stop myself from retorting back.


    "Time to dig in..."


    I put my hands together as I do my best to feign a sense normalcy. As I reach towards the food with my chopsticks, I feel her body heat and her familiar scent. Today's bento is decorated with all my favorite foods, but for some reason I can't taste anything.


    ________________


    After we finished eating, we ended up not speaking at all, which is rare. The refreshing spring breeze streams in through the open window, as I gently stroke her cheek. Those rushing winds fill up my eardrum, as I spend my daily life at school like this. Rin is right up and snug against my body, like some lost kitten who got reunited with their parents.


    With Rin like this, I could feel our distance getting ever so closer. Well, it was more like I didn't know before, but lately I've been noticing changes in Rin's actions. This is just another example of that.


    I love Rin and I'm sure Rin loves me back. Having realized that, it feels like something has changed inside of me. I might have changed, but I still haven't vocalized my thoughts at all yet.


    As I'm thinking about all of this, I feel my eyelids start to get heavy. I guess it's common to get drowsy after eating. But more importantly, the lingering sensation of warmth and the pleasant scent coming from the person I love is calming me down even more. It's the sense of security you get when you wear a comfy pair of pajamas.


    "You’re such a sleepyhead today, aren't you?"


    I hear Rin say that.


    "Haha, you know me so well."


    "Of course, I'm your childhood friend."


    Rin repeats that phrase again. I find myself opening my mouth.


    "Yesterday, I stayed up late."


    The sense of security that was there is now gone and replaced with a sense of embarrassment.


    "I see, you're such a bad boy."


    "Staying up late suddenly makes me a bad boy?"


    "What were you even doing? Cosplaying as an Australopithecus cosplay and wandering the streets every night?"


    "Cosplaying an Australopithecus would basically mean I would be naked."


    "I didn't know Tohru-kun was such a pervert. That's such a shame, Well it's not too late, we can turn ourselves in together."


    "I haven't even taken a step outside my house and I'm already labelled a criminal. I'm not sure how to feel about this at all.”


    "Well, you ruined your entire life with one action."


    "Well, of course."


    Because of our back and forth, Rin starts laughing. Her cute smile leaves her face after a moment as she asks me something else.


    "Were you writing?"


    "Yeah."


    The mood in the room gets all awkward.


    "I see..."


    Her voice is less sharp than usual.


    "Don't overwork yourself, okay?"


    She's worried about me. My love for her starts overflowing even more.


    "Yeah, I'll keep that in mind."


    Gently, I start stroking her face. Rin closes her eyes as she's taking it all in. From my chest, feelings of guilt and regret start gushing out.

  


  Chapter 29: My Sister and my New Story


  


  
    "Alright, got it updated."


    It's Wednesday morning and in my living room updating my story like I normally do. I top it off with my usual black coffee.


    "Good job Onii."


    Karen's munching on a toasted sandwich as she says that to me. And as usual, our banter begins.


    "Fuu...."


    "What's wrong Onii? You seem less perky than usual."


    "Really? I don't really think I'm acting that different."


    "You aren't saying your usual gross statements today."


    "So your only basis on my mental state is how many gross comments I make?"


    Well, Karen does have a point. Since the beginning of this week, I've been heavily sleep deprived.


    "Well, I’ve been updating my story more frequently now. I've been staying up late too."


    Up until now, I've updated once every morning, but now I update twice a day with one in the mornings and one at night. Because of that, I've been going to bed pretty late nowadays.


    "I see."


    Her voice is drowned out by her munching on strawberry shortcake.


    "Don't push yourself too much Onii."


    "You serious Karen?"


    "If you say you'll rent a younger sister, I'll take the doorknob from your room.”


    "Hey, don't do that!"


    Ping


    I hear the notification sound come from my laptop.


    "Ah, he never skips a day."


    "Nira-san?"


    "I really am thankful."


    By the way, Nira-san has been sending me messages at night too. Seriously, does he ever sleep?


    "Today's chapter was also really good! Ryousuke-kun was such a man today! The way he gave Maika-san that ring made my chest thump so much (The fact that the ring was made of bamboo was awesome too!). So this is the end? It's been such a fun ride, thank you so much author! PS: Thank you for updating the story as frequently as you have, don't overwork yourself though!"


    "Ah, thank you so much Nira-san."


    Since I've been updating more frequently, the burden I've been putting on myself increased a lot. But with this, I believe I can continue towards my path on fulfilling my promise with Rin. Also, having Nira-san and everyone else's encouragement helped out a lot. I just feel so thankful towards all of them.


    "By the way Onii, you're done with your story?"


    After I finish typing out my reply to Nira-san, I hear Karen ask me that, which makes my heart skip a beat.


    "Ka-karen!? Don't tell me you were following my story the whole way through..."


    "Well, I just happened to find the first chapter."


    I found myself just happening to fall over.


    "Ah, Ishikawa-kun?"


    "Yeah, yeah, he said it felt like it was ending soon."


    "Someone that young is able to guess when my story is going to end, he has the makings of a genius."


    I definitely need to meet up with him sometime. Now that I have some breathing room, I should definitely host a party.


    "You're already thinking of making a new story?"


    "Of course!"


    I give her a thumbs up.


    "My next work will be set in a dark alternate universe. The protagonist gets kicked out of his party when he suddenly awakens the omnipotent power that will allow him to dominate everyone. That's the basic synopsis."


    "So, you're doing another fantasy story."


    "Well, I do need to expand my horizons and improve my abilities."


    "Huh..."


    "What's wrong?"


    “Umm you know, it sort of feels like you enjoy yourself a lot more when you're writing romance stories. It feels weird when you don't."


    "Ahh..."


    I get what Karen means when she says that. It's kind of apparent that my enjoyment is way higher when I write modern romance.


    "But if I don't then things might not go as well for me..."


    I made a promise with Rin. If I want to be a pro author, I need to get my work published somehow and fantasy stories have the best odds of getting noticed. I'm planning my next story with that in mind. If I want to get published, going with the trends and doing something that's popular is top priority.


    That's why I have to write a fantasy story.


    It's very clear that on the top of the rankings for the fantasy genre are stories about cheats, being stronger than anyone else and making harems. I have to incorporate those elements if I want a story to get published. Once enough readers are interested and want to keep reading, they'll bookmark it and my points will increase. Once I accumulate enough points, I'm sure publishers will start to take notice.


    It's a simple plan.


    I thought I would continue writing fantasy when I first started out. In the end, my writing abilities were simply not good enough, Although it was pretty popular, it wasn't good enough to get noticed by publishers. Because I was down on myself, I decided to write a modern romance story on a whim.


    Even though I decided to start on an impulse, I analyzed the trends of the genre and tried to tailor my work accordingly. Compared to fantasy, since there's not that many out there, I thought I would get noticed by a publisher, but that never happened. The amount of views, bookmarks and eventually points I received was considerably less compared to my fantasy work.


    I definitely noticed that there's no way to go against the demand of the crowd. I let out a sigh as I mull that over in my head. I make a fist as I tell Karen something.


    "I want you to tell Ishikawa-kun something. For my next work, I might not be able to meet his expectations."


    Karen was quiet for five seconds before she said anything.


    "Alright...."


    Karen nods in response, but she looks dissatisfied. Her gloomy facial expression combined with my nagging in her chest felt like dark storm clouds signalling something ominous to come.


    

  


  Chapter 30: My Childhood Friend and our Middle School Promise


  


  
    "I think I'll upload stories on the Internet!"


    It was autumn of our first year of middle school, I remember talking to Rin on one of our days off.


    "Internet?"


    "Yeah, yeah, Syosetu is a site where you can upload novels for free."


    I started tapping around on my phone and showed Rin.


    "Huh, so a site like this exists."


    Rin was staring intently at the screen like a kitten looking at a human for the first time.


    "And you know what? If your story ends up popular here, you can get published too!"


    "Th-that's awesome."


    "Of course it is! Maple Satou also started out on Syosetu too! I guess this is the path I have to take."


    I hadn't even submitted a story, yet I could already feel so much tension. Posting a story on Syosetu and it becoming popular enough to get published was a pipe dream for me, but the mere idea of it had my head in a mess.


    "Do your best! I'll do my best to help out too."


    Rin clasped my hand with both her hands and gave me that sunflower smile once again.


    "Y-yeah, thanks."


    I could feel myself getting hotter as I averted my gaze. Now that she was in middle school, Rin had become even more cute, polishing off her rough edges. Compared to her elementary school days where she wasn't that smart or athletic, she was developing rapidly in both areas. She definitely transformed into such a bewitching figure, it was unbelievable.


    Middle school was the time where people start becoming aware of the oppsite sex, and for me, Rin was a major reason why. It's gotten to the point where I can't really control my heart beat or body temperature anymore.


    "When you start writing, please tell me, okay?"


    Rin looked at me with such expecting eyes. She definitely wanted to read my story when I started posting it.


    "Ahh... well, you know..."


    I could feel the momentum of our conversation coming to a grinding halt. The tone of my voice became all soft as I scratched my cheek.


    "Once I start, I don't want you to read my novels for a while."


    "Huh? W-why?"


    My answer caught Rin off guard as her pupils went all wide. Our habit of me writing and Rin reading whatever I wrote continued into middle school. Lately, we both bought each other phones as a gift, so now I sent my stories to Rin via the notepad app. While our process changed, the core of our actions hadn't changed one bit.


    That's why she was surprised with my request to not read my stories for a while. I could feel the tension all over my body. I took a deep breath and stuck my hands in my pocket as I stared up at the clear autumn sky.


    "I owe so much to you Rin, you've helped me a lot. It's because of you that I'm where I'm at today. You've helped me realize my dream. That being said…”


    Rin stared at me with anxiety as she processed my last sentence.


    "If you look at it, I've always been spoiled by you."


    Rin opened her mouth in response.


    "And that's a bad thing?"


    I shook my head in response to her question.


    "I want to become a pro. I can't have anyone spoil me. This is my fight alone and that's why..."


    I placed my hand on Rin's shoulder as I declared the feelings inside of me.


    "I want you to wait until I become an author. After I become popular on Syosetu and get published, then I want you to be the first one to read my book."


    This is the end, I'm just digging myself into a deeper hole. I remembered the notebook with black sharpie written all over it, when I was a chuunibyou. I thought isolating myself in my room and writing stories all day was the only way that I would become a pro.


    Besides that, I had another reason.


    Lately, when I had been sending Rin my novels, I had a weird creeping feeling. I didn't feel this in elementary school, but I started feeling a little embarrassed when I saw Rin intently reading my stories. However, I didn't want to admit that to myself since that was embarrassing and I was such a stubborn kid, so I ignored that reason entirely.


    So all things considered, I wanted Rin to stop reading my stories for a while. Looking back, Rin looked a little apologetic.


    "Alright... then."


    Her expression seemed a little lonely, but after a while she put on a smile.


    "Alright, I'll be looking forward to the day when Tohru-kun becomes an author!"


    Hearing Rin's words gave me a sense of relief.


    "Yeah, just you wait!"


    Full of confidence. I gave Rin a thumbs up.


    Little did I know...


    For an amateur with no technical writing abilities, it takes a lot of courage to expose himself to the general public. To be a pro means to suffer isolation and that takes a lot mentally too. I had thought that having Rin by my side had helped me over the years. And so, because of the compliments of one person, the young fledgling went out into the unknown wider world, only to be struck back down to reality a few weeks later.

  


  Chapter 31: Laying on my Childhood Friend's Lap


  


  
    "Are you staying up late again?"


    It's lunchtime and we're in the multi-purpose classroom. I can feel the gravity of Rin's question as I poke around my bento with my chopsticks.


    "No I haven't, you think I have?"


    Her reaction feels just like someone questioning their coworkers over who ate the pudding they put in the work fridge. She stares at me, not letting me escape as she continues on.


    "When did you go to bed and when did you wake up?"


    "Went to bed at 9 and woke up at 5..."


    "Seems like something a super disciplined honors student would do."


    "Well, there is one person in our grade who fits that description perfectly."


    "But Tohru-kun isn't that great at all."


    "Because I walk around naked all the time?"


    "Hmm, let's see... you went to bed at 2 and you woke up at 6?"


    "D-damn, you've got that perfectly."


    "Well, I'm your childhood friend after all."


    Instead of her usual cocky expression, Rin knits her eyebrows.


    "Were you writing?"


    Rin stares at me, like she already knows what my answer is going to be. I can't hide anything from her, can I? I sigh and stretch out my arms as I answer.


    "Well, you could say that..."


    Rin's face becomes a little more cloudy as she hears me say that.


    "I see..."


    Her soft whisper has a tinge of sorrow in it.


    ___________________


    "...You can use my lap if you want."


    Rin suddenly proposes that after we finish eating.


    "Huh?"


    I'm unable to compute what Rin meant by her statement, as I let out a breath. I look at Rin's face, and I notice a dash of tense bashfulness from her. My mind finally catches up, so I open my mouth.


    "Umm... so I can lay my head on your lap?"


    "Don't get me wrong, this is just so you aren't so tired for the rest of the day and nothing else. I'm like a kind goddess deciding to help you on a whim."


    "Again, you default back to that phrase. Well whatever, I’ll just lay down here.”


    "The floor is hard, you’ll hurt your neck."


    "For a kind goddess, you sure love to complain a lot."


    "Well, whatever."


    Her cheeks start to turn red as she looks away.


    "You helped me cure my fatigue a bit a while back... so with this, we'll be even."


    Rin's words remind my five senses of what happened the other day. My senses explode all at once: As if it were real, I feel a warm and soft sensation all around me. The smell of the familiar scent that reminds me of safety. And on my nose, I feel the light touch of hairs. At once, I can feel my head boiling over as my conscious reasoning starts to crumble.


    "So... do you want to do it or not?"


    Rin comes closer and hikes up her miniskirt a bit, revealing her cream colored thighs. My ability to refuse her has been blown out the water at this point.


    "We-well then..."


    With that, Rin begins to spoil me. I carefully position myself as I slowly lay my head on her thigh, like I'm making a house of cards. The very last part of my conscious reasoning wills me to not face her stomach and instead look the other way.


    Holy shit...


    The sweet scent I smell is a mix of fabric softener and Rin's actual scent. Rin's thin thighs are elastic in the right way, as they feel just like marshmallows. My cheeks become all warm thanks to the heat from her skirt. My heart is speeding up. My whole body is as stiff as it can be.


    "Are you feeling tense?"


    I hear Rin's voice coming from above. I could feel my heart dreading to respond.


    "Well, a bit."


    "I see."


    I hear her soft voice continue on.


    "I'm feeling a bit tense too."


    I can feel the embarrassment from her voice. She's so damn cute. As I express that to myself, I can feel myself calming down a bit. Well, Rin starts stroking my head and that calms me down even more.


    "Is that... on a whim too?"


    "Well, who knows."


    Her soft voice reaches my ears the same time she brushes my hair. I can hear the rustling of hair, as the tips of her finger run through my hair. This is the first time that I laid on a girl’s lap while having her brush my hair. It's quite pleasant, but I do feel a little tense because this situation is still so foreign to me.


    I recall back to when I would stroke Rin's head. The face that Rin would make, I finally understand now. For a while, Rin continues to stroke my hair.


    "There, there."


    I suddenly hear something come out of Rin's mouth as I feel her hand guiding itself to my chest. Her words of solace continue.


    "Don't push yourself too hard."


    Ahh...


    I can feel my chest stinging, like I've been pricked by a small needle.


    "I'm sorry I made you worry."


    "Really. You should be more considerate."


    With that, Rin strokes me head again. Her strokes seem more rough than before.


    "Are you feeling less tired now?"


    The five minute warning bell rings as Rin asks me that. I don't want this to ever end, so I verbalize my inner thoughts.


    "I want to stay like this forever, it's so relaxing."


    Rin gives a nonchalant answer as her reply. By itself, her reply was disappointing, but her tone of voice was reassuring.


    "Well, if Tohru-kun doesn't mind..."


    Rin trails off but starts talking again.


    "I wouldn't mind doing this again."


    I reflexively gulp.


    "That would make me so damn happy."


    A sense of relief washes over me, as my lungs let out the breath that I've been holding. I end up staying on Rin's lap right up until class begins.


    ____________________


    Don't overwork yourself.


    With those words in mind, I continue to navigate through this unfamiliar way of life. Compared to my own health, I'm more worried about the state of my new work. Despite how fatigued I am, in front of Rin, I act as healthy as possible.


    But in the end, I can't deceive Rin at all.


    Three days later, spring break is approaching and we're walking home from school.


    "Is it alright if I visit your house today Tohru-kun?"


    Out of nowhere, I hear Rin ask me that.

  


  Chapter 32: Inviting my Childhood Friend into my House


  


  
    "I'm back..."


    "Welcome home Onii... And Rin too!?"


    The echoes of Karen's shocked voice reverberate around the house.


    "It's been a long time Karen-chan."


    Rin bows her head down courteously.


    "Ahh! I haven't seen you in forever Rin!"


    Like some kid greeting a costumed character at a theme park, Karen all the way to Rin and hugs her.


    "How long has it been?"


    "I think it's been about three years since I last saw you."


    "It's been that long?! You seem so mature Rin."


    "You've grown a lot too Karen."


    "Hahaha, I'm in my growing period now."


    I can feel myself being enveloped in a weird sense of nostalgia looking at Rin and Karen go back and forth with each other. In middle school, Rin used to come to my house a lot and she played with Karen a lot, who was just starting elementary school. Once we were in our second year of middle school, we started to ignore each other and she stopped coming over. It really has been three years since she last came here.


    "Are you coming over to hang out Rin?"


    "Yeah, you could say that."


    "Heeeh."


    Karen looks at me like her roommate came home in the morning after spending the whole night out.


    "Did you do it Onii?"


    "What do you mean 'did you do it'!? It's not like that."


    I guessed what she implied almost instantaneously, which is why I retorted back almost immediately too.


    "It's not like that yet."


    I hear Rin's voice from behind as she continues.


    "Yeah, it's not like that ye-"


    Huh...?


    Meow


    All of a sudden, a white haired cat appears.


    "Ah, Syrup!"


    Karen yells in excitement as Syrup makes a beeline towards Rin as he starts rubbing his face on her leg.


    "It's been a long time too, Syrup-chan."


    Rin crouches down and strokes Syrup with her slender hands, as Syrup keeps on purring. Rin closes her eyes wistfully. The scenery of white hair and a lovely girl, it resembles a parent and child. I find that I’m fist pumping without realizing it.


    "You really are fascinated by this Onii?"


    I jump in surprise as Karen whispers that in my ear.


    "I-it's not like that at all, I swear."


    "You're so easy to understand, But Rin really has gotten so pretty."


    "Well... I can't deny that."


    Her face looks sculpted so carefully, her snow white skin, her bewitching long black hair; Rin really is on a whole other level compared to everyone else.


    "You know, Rin is the one that Syrup likes best."


    "Yeah, as much as that hurts to admit."


    With a laugh, Karen covers her mouth with her hand. Why the hell does Syrup only come for food, but the moment Rin shows up, Syrup acts all buddy-buddy with her. It's been three years since they last saw each other, and yet they're acting so lovey-dovey. It's almost like they were lovers in a past life. Rin starts purring too. Damn it, I can see her stomach now too.


    "Don't worry, servant."


    "I'm not your servant."


    "Then slave?"


    "Alexa, save me..."


    Ping


    "Sorry, I'm having trouble understanding you right now."


    "I know, I know."


    Meow


    I turn my head over and see Rin petting Syrup to her heart's content as she looks up at me.


    "Servant, Syrup-chan desires a meal, please go fetch her one immediately.”


    "That’s less of a desire and more of an order..."


    Rin goes back to playing with Syrup as I get the cat food. All I feel is the daunting shadow of loneliness starting to slowly swallow me whole. I am the lowest caste in the family after all.


    "Hey Karen-chan, what has Tohru-kun been like lately?"


    Syrup starts eating away at his food, as Rin asaka Karen that.


    "Hmm, seems like he's been acting gross as usual."


    "I see you’re using that word again to describe me again for some reason."


    "Oh yeah, he seemed really happy that Rin was finally coming over."


    "Hey, shut up."


    For fuck's sake. My voice gets all shrill.


    "I see, then that's good."


    "That's good?"


    I don't understand at all.


    "Bit that’s good!”


    Karen has a cheery smile and her face is beaming.


    "Onii, you seem really happy lately, which is why I'm happy Rin came over."


    "Happy... lately..."


    As I repeat what Karen said, Rin's face gets all cloudy as she purses her lips.


    "Sorry, Karen-chan."


    Rin bows.


    “Is it alright if Tohru-kun and I get some alone time today?"


    "H-hey Rin?!"


    After hearing that, I don't have anything to say to her in response.


    "Roger that!"


    As if she understands what is going on, Karen gives us a salute.


    "Alright then, I'll play with Ishikawa-kun today."


    "Uhh, huh? You're already at that stage with Ishikawa-kun where you can hang out with him whenever?"


    "Ishikawa-kun will always come running if I call him!"


    "Doesn't that make him your servant? This isn't the time for jokes."


    "Bye!"


    I don't have time to confirm whether Karen was joking or not as she runs out the door like she's Usain Bolt. And so the only sounds left are Syrup's munching and our breathing.


    "Alright."


    With her usual expression, Rin opens her mouth and continues, not giving me any time to object.


    "Let's go up to your room."


    What the hell have I gotten myself into?

  


  Chapter 33: In my Room with my Childhood Friend


  


  
    "And here we are, probably the most unique room in the house."


    "You can just be honest and say it's a filthy room."


    Rin gives me a harsh retort as I tidy up my room a bit. Rin came over on such short notice, that I didn't really have to prepare. Because of that, my room looks like any typical male student's room. That being said, it isn't that dirty where every square inch of the floor is covered, so it didn't take too long to tidy up.


    "It really hasn't changed at all."


    Rin sits down on my bed and looks around. She's looking at all the toys we used to play with when we were kids.


    "Well yeah, there really isn't much to change up to be honest."


    I'm not in any sports nor do I have any other hobbies, which is why my room is pretty plain looking. There’s really only one spot in my room that is unique to me.


    "Ahh, I see you added one bookshelf though."


    Rin points towards the three bookshelves in my room. The first one contains reference books for grammar, writing and what not along with dictionaries and thesauruses. The other two are packed with young adult fiction. White, red, green and blue labels are wrapped around the books, making the bookshelves look like a rainbow of colors.


    "That's the best way to get the fundamentals into my head."


    From an outsider's perspective, all these books are evidence enough of my drive to become an author. I probably read way more than the average person if I do say so myself. I take a fleeting glance at Rin.


    "Wow, that's amazing."


    Rin is singing my praises and I can feel a heavy pain in my chest.


    "It's... not that amazing."


    I mutter that quietly, but it doesn't really matter if Rin hears or not.


    "The charm."


    I hear the shock in Rin's voice.


    "Tohru-kun, you still have that too?"


    It was in grade three when Rin gave me the "Realization of one's dream" charm. I remember taking it out a few days ago. We both ended up hanging our charms on our desk light. As if the timing couldn't be more perfect, I could feel an itching pain inside my chest.


    "Well, it's a promise after all."


    I try to hide my shaking and act as calm as humanly possible. Rin's voice sounds like someone is squeezing her chest.


    "I... see."


    From that single phrase, I could hear the evident sadness from her voice.


    Why....?


    Rin doesn't seem like herself today. Thinking back, it isn't just today, Rin has been depressed for the past few days. Just as my gross statements have pretty much disappeared these days, Rin's sharp tongue is absent too.


    A strange sensation flutters around my chest as I finish cleaning up and take a seat beside Rin on my bed. The springs on the bed start to shake, having to support the weight of two people. Being in a room with another girl is embarrassing in and of itself, but we are basically 30 cm apart. While we are side by side, my mind is blanking because of my nerves and lack of sleep.


    "Tohru-kun."


    Rin breaks the silence first, as she constantly picks at her sleeve. At the same time, we look at each other.


    "Huh..."


    The rustling of clothes, that sweet smell and that soft sensation, all those things penetrate my brain; the distance between has practically become zero.


    As my thoughts are trying to catch up, I feel two arms around my back. It's a soft feeling, like I'm being hugged. For whatever reason, Rin has decided to hug me without warning.

  


  Chapter 34: My Childhood Friend's Plea


  


  
    It's the evening and I'm in my room with Rin when she suddenly hugs me out of nowhere. Before I can ask why, Rin's next words are the final nail in the coffin.


    "Don't... overwork yourself okay?"


    Her sad whisper causes my heart to leap. Usually in situations like this, my heart would only start beating fast, but now it feels like it was exploding.


    "What... do you mean?"


    "Don't play dumb. You're so sleep deprived, it's not even funny. Seeing you like this, sinking yourself into chaos and acting so weird. Compared to you, all those delinquents seem like angels."


    "Acting weird, huh..."


    "I should have said idiot, shouldn't I?"


    While her usual sharpness isn't there, I feel a hint of anger in her tone. I find myself gulping in response.


    "A couple days ago, when you were sleeping on my lap..."


    I hear Rin's words as she continues on.


    "I wanted to be that like that forever with you Tohru-kun."


    "Ahh.."


    Those words hit me deep, or perhaps it was something I wanted to say too.


    "You seem tired today too. That's why... I decided to come, so that you could heal up today as well."


    Rin puts more force into her hug.


    "I think it's best to eliminate the root cause of your fatigue first."


    What does she mean by 'root cause of my fatigue'...?


    "I think it's fine if you don't try your best all the time.”


    I feel the wetness of tears as Rin keeps on talking.


    "I mean, I know we made a promise that you would become an author one day and that I would be the first one to read your book."


    Memories of our first year of middle school start resurfacing in my head. I remember my chuunibyou phase, and I just want to cringe thinking back on it.


    But still...


    "No matter what ends up happening, I’ll be happy. If things stay like this too, that's fine. Nothing will ever change how I feel."


    Looking back, those words that Rin said were something I always held close to me. It's like a treasure, comparable to the first ticket you buy at the train station. Rin's words were like a fire melting away the eternal winter deep within my chest.


    "You know..."


    Rin's hands start making wrinkles on my shirt.


    "More than anything else, I just want you to be healthy and happy. Keeping at this is unreasonable, I mean, if something were to happen to you..."


    She trails off, as if she's aware that if she says it, it might come true. So instead, she clings onto my shirt even more, creating deeper wrinkles. Rin pulls me in harder, giving me an even stronger hug.


    "That's why... please..."


    Rin is putting her all into her words, making sure her intentions are as clear as day.


    "Don't push yourself too hard, okay...?"


    Her voice is full of sorrow, and it feels like I ran into a concrete wall. I'm such an idiot. I'm flooded with feelings of guilt and remorse. If I could make shadow clones, I would make one to hit me in the head as hard as possible. But I'm so stupid that even that won't come true, so all I can do is hug Rin back, feeling so helpless.


    This is the fourth time we hugged. But with this hug, I could make out Rin’s dainty figure the best.


    "Sorry... I'm so... sorry."


    The only words out of my mouth were that of regret and remorse.


    "I... wasn't thinking about you at all. I was acting selfish the whole time."


    I was too impatient, wasn't flexible at all and had tunnel vision. They’re all just excuses anyways. I made the girl I love worry about me, I made her cry. It's all my fault. The truth hits me like a set of bricks. I can feel blood coming from my lower lip as I've been biting it hard. I'm clenching my fists so tight that my fingers begin to hurt.


    I can't forgive myself, so I'm taking out all my frustrations onto my joints. But even that's not enough to deter my stomach from feeling sick to its core.


    "Please don't blame yourself for this."


    That ever-so sweet and kind voice takes a complete reversal.


    "Tohru-kun is someone who never gives up and is always willing to fight any challenge head on. Once your switch is flipped, you'll never stop. I know that…”


    That gentle voice only amplifies my self-hatred.


    "Besides... seeing Tohru-kun try so hard, that made me happy too. And that's why I'm part of the problem too."


    The things she’s saying, I’m overwhelmed with so much guilt, it isn’t even funny at this point.


    "But... I made you cry."


    "I'm fine, you know."


    Rin interrupts my self-loathing before I can go any further.


    "No matter how long it takes, months, years, decades, even if I'm an old grandma, I'll always be waiting for you."


    Rin touches my head.


    "It's fine if you stop worrying so much about me."


    She then starts to caress my head.


    "You don't have to be in such a rush, it's fine to take things one step at a time."


    Her strokes are so soft, every single one of them.


    "Before thinking about me, you should put yourself first. Achieve your dream for yourself and not for anyone else's sake."


    Those words awaken a sensation within me from long ago. I remember my original reason for wanting to become an author: so that I could become an author like Maple Satou. Just like Mape Satou, I want to be someone who is able to write stories with their head held up high. Those feelings are the most important for me. As Rin just said, it's my feelings that are the most important, not hers.


    "You're right..."


    I bring my body closer to Rin's.


    "That's how it should be."


    I bury my face on Rin's shoulders. That sweet familiar smell hits my nose. I can feel her heat, and yet her body feels so soft.


    "I was... a bit too impatient."


    Her warmth, smell, everything about her body infuses into me as I speak.


    "If I keep going like this... I might break."


    I can definitely feel my body acting all weird. I made Rin worry because of it. Even though I was slowly destroying myself with my lifestyle, once my switch was flipped, there was no stopping me. Just like Rin said, I had tunnel vision and I couldn't see anything else.


    "I really did misjudge everything..."


    I can't just leave it as is, I have to show Rin that I truly have changed for the better.


    "I'll write at my own pace from now on."


    Saying that, it not only calms me down, but Rin as well.


    "Yes..."


    For the first time today, I was able to hear a spark of joy in Rin's voice. Now at peace, Rin's loosen her grip around me. In exchange, I cling onto Rin even more.


    "You know..."


    My tone of voice is light as I open my mouth.


    "I'll make sure once I grow up, I'll become an author."


    I make sure to convey all my emotions to Rin.


    "You can do it, Tohru-kun."


    Yet again. Rin cheers me on.


    "I guarantee that Tohru-kun will do his best and that one day, you'll definitely achieve your dream."


    The way Rin's speaking, it's like how I would write a scene. I never told Rin my username on Syosetu nor does she know about the novel I'm currently writing. I'm sure she doesn't know what I'm even writing about anyways. That's why it's probably just a coincidence and nothing else.


    Well anyways, my confidence is being able to do this is mostly baseless, but even so, nothing can change the happiness that I'm feeling.


    "Thank you so much Rin."


    "No worries."


    Once again, I hold onto Rin's body. We stay like that for a while in silence, soaking in each other's warmth.

  


  Chapter 35: A Night with my Childhood Friend


  


  
    "This takes me back."


    "What does?"


    After our long hug, the sunset streams in through my window and dyes my room a bright orange. Those words slip out of my mouth, as Rin looks at me with curiosity.


    "You know, when we were in our second year of middle school."


    "Ahh."


    Rin nods in agreement as if she realizes too.


    "Yeah, I remember that now too."


    Her clear pupils narrow a bit, as if she is reminiscing on those times. Her expression is full of love and kindness. I can't stop myself from stroking her head.


    "Hmm, is something wrong?"


    "It's nothing..."


    I mean, it's because I love her, but I can't say that.


    "It's nice remembering a time when you weren't so thorny all the time."


    "Fine, I'll return to that, you masochistic pervert."


    "Woah, you transformed instantly."


    "But you’re happy about that, no?"


    "I mean... I'd like to say I’m happy about that, but that’d make me look like a masochist. But then again, I don't want to lie and say that it doesn't make me happy so..."


    "Why are you making up excuses? Just admit it already."


    Her tone of voice is a lot less harsh than usual.


    "I mean, it's kind of sad when I can imagine you on your knees saying 'Please abuse me' in such a loud cocky voice.”


    "AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH KILL THAT IMAGE WITH FIRE!!!!!!!"


    I collapse on the bed, writhing in pain, as Rin looks at me with disgust.


    "That's gross."


    Contrary to what she is saying, Rin has an impish smile on her face.


    "But you know..."


    Rin hides her mouth with her hand.


    "It makes me happy."


    Rin takes away her hand from her face and reveals such a happy expression. That smile I would see once in a while, it's like the sunlight streaming through the trees. Before I know it, I gulp and I slowly get up. I let out some incoherent noises as I try to find the words to speak.


    "Not gonna lie, we were a bit awkward recently, like there was a weird mood between us."


    I scratch the back of my head as I continue.


    "That's why being able to hang out and eat with you again is a lot of fun. Well, it's a bit hard to say but..."


    It might be hard to say, but what I want to say was simple.


    "I'm also happy as well."


    That sums up everything, however, I can feel my face getting all hot. Hugging her, stroking her head, saying these kind words, I'm completely drained. My head needs some healing therapy, so I look over at Rin. She gives me a smile as wide as a syrup sponge cake.


    "You look more happy than me."


    "Well, I could say the same thing."


    Rin rests her head on my shoulder as she snuggles up close to me.


    "Tohru-kun."


    "Yeah?"


    "Can I... use your lap for a while?"


    Her proposal catches me off guard.


    "Yeah, that's fine. You're gonna sleep?"


    "For a bit."


    "What, have you been staying up late too?"


    "Ahh... umm, well..."


    Rin's eyes start to dart around. She's so easy to read.


    "Don't tell me you were out partying."


    "What, no way. Why are your disgusting comments coming back all of a sudden? It's gross.”


    "And your sharp tongue is back!"


    "Well... it's nothing big, but... you know, I saw some interesting shows on Amazon Prime... and like, I ended up staying late to watch them."


    That's a lie, I knew that in an instant. Her eyes are shaking to and fro, it just gives it away.


    "After... I just felt really exhausted."


    Well, that part is true. While my physical and mental states are quickly deteriorating, I decide to make a proposal because it brings me peace of mind. With renewed vigor, I straighten out my back and tap my knees.


    "Well, you can use my lap if you want."


    "What the hell are you even saying?"


    Rin puts her hand against her mouth as she laughs.


    "Alright, I'll take you up on that offer."


    Although she seems a little tense, Rin throws her body onto my lap, as she surrenders herself to me. The scent of flowers finds its way into my nose and Rin’s body heat is much more prominent than I imagined. My whole body feels strange as I feel myself tense up. On the other hand, Rin opens her mouth, her voice sounding like a dissatisfied customer.


    "Your lap is a lot more tough than I thought it would be."


    "A guy's lap isn't as soft as Wagyu beef, you know."


    "How about a bull's horn?"


    "We're talking about the meat, not the bone here."


    "But you know..."


    Like if she's snuggled up against a large dog's stomach, Rin buries her cheek into my thigh.


    "It's so warm..."


    She slowly closes her eyes while her face looks full of relief. She's like a little kid, acting so innocent, that I find myself reaching for her long black hair.


    "Just because it looks like I'm sleeping, doesn't mean you can sexually harass me, you know."


    "I-I wasn't doing that."


    I draw my hand away hastily, like I'm some cat getting scolded by its owner for trying to catch one of the pet fish.


    "Don't worry, I'm just joking."


    She lets out a small laugh as she says that.


    "Tohru-kun isn't someone to assault someone in their sleep, that knowledge comes from years of experience."


    "It's like you know every facet of me or something."


    "Well..."


    Even with her eyes closed, Rin's lips curve into a small smile.


    "I'm your childhood friend after all."


    After saying that, Rin starts breathing as if she's asleep. She's as defenseless as a baby, as her lips start to loosen up. But the fact that she fell asleep so fast must mean she’s really tired.


    "Sorry..."


    I say that quietly, in order to not wake her up. I make an vow to never overwork myself again. My head is finally able to have time to process everything...


    And a question pops into my head, a question that has been toiling inside of me for a while now.


    Why the hell is Rin closing the distance between so quickly all of a sudden? I mean, I love Rin and I'm sure Rin loves me back, so it probably makes sense that Rin started acting more assertive. But what made her start all of this to begin with? I've known Rin for so long that I know her behaviour won't change so quickly on a whim. There has to be some sort of trigger, and that trigger is probably related to me somehow.


    My initial thought tells me that there's no basis to this, so I think back again. I'm pretty sure it started when Rin proposed to make a bento for me that day. Ever since that day, she's been acting different. Okay, but why would she propose the bento in the first place? Everything after the bento makes sense, the movie date, going out for lunch, hugging her, sleeping on her lap etc. All of that was Rin's ideas.


    Something definitely is up with that, but I can't place what it is. I think back to the days before that happened, but I'm not sure if anything will come up that could have elicit any change. Oh yeah, speaking of change...


    I remember checking the Syosetu ranking boards and all the top stories were Childhood Revenge stories. In a blind rage, I sent some angry tweets, including a reply to Nira-san. I was really down about that. But that's not related to Rin anyw-


    "Wait..."


    I start to feel the neurons firing like crazy in my brain. I put my hand on my head so the thought wouldn't disappear from my mind, but the sensation disappeared as fast as it came.


    "What was that...?"


    "Hmm..."


    Rin's stirring around in her sleep, her head moving about. I freeze up immediately, not letting my body move even one millimeter. It would be bad if she woke up now. After a minute, I start to relax again and think back on that. But my brain's all tired and I can't process anything anymore.


    I keep thinking about it until Rin wakes, but in the end, I still don't understand anything.

  


  Chapter 36: For Every Struggle, My Childhood Friend Will Always Be There


  
    "Come on... why...?"


    It was during my first year of middle school, and it was an autumn night. I was in my room, holding onto my phone as I let out a disgruntled voice. I was on Japan's largest web novel site, Syosetu, and I started my novel, The God of Patchwork, one week ago.


    But before I knew it, I crashed head first into a seemingly insurmountable wall. Syosetu has popularity rankings and getting on there is the first major step towards publication. However...


    "Damn it... it's not on there at all."


    I was so sure that my first work was going to be a best seller right from the get-go, that not seeing it on the popularity rankings at all was a shock to my system. But really, what did I expect. The story I was writing was solely aimed at me, I didn't pay attention to the feedback of the readers at all. I didn't even have any keywords tags on my story at all nor did I use social media at all to promote it and interact with fans.


    Tens and hundreds of new submissions get posted every single day, with each work adding to the variety on the site. Being a mere middle schooler, I lacked any sort of knowledge or experience. I thought that if you were passionate about writing, people would naturally flock to your story. However, reality punched me in the gut and stole my bento on top of it. You have to appeal directly to what the readers want if you want some chance at popularity, otherwise without that, you will fall into the wayside.


    "What should I do..."


    I collapsed on my desk, hanging my head in shame. I could still remember the promise I made with Rin a few days ago. I was burning with so much passion then, and now...


    "AHHH, come on, do something you sack of shit!!"


    The only thing that saved me from pulling the plug on all of this was that I was never a quitter. Looking for any potential issues, I examined my work over and over, scrutinizing every single detail. I looked over any bad parts and replaced them with other stuff that seemed more appealing. So after rewriting it countless times, I continued to submit them.


    But in the end, it was all futile, it was an endless cycle. At the time, I didn't have what it took to succeed.


    ____________________


    "How's your novel doing?"


    "Eugh."


    I'm walking home with Rin after school and her question crushed me like a ton of bricks.


    "Ahh..."


    I started scratching my head out of habit.


    "It's... doing okay-ish, I think...?"


    I was acting all weird and it shows. My heart felt all cold from the dread. Rin’s face became all thoughtful after my answer.


    "I see."


    She didn't prod any further than that; however, she did say one more thing.


    "Do your best!"


    She had such a sweet smile on her face, and yet, there was a trace of sorrow painted on her face. I'm pretty sure I looked dejected as well.


    "Y-yeah, thanks."


    I continued scratching my head, the whole situation feeling a little too awkward for me. Inside of me, I could feel a sort of impatient bashfulness welling up, but it was thanks to Rin who helped calm that. I had Rin to cheer me on if I was ever down.


    With every new day, I would continue to submit new chapters to my story; and yet, nothing would change at all.

  


  Chapter 37: No Matter how Shitty I am, My Childhood Friend will be Watching me


  


  
    It was one month since I started submitting my story, and nothing regarding the analytics grew at all. Well, I guess the character count. Feelings of self-hatred and emptiness started welling up inside of me. There was no indication any publishers were remotely interested in my story, and I plummeted deeper into depression.


    "I have no talent at all..."


    Little by little, that realization crept up on me. For the past month, I tried looking at various sites to see if there was any way I could increase my popularity. I made my sentences easier to read, I added a snappy title and wrote an interesting summary. I even started a social media account to promote my work on other platforms. Those things never even occurred to me before, so I was shocked by everything. It became very apparent that I was very ignorant of how things worked and that I knew nothing.


    But more importantly, I realized that I was just average. Of course, there are geniuses who are able to swoop in and take the scene by storm, jumping high in the popularity rankings. Those people definitely exist, and when everyone starts out, they think of themselves as a genius. I was no exception. However, I was hit hard by reality and finally woke up from my dream.


    After one month, I finally succumbed to the truth. Again, I'm not a genius, I'm just an average person. That's why I had to dedicate a lot of time and effort into this. Because if I do...


    "Should I keep writing...?"


    Willpower and motivation are the key driving forces that govern human behaviour. Many times, that motivation comes from other people, in the form of praise and empathy. That's why for authors, who spend so much time dedicated to writing, the feedback of their readers is so monumental. But for me, I had no such driving force. Since I started submitting my story, my view count and comments have been basically zero.


    With how things were going right now, I was feeling frustrated and depressed. I wanted to be a proud, independent writer like Maple Satou, but to be like that, I had to be recognized by the public first. There is a difference between being independent and being alone, after all. I put my all into writing my story, and yet, I had no feedback from anyone. I just kept on writing by myself, never knowing if success will ever come. The harshness of everything hit me like a sack of bricks.I was beginning to lose all hope, however...


    "No, I have to use this as fuel..."


    I was just a mere middle school student, writing just for myself, not being recognized by anyone else. And one day, when I become a great author, I could go on a talk show and tell everyone "I had tough times starting out, but it was those times that made me into the person I am today".


    "Yeah, that seems cool..."


    All those things piled up, and a sense of guilt started building up within me. I was looking for any way to get some sort of validation. I was trying to twist my shitty situation into something positive. But even I knew I was putting on a brave face for nothing.


    "No comments at all, huh..."


    It was Rin's thoughts and comments that pushed me to continue writing. And now I let go of all of that in order to show off somehow. I really was starting to lose all hope. And then...


    


    Ping


    I hear the notification sound on my phone. I look at the notification display intently. The notification was for Syosetu. A user by the name of "Nira" had left a comment.


    


    "This is my first comment here, but this is very interesting. Please do your best, thanks author!"


    And with that, I had finally found the light at the end of the dark, dark tunnel.


    __________________


    "You seem well today."


    It was during the school day, and I heard Rin's voice reverberate from across the hall.


    "You can really sense that?"


    "Well, Tohru-kun is just so easy to read. So what happened?"


    After some hesitation, I decided to open up.


    "Well, yesterday..."


    I told her about the user "Nira", who was the first person to leave a comment, which made me extremely happy. I was so happy that I smashed my pinky finger against my bed by accident. After I told her everything, Rin looked happy and gave me an ear to ear grin. There wasn't a trace of despair on her at all.


    "That's good to hear."


    It felt like she was implying something else with her words, though I unconsciously ignored all of that, so I never took notice of it at all.


    "You know what..."


    I'm sure it was all clear to Rin that everything wasn't going as smoothly on Syosetu for me. No matter how hard I tried to hide it, Rin would find out. Despite that, I never wanted to make Rin worry about me.


    "Now that I've been doing this for a while, if I want to become an author, I have to get better at using technology, I have to build up my vocabulary and I need experience. Otherwise, it won't be enough.”


    I made that declaration out loud. Firstly, it was my way of acknowledging that I was just an average person. That was the first step I needed to take in order to become an author.


    "That's why... this might be a long road for me. You might have to wait a long time Rin."


    An average person needs to put in a lot of effort if they want to get anywhere, and that requires a lot of time. By telling Rin all of that, I started feeling aware of everything that I needed to do.


    "I'll become an author no matter what... it doesn't matter how long it takes, but I will become one."


    And with that, my dream had officially become a goal, and so I began my path of isolation. I don't know if Rin was able to guess my intention, but she gave me a simple reply.


    "You'll be fine."


    Those kind words reached my brain.


    "You'll definitely become an author, I guarantee it."


    Those encouraging words reached my brain.


    "I'll always be here for you."


    With a soft and gentle smile, Rin enveloped me in an aura of encouraging words.


    "Do your best, Tohru-kun."


    And thus, I started on that long road ahead, towards my ultimate goal.

  


  Chapter 38: Onto the Next Work...


  


  
    "And that's done with."


    It's night and I'm in my room. I just finished putting up the last chapter for my story "Living the sweet life with a cool, sharp-tongued beauty". I let out a big sigh as a sense of accomplishment washes over me.


    In total: 100 chapters and 200,000 characters. It took about 3 months in total to write this. I went through the whole process without skipping a day. I don't want to sound too conceited, but I think I did a pretty damn good job.


    I pull the tab on the canned coffee I bought on the way home, as I guzzle it down my throat. The aroma coming from the can is a familiar one, as I taste the comforting sweetness. It's my way of a small celebration for myself for sticking with this and not taking a break.


    "This tastes pretty damn good if I do say so myself."


    For 130 yen, it's unbelievable that I can experience something like this.


    


    Ping


    I hear the notification sound on my laptop, and check the comment box. There's only one person who would reply so quickly.


    


    "Congratulations on finishing, it's been a great ride from beginning to end! I was bawling during the scene when Ryousuke-kun proposed to Maika-chan in the bamboo hut. I'll be looking forward to your next work. Thanks as always, author!"


    "Thanks for coming on the ride too, Nira-san..."


    I feel myself being overcome with emotions. Thinking back, Nira-san has been reading my works for five years now. And Nira-san hasn't missed a day either, commenting on every single update. Since the autumn of my first year of middle school when I put up out my first story (which as cringy as hell anyways) and fell into despair, Nira-san has been there for me. I really am grateful for Nira-san. I remember that I was so overjoyed that I smashed my pinky toe on the bed. If it weren't for Nira-san, I wouldn't have made it this far. Without a doubt, Nira-san has been indispensable in my journey so far.


    "I'll be looking forward to your comments, Nira-san."


    With so much gratitude welling up within me, I give Nira-san a long reply. After I hit the reply button, I stare up at the ceiling. I recall back to when I first started writing this particular story. I was starting to become aware that chuunibyou readers were abundant, so I continued to write isekai stories. Reincarnating into another world, God mode Cheats, freely moving between classes, the ability to slow the opponent's movement, being exiled from the party, etc.


    Of course writing something that appeals directly to the core audience of the site garnered a lot of views and comments. That served as motivation for me to finish the series. And yet, I still wasn't able to get published. Theoretically speaking, if I needed a 10 to get published, I would always hover around the 5 or 6 mark. The main reason is because I lack any sort of practice. In the end, the stories that do break through and get published are written differently from mine.


    It's hard to put into words but the stories are not just about reincarnating and transferring, but there's a lot of emotion behind everything. The readers will rage when something bad happens, will cry and feel their chest hurt when something sad happens. And when the readers are finished, they'll come out feeling giddy, their mind preoccupied with what happened. It's sort of vague, but that's how I think it works.


    Everyone is given the same characters and kanji to work with to create a story. But those who are able to manipulate those characters in a way to ensnare the readers are the most powerful, and in a way, that's just like magic. I still don't have that ability to breath such magic into my work just yet. I keep on pondering just how I can accomplish that feat, but after many years of absorbing knowledge and toiling over the answer, I still haven't found anything.


    Like being trapped in a maze, I realized that if I kept writing isekai stories, I would just be at a standstill. It felt exhausting writing in the same style over and over. It's like having to dig holes over and over again, it's pointless and frankly torture.


    In order to refresh my mind and spirits, I started writing a modern romance story. When I was in elementary school, I used to write romance stories all the time, so this was familiar territory for me. I remember in the library, there was a novel, Kino's Journey, that I wanted to emulate. Back then, I was writing instinctively, without thinking about the hard stuff. Looking back, my writing was really spotty, and the way I built up a story was pretty suspect too. Even so, Rin was really interested in that story. But I'll say one thing for sure, compared to now, I used to write more vividly back then.


    That's why I thought for my current work that I would focus on the end result as opposed to all the small details. Compared to the isekai stories I wrote before, it was nowhere near as popular, but I had a lot more fun writing it. It helped remind me of all the important emotions I should have put into my work in the first place.


    "But..."


    The warmup is over, I have to jump straight into the fray now. If I want to become a pro, I have to write an isekai story as my next work. Otherwise, I won't be noticed. In terms of isekai, the quality for a first time writer can widely vary. However, I've been writing for five years already, that should be more than enough. If I become popular, it should logically follow that I would continue to enjoy writing it. And yet, reality isn't always so convenient.


    Supply and demand can quickly change depending on the current market. What is popular and what's not will always change. And for the upper echelons, popularity is limited and narrow. On Syosetu, the isekai genre is probably the heaviest hitter in terms of popularity. If what you enjoy writing matches with the demands of the market, then you're in good fortunes, and you'll be enjoying yourself a lot more. But for me, it's not like that. I do enjoy writing, but writing isekai is not one of them.


    It's simple, really. If it's a choice between popularity or personal enjoyment, I'll take popularity any day. I look at the "Realization of a Dream" charm on my desk light. I can feel my body getting fired up. Well then, I'll be jumping into the carnage again, no matter how long it takes, I'll find a way to make it out on top. I'll become an author no matter what. With new found resolve, I open up the word processor and make a new folder "Next Work". I start tapping away at the keyboard.


    "Huh...?"


    All of sudden, I feel a weird sensation throughout my body, like my stomach turned inside out. The characters in the screen start bending in all sorts of directions. My brain feels all groggy, my head is pulsating like crazy. Even though my fingers are on the keyboard, they're frozen solid, not moving at all. It's not just my fingers, it feels like my whole body is trapped in a glacier. I remember experiencing this before. Every time I finish a work and start a new one, this sensation would hit me every time. It's a nihilistic feeling, I can intuitively feel it. Whenever I try to write, my brain would shut down on me.


    "If I don't write... that would be bad..."


    I try to will myself to start typing, but it's pointless. It was like my whole body was revolting against my brain, not wanting to give in at all. For nearly an hour, I was living a hellish fever dream, battling against myself. I guess I won't write anything today...


    Like I'm a car out of fuel, my body is losing all of its functions.


    "I'll go to bed..."


    It'll be better if I rest up. Lately, I've been pushing myself too much and now that I've finished this series, my body feels all weak. It'll be fine though, I'm sure tomorrow I'll be able to write. I think to myself as I slip into my futon.


    It ended up being a long sleepless night. However, I have to start writing tomorrow or else.


    But the next day was the same, I didn't write a single thing. I stayed in bed because of a fever.

  


  Chapter 39: My Worried Childhood Friend


  


  
    "Are you sure you're okay?"


    "Yeah, yeah, I'll be fine."


    It's morning and Rin is giving me a worried look as I'm curled up in my futon.


    "Seems like we can't go to school together, sorry for making you all the way here for nothing."


    "No, it's fine, it's actually better this way."


    I realize what Rin wants to say, so I open my mouth first.


    "I really am okay. I just got a small fever. A short nap and I should be back in form."


    "Were you... staying up late again?"


    Rin gives me a harsh glare as she says that.


    "N-no, definitely not."


    "I should have known..."


    Just like how I know when Rin is lying, Rin knows when I'm lying too. Before I had time to think if I have any noticeable habits like Rin, Rin puts her hand on her jaw and opens her mouth.


    "So... what have you been doing?"


    Her expression is like she's searching for something, her voice full of conviction. There's no way I could ever deceive her. There's only one thing that comes to mind...


    It's possible that high stress can cause fevers. And because I’m stressed, my body temperature just keeps on increasing. The reason for my body temperature rise might be different from people but still. Well the source of my stress is pretty obvious, but...


    "When I calm down, I’ll talk."


    My brain is a mess, but it's not like we're in a rush in the morning. That's why I'll remain silent.


    "Alright then..."


    I'm sure Rin knows what's happening with me, but she's not pushing any further. But she's pursing her lips. I know exactly what she's thinking. From the bottom of my heart, I'm sorry Rin.


    "Alright, I'll head to school now."


    "Yeah... see you."


    I wave my hand as Rin starts to head out. Just then, my hand freezes, and I feel a chill up my spine.


    "Rin..?"


    "Yes?"


    She kneels by my futon, her voice full affection.


    "Please talk to me as soon as you can."


    Rin's already stroking my face with her hand. She's tending to me with such kindness and affection. My body feels weak and my pupils slowly start to get hot.


    "I'm sorry I made you worry..."


    "It's fine..."


    She has such a warm and soothing voice. Rin reluctant parts her hand from my forehand as she slowly gets up.


    "I'll be going now."


    With a bow, Rin leaves my room and I'm greeted with a haunting silence. The second hand on the clock is louder than ever and a lonely sensation washes over me, like I'm in some ghost town.

  


  Chapter 40: A Weekday Without My Childhood Friend


  


  
    It really is an amazing feeling to be in your pajamas and wrapped up in your futon when you should be at school. It's almost like getting lost in another world for a short period of time. I get used to looking at my ceiling while I let my mind race. It's pretty clear how I destroyed my physical condition.


    Three days ago, I couldn't write a single word, and I couldn't spend a single second working on my story. Even though I was sitting in my chair, with my laptop open ready to write, my mind and body started rebelling against me. I tried forcing myself to write, but that only caused severe headaches and nausea. I ended up having to rush to the bathroom so many times.


    My immune system naturally got a lot weaker from the extreme mental burden I was putting on myself.


    "What should I do..."


    Honestly, I'm beat. I mean, I had similar experiences before, but not this intense. But anyways, I have to write something. Yeah, I even tried writing a modern romance story, but even then, I couldn't do that. It's like my mind and body is rejecting the act of writing and creating a story itself. It's just like if my survival instinct is stopping myself from being face to face with death. That was the first time that happened for me.


    I feel a chill go up my spine. How long will this personal hell go on for? One week? One month? Or perhaps even longer...? Like a bolt of lightning, the worst case scenario flashes across my mind. What if I'm never able to write again? That means my promise with Rin...


    I begin to feel nauseous again. Even though there's nothing in my stomach, I feel heat and fluid start to rise up.


    Fuck, I shouldn't think of those things.


    I put my futon over my head as I close my eyes. I put my hand on my aching stomach as I curl up into a ball. Trying to not think about anything at all, I begin to feel my consciousness start to fade. As if a switch broke, my body's defense mechanisms start to do their job. I can't fight the drowsiness any longer, as I let the darkness take me away. As I sleep, the only dream I see is the darkness staring back at me.


    _________________


    I open my eyes and it's about lunchtime. Thankfully, it seems like my fever is down and I feel somewhat better. While I still feel drowsy, I check my temperature with the thermometer. It's a little higher than normal, but it's great to know that fever won’t last. Once I realize that my health is trending upwards, I feel my stomach crying out for food.


    "I think I'll grab a bite to eat..."


    I head downstairs to the living room and then...


    


    Meow


    Syrup comes up to me and gives me a face like he's asking what I'm doing here.


    


    Meeeow


    And now he's saying if I'm here, I might as well give him food.


    "You seem as lively as ever."


    With a pained smile, I crouch down and start petting Syrup in exchange for the food he'll be getting. It's pretty rare that Syrup isn't acting so antagonistic. It's as if he's saying today is special since he noticed my poor health.


    Today is special, huh...


    I remember Rin's expression when she said that as I stroked her. Just like then, it's lunch break right about now. I feel a cool breeze against my chest.


    


    Purr Purr


    I stare at Syrup, who's acting a lot more sweet than usual., I begin to think back on the past ten years Syrup and I shared together, while stroking him.


    It was a rainy day and I was going home from school. I saw a crying kitten inside an Amazon cardboard box and now he's a part of the family.


    Time sure does fly. Though I will say, it’s pretty unbelievable that he jumped up above me in the family caste system.


    After pouring some food for Syrup, I start fishing around the cupboard for some food to eat. Unfortunately, I can't find anything that's easy on a sick stomach. Though, Rin's homemade bento comes to mind.


    I've always been eating that recently, so not being able to eat that today is a shock to my system, to say the very least. Ahh, I want to eat bamboo rice so bad, but I don't have any...


    I'm so hungry...


    "I guess I'll buy something to eat."


    The nearest convenience store is a three minute walk, so considering my condition, I should be fine. Getting some fresh air wouldn't hurt either. Just in case, I put on some heavy, warm clothing and a mask before I leave the house.


    I feel the warm breeze brush against my cheek. The seemingly eternal winter has finally ended, and we're finally gearing up for the spring season. I feel a soft sensation as I continue my walk towards the convenience store.


    "Oh my, it's Tohru-kun."


    I turn in the general direction of the voice.


    "Kaoru-san?"


    It's Rin's mom, and she's giving me a surprised look.

  


  Chapter 41: ----- -- - --- ---- - ----


  


  
    "Alright, here."


    "A-ah, thanks."


    I'm in the Askaura home and the sweet smell of bonito stock and soy sauce drifts into my nose. Unsurprisingly, my stomach starts rumbling like crazy. I can only stare in shock as I look at the pot in front of me.


    The soup is a nice golden color and the udons are a lush light brown color. Scattered around the pot, I spot some white onions, finely cut tofu and a variety of pickled plums. Dead center lies a golden soft boiled egg. It's definitely the star of the show here. To put it plainly, Rin's mom is serving me Nabeyaki udon.


    How did things come to this? I was heading to the convenience store to buy some food when I met Kaoru-san on the way. When I told her that I was taking the day off because I felt sick…


    


    "Oh my, that sounds terrible. You should come over, I'll make something for you."


    


    "No, no I'm fine. My fever has gone down. Plus, it's not even lunch time anymore."


    


    "Oh, stop being so fussy. If you don't properly take care of yourself, it'll come back again. It's fine, you can rely on me for a bit."


    


    "But..."


    


    "And your parents aren't home today, yeah?"


    


    "Fuah..."


    And that's the gist of things. I had no say in it at all, but I found myself in the Asakura house and Kaoru-san is doing her best to take care of me. Whether it's with Rin's homemade bento, or eating with them back in the day, my stomach owes a lot to the Asakura household.


    "You better start eating before it gets cold."


    "Y-yeah, thanks for the food."


    I timidly pick up the chopsticks and put my hands together. I then put Kaoru-san's homemade Nabeyaki udon into my mouth.


    "Ah, it's so good."


    "Haha, that's good to hear."


    The noodles are slender, but aren't soggy at all. The tuna stock combined with the soy sauce makes a great soup, which is piping hot and has sweet and mild flavour. The soup pours right into my stomach and I can feel my body at ease.


    "Ah, this takes me back."


    I surrender myself to hunger, as my hands keep moving by itself to pick up more udon. Kaoru-san has a big smile on her face as she begins talking.


    "Oh, the memories are flooding. You and Rin used to eat here so much when you guys were in elementary school."


    The memories of the distant past resurface again in my mind. Because my parents were so busy, I used to eat dinner here a lot. I ate so many things with Rin in this house.


    "I really owe you a lot for back then."


    I put my chopsticks down and bow my head. Kaoru-san then fans her hand up and down.


    "No, no it's fine, you don't need to thank me. I had a lot of fun too. Besides..."


    With a soft smile, Kaoru-san closes her eyes.


    "I'm so grateful that you became Rin's friend.”


    With a glance, I could see the gratitude written all over her face. My chest starts feeling a little itchy because admittedly, I'm not that used to people thanking me.


    "Yeah, me too."


    With a breath, I express my feelings too.


    "I was also alone in elementary school... that's why I'm glad I was able to be friends with Rin."


    With that, the itching sensation in my chest becomes more noticeable. As if to deceive myself, I down the whole glass of oolong tea in front of me. Maybe it's just me, but it feels like oolong tea from other people's homes taste better than the ones I make myself.


    "How's Rin lately?"


    As I'm eating, Kaoru-san asks me that, like she's some high school girl interested in love gossip.


    "Well..."


    All five of my senses flash back: The taste of her homemade bento, her intense body heat, her smile that's as sweet as syrup, her fragrant and comforting smell, her silky hair, the sounds of rustling clothing, breathing and our heartbeats.


    I catch myself before I start talking about the details out loud, I mean, I especially don't want to say those things in front of Rin's mom.


    "W-well, things have been good, y-yeah!"


    "Hehe, that sounds good."


    My voice goes all shrill as I nod while Kaoru-san has a happy look on her face.


    "Lately, it seems like Rin has been having a lot of fun."


    "Huh?"


    My chopsticks stop moving when I hear that.


    "In the morning, when she's ready, when she comes home and when she's eating dinner, she seems really happy."


    "That's good to hear."


    Hearing that catches me off guard, but I can easily see that in my head. It's easy to see emotion on Rin, even though she is usually emotionless.


    "When I asked if something happened and all I got was silence, though it really is easy to understand what's going on."


    Kaoru-san rests her hand on her jaw as she gives a small laugh while staring at me.


    "Thank you so much for becoming friends with Rin, I couldn't thank you enough."


    Her carefully crafted words cause that itching sensation in my chest to come back.


    "I should be the one thanking you."


    I say those words as I scratch the back of my head with my hand.


    "For me, Rin's always been there to support me. You know... I've always caused trouble for Rin and well... I've always made her worry, in the past... and even now."


    For some reason, the words don't stop coming out. The emotions that have trapped within me are gushing out, like a broken dam.


    "Sometimes, I don't really understand at all."


    My emotions are running loose like a fire, it would be hard to contain now. The doubts I've been harbouring for who knows how long, I think I just wanted someone to vent it to. I normally would bury these emotions within me, and yet I find myself continuing to talk.


    "I keep thinking to myself, why would someone like Rin hang out with a person like me all the time."


    Because of my low self-esteem, I've been harbouring these thoughts in my head for a long time.


    On one extreme is Rin, who is a super smart, athletic beauty who's kind and hardworking. At the other end of the spectrum, is a guy who isn't smart or athletic who's all talk and no game.


    Why? Why am I verbalizing all these unreasonable thoughts?


    "I think it's great that Rin and I met... but you know... I don't think Rin will be able to grow if she's always with me. I don't really understand why, but I've just been really worried lately."


    I’m baring my hidden worries to the world now. I'm the main reason for holding Rin back. Without me, Rin would have more time for other people and that way, she would be able to lead a better life. That's why I'm worried.


    Kaoru-san is listening intently to my innermost worries and acting as if she can completely see through me. I start to feel a bit of regret after baring my soul to her.


    "Ah... sorry."


    Now that I’m calm after all my ranting, I begin to feel all awkward. I'm not usually like this, but again, I can feel myself burning up.


    "Sorry... I know this probably isn't something you'd be interested in listening to... I don't know why, but I'm just acting really weird today."


    I put on a muddy smile.


    "No, it's fine."


    Kaoru-san closes her eyes and shakes her head.


    "When I was around your age, I was like that too."


    As if she's remembering the past, she closes her eyes as she starts talking again.


    "When I was young., I used to judge people from what I was able to see... and if I couldn't, I would feel a little anxious."


    "What you were... able to see..."


    "Yeah, yeah."


    Like some teacher, Kaoru-san points her index finger into the air as she continues.


    "Being super smart, being athletic, earning lots of money, people tend to judge others based on what they're able to see about them. Because it’s such a convenient system, people tend to choose people based on those things. It's not really that bad of a system though."


    But having said that, Kaoru-san continues on, her point not completed yet.


    "The stuff that's inside, the parts you can't see... their heart, so to speak, people can be attracted to that too, and that can be more important too.”


    "Heart..."


    "Yep."


    With that, Kaoru-san places her hand on her chest and gives me a small giggle. I don't think I completely comprehend what she's saying, but I believe her nonetheless. I don't know if the reason why is because of the halo effect or if it's the weight of her knowledge and life experiences.


    "Going a little off topic but..."


    I could hear her tone drop down slightly.


    "When Rin was in elementary school... she didn't get along with her classmates, you remember that?"


    "Yeah..."


    It's painful thinking back on those days. At the time, I didn’t even know that Rin was being bullied by her classmates. I have so much regret, but in our second year of middle school, something else came up and, well that's another story for another time.


    "Rin tried her best to hide it, but I could tell. It looked like she was crying every time she came home and even though I did my best to help... nothing seemed to change."


    Kaoru-san casts her eyes downward as she says that, as if she's filled with regret towards the past.


    "But then one day, Rin came home with a smile on her face.”


    I could hear the strength returning in her voice. She begins talking like she was the other day.


    "So I asked Rin what happened. And do you know what her response was?"


    I think about it for a little bit, though I look at Kaoru-san without any clue. With a smile, Kaoru-san stares at me, as she tells me Rin's reply word for word.


    ----- There is a boy that I like


    It feels like my brain just crashed out on me. I could feel myself losing my sense of reality. Kaoru-san sitting across from me, the living room, the old wooden table, the fridge that's covered with sticky notes, everything seems fake. I could hear those seven words constantly echoing in my brain. As if my chest was pinned down, I tried calming myself down while my brian was faintly trying to process anything.


    Back then, the only person I interacted with was Rin and I'm sure it was the same for Rin. Those words are still echoing in my brain as I jump to a hasty conclusion.


    "The charm."


    I raise my head.


    "Thanks for that, Rin really cherishes it."


    Her voice is full of gratitude, as she bows her head deeply. I should be the one bowing my head. I wanted to kneel in front of Kaoru-san and start crying and apologize to her, but I wasn't able to do that. My head was full of Rin. I fell in love with Rin the moment I met her and the same goes for Rin. And to this day, our thoughts haven't wavered one bit.


    I don't know why, but it's always been like that. I think back to my self-imposed rule, the fact that I told Rin that I would become an author one day. Because if I don't, I don't think I would be able to stand side by side with Rin. I'm sure I made Rin much more sad and lonely because of it. But truthfully, it's just my stupid pride, or maybe even ego, getting in the way of everything. And because of my tedious pride, I trampled over the feelings of the girl I love for a long, long time.


    Even now, I love Rin with all my heart. As I mull things over, there's really only one thing I should do…

  


  Chapter 42: My Childhood Friend's Sharp Tongue and My Blunder


  


  
    Looking back, I really was conceited. The only thing I cared about was my pride and as a result, that caused Rin to suffer.


    We were in some classroom after school during our second year of middle school. My brain froze when I saw three classmates who I didn't even know surrounding Rin. All three of them, two boys and one girl, were taking their turns bad mouthing Rin to her face.


    Hurting Rin was their only goal, as they continued the onslaught of harmful words. However, it seemed like Rin didn't really care, or rather, her face didn't portray any sort of emotion. Like a non-functioning robot, Rin didn't move nor did she utter a word. Irritated by Rin's lack of reaction, one of the boys grabbed one of Rin's arms.


    "What the hell are you guys doing?"


    Before I knew it, I cried out. I ran up to her Rin and took hold of one of her thin hands. That was the first time that Rin showed any emotion. Her pupils opened wide in shock. For the other three people, I'm sure they were shocked as well.


    At the time, I was a nobody in my class since I didn't really talk much nor did I stand out. So my sudden appearance probably shocked them since it was so unexpected of me. Well, that worked in my favour since I was able to use that split second to grab Rin's hand and rush out the classroom together.


    "Rin, what was that?"


    We dashed out the classroom and were now in a deserted hallway. Rin pursed her lips when she heard that and muttered quietly, like she was resisting my question.


    "Please... just ignore that."


    "No, I can't do that."


    Her voice was weak and a shadow danced across her face. I couldn't leave things as they were, it just didn't sit right with me.


    "Don't tell me, is it..."


    Her classmates were acting primitively earlier, as if they were removing a foreign substance. Before saying the actual words themselves, Rin prefaced it by going on a tangent.


    "I sometimes get into arguments because people don't like my grades or looks...They can't handle the fact that I'm better than them."


    It was as if Rin was telling me she didn’t mean to do that. With that, Rin looked at me.


    "Thanks for earlier."


    Rin bowed down her head.


    "But please Tohru-kun, it's fine. All their jealousy, their mean words, their hateful stares, I'm used to it already."


    Her mouth began to quiver as she said that. Stiff as ever, Rin gave me a fake smile.


    "I have a question..."


    "Yes, what is it?"


    "When we were in grade two, you were crying in the multi-purpose classroom by yourself..."


    "Ahh..."


    Rin looks at the ceiling as if she was dusting off a memory she kept hidden for so long.


    "Yeah, that.."


    The way Rin was speaking, it was like she was talking to someone else.


    "Was your crying also because of that?"


    Rin stood there doing nothing for a little while before she answered my question, parroting her words from before.


    "I'm used to it."


    She wears her fake smile again, her face looking all warped. I knew immediately that Rin was doing her best to keep me from worrying. But I could feel myself seething. I could not forgive a single person in this situation.


    Those assholes and their petty jealousy.


    Myself for being unable to detect any of this.


    For the first time in my life, I could feel myself lose all sense of reasoning. I heard Rin calling out to me however, surrendering myself to my rage, I ignored Rin and before I knew it, I found myself back in the classroom again. Lucky for me, those three assholes were still hanging around in the classroom. There didn't seem to be any tension after Rin left, as they were guffawing away over bullying her, pleasuring themselves with stupid conversation. Their voices were rough as blades, ready to stab anyone.


    I'll make sure you fuckers never come near Rin again.


    I was surprised by how loud my voice has become. I mean, I also considered myself to be more on the docile and calm side, but having this much anger seeping out of me was a shock. With the last ounce of my reasoning remaining, I was astonished by how much I'm enraged. My guts started to boil, remembering the fact that these motherfuckers were the ones that bullied Rin.


    At first, they were caught off guard, not knowing what was happening to them, but spotting my clear weak points, they began their counterattack. Those motherfuckers begin whaling at me so much. I wasn't able to back up my trash talk, and consequently got trashed hard. But still, I hadn't given up. Grabbing collars, punching, kicking, I let out so many screams from the bottom of my stomach. At first, they were amused with what was going on, but my undying tenacity wore on them, as they started acting more annoyed and frustrated.


    You're fucking disgusting!


    With those simple words, they gave me one last kick to the stomach and left the classroom.


    "Tohru... kun..."


    Before I knew it, Rin showed up as I tried to prop my aching body against the wall. Surprise, confusion and and sorrow, I saw those emotions painted on Rin's face as I gave her a thumbs up.


    "It's alright, I'm fine Rin."


    "Fine..."


    Rin's face obviously began to contort.


    "What are you talking about!? You're not fine at all!"


    That might have been the first time I heard Rin shout. Crouching down, Rin was obviously flustered, but I continued my cocky spiel.


    "I didn't touch those guys at all, but they gave me a good beating."


    "What were you thinking..."


    Rin's pupils widened in shock as if she just realized how grave the situation was.


    "If we get a doctor's note from the hospital and give it to the teacher, I'm sure they won't go unpunished."


    It's fine, I don't care about my physical condition as long as Rin is okay. In this world, the strong are able to create rules to oppress the weak. But thanks to social media, it's now easy to know what to do when you become a target, even I decided to take a look. To be honest, I didn't know when I would ever become a target, so I was just making sure. Looks like I succeeded. If you're assaulted, don't counterattack. Once they've finished beating you, head to the doctor immediately to get a doctor's note. An objective doctor's note is a hundred times more effective as proof than an oral story.


    I might have jumped into the classroom impulsively, but once I got hit, I came to my senses and decided to go down this route. Making sure they'll never come back to Rin again is the only goal here.


    "That way, they won't interfere with you anymore..."


    Before I could finish saying what I wanted to say, I saw Rin begin to tear up.


    "R-rin?"


    "Why...?


    I was the flustered one now.


    "Why did you do that?"


    Large tears start gushing out of her eyes, going down her cheeks in one straight line.


    "This is my own problem, I can endure it myself, but..."


    Her voice sounded pained; I saw her clench her fists.


    "But why, why would you do this?"


    "I had no other choice!"


    I gave into my rage and started yelling.


    "Because you're really important to me Rin!"


    I meant every single bit of that, I'll say it again: I can't forgive those motherfuckers who hurt Rin and I can't forgive myself for never noticing this in the first place. That's why I have to help out somehow, that's all. Rin covered her mouth as she listened to me speak my truth. However, it looked like Rin had a swell of emotions swirling together: pity, regret, relief and guilt.


    "E-even so..."


    Rin's beautiful face contorts beyond belief, her dainty hands are gripping my arm.


    "Tohru-kun... just look at yourself, you're a mess... you got punched and kicked all over... you're hurting so much... just... why?"


    My thoughts were a mess, so my reasoning is kind of shaky, but I can see large tears gushing out of Rin's eyes, and I could feel my temperature drop, as if I've been hit with cold water. Rin didn't want for me to get hurt, and yet I brought that upon myself. And after seeing me in so much pain, Rin became so sad. After thinking about it calmly, I finally understood.


    There were probably other ways I could have protected Rin from being bullied. And yet, I decided to do something reckless. Was it possibly atonement for being unable to do anything in the past? No, it's much more vile than that. Wasn't I just drunk on the idea that I could finally protect the person I love? After that thought crosses my mind, I could feel myself being crushed under the weight of my regret.


    This simple impulse of wanting to save Rin, it really was just my own ego, my self-satisfaction getting in the way. I could feel my head start to spin. However, with only a single shard of reasoning left, I tried groping for an answer. There's no going back now, it's my fault that Rin had become sad. First of all, I had to do something about it.


    "I'm fine."


    I tried to act as cheerful as I could.


    "I-I'm a masochist! Y-yeah, I love receiving pain."


    My declaration was looking to patch things up for the future. Without paying any heed to Rin's crying, I continued on, putting more force into my words.


    "So... so... you should...”


    I should have stopped there.


    "Please abuse me as much as possible!"


    ……


    ...


    What the hell? Why the fuck did I say that then? I wanted nothing else but to see a smile on Rin's sad face, so I ended up telling a dumb joke. I wanted to show that even though I was beat up pretty bad, I was okay by saying I have a fetish for pain. But above all, I had to be invincible if I didn't want to appear weak in front of the girl I love.


    It can only be described as acting weird, though looking back, we were both acting weird. I later learned that Rin was also panicked because of me exerting myself too much as well as my sudden monologue. Did Rin notice my shitty acting or did she really think I was a masochist? Well, I hope it's the former.


    "For fuck's sake, just stop that already!"


    Her voice went all shrill, but there was a lot of energy behind it. Her eyes were filled with so much strength, staring daggers into me.


    "Masochist!? That's so gross!"


    That was the first time Rin said anything mean to me. However, Rin hugged me right away. Even if she was calling me an idiot, her harsh words had no malice behind them, as she started crying loudly in my chest. Surprised, I came back to my senses and started to feel so much regret piling up within me. Immediately, I hugged back that small body and started apologizing for my sins over and over.


    My ego, my reckless actions, my conceited way of acting, my dim-wittedness, and the fact that I made Rin sad, that's my inescapable reality and I was filled to the brim with guilt. Until Rin stopped crying, I continued to embrace her warm chest. Up until that point, that was probably the biggest mistake I ever made in my life.


    After that day, two things changed.


    Firstly, Rin wasn't being bullied anymore. After that day, those three students were no longer attending our school.


    Secondly, Rin started defaulting to abusing me every chance she had. I wonder if it was because she was angry with me for doing all those stupid things or if she was unexpectedly fitting into the role I carved out for her. I might not have understood the reason, but I decided not to jab back at her.


    I considered telling her to stop, but I didn't mind either way, so I thought I'd let this be. I will admit, I did say that because I don't really mind that kind of stuff all too much. But really it was weird, is this the highest form of communication that can build trust? Her words alone were harsh enough, and even though it was unpleasant, it started feeling comfortable. You know, I don't mind how unique our relationship is, I enjoy it. And that was how Rin's sharp tongue was born.

  


  Chapter 43: Before I Convey My Feelings


  


  
    I think I just had a very nostalgic dream. There's a gentle brushing sensation on my forehead. Rising from the depths of the unconscious, I open my eyelids to see Rin's beautiful face staring back at me. She blinks her perfectly round eyes.


    "Ah, sorry, looks like I woke you up."


    "No, it's fine..."


    I slowly sit up as my thoughts are still sluggish. The arrangement of the room, the smell, the feeling, it's different from my house. Looking out the window, everything seems sort of dim.


    "What time... is it?"


    "About 6 PM."


    "I was asleep for that long?"


    Bit by bit, the details start flowing back into my head. I saw Kaoru-san on the way to the convenience store, so she invited me to a wonderful lunch...


    


    "I laid out a futon in Rin's room, please go ahead and take a nap."


    


    "Huh?"


    


    "You still have a fever, no? It's fine then, don't worry about it."


    But why Rin's room in particular? I had no opportunity to question it, as before I knew it, I fell asleep in her room. Looks like I'm caught up to everything.


    "I was so shocked, when I came home and went into my room, I saw a random guy just sleeping in my room. If it weren't for my mom's note, I definitely would have called the police.”


    "Shouldn't you make sure who it is before you make a decision like that?”


    "You'd think I'd know it's you just from a bulge in the futon?"


    "But you know, the bulge is probably about my size. Don't tell me you would have reported me even if you knew it was me?"


    "Well of course. With me being absent, you could start doing suspicious stuff with my belongings. Ahh, thinking of that is just so gross."


    "I wouldn't do that!”


    "I'm joking, Tohru-kun is an advanced pervert who can't just use objects to get off. That's why my body is at high risk right now."


    As always, Rin's tongue is as sharp as ever. All of a sudden, I feel a warm comforting feeling in my chest, as I extend my arm and start stroking Rin's cheek. The texture of her skin is quite glossy.


    "Hmm... what's wrong?"


    "It's nothing..."


    When you hear harsh words, what's the reaction you're supposed to have? I see a future where my fever still hasn't gone down and that makes me worried for Rin, so I pull back my hand. Maybe it's just me, but Rin seems a little reluctant to leave my side.


    "Are you feeling a lot better?"


    "Yeah, thanks to you."


    My fever definitely feels like it decreased a lot. And compared to this morning, my body is a lot lighter, the difference is like lead to paper.


    "It really was just a small fever. I think I'll be ready for school tomorrow."


    "There isn't school tomorrow."


    "Oh, it's Saturday."


    "Well, that too. But it’s because it's spring break."


    "Ah! I completely forgot about that."


    That completely slipped my mind. Depending on your view, it's either a long or short break, but it's a 10 day break nonetheless and it just started. Now that spring break has started, that means...


    "That means I have to wait a while if I want to eat your homemade bento. Today was my last chance too..."


    Damn it, I feel so much regret now.


    "It's not that big of a deal..."


    With a soft whisper, Rin continues.


    "I can come over and make it for you if you want."


    Looking away, I see a tinge of embarrassment on Rin's face. She's so damn cute, I just want to stroke her so bad.


    "Hea..."


    Rin's face looks similar to the time when she was petting Syrup.


    "Just... what are you doing?"


    In spite of her resisting words, she doesn't seem to be bothered by it at all. I can detect a bit of happiness and relief from her tone of voice.


    "Thanks for everything. However, it'll be bad if I stay for too long. I'll go now. Is that fine?"


    I ask that after I stop stroking her. Rin's cheeks are dyed as red as apples, as she gives a single nod. I can feel my chest leaping out of my body, watching her be all cute. Damn it, I really do love her.


    I think back.


    Her sweet look, the way she acts so cute, her aloof way of acting, but deep down she wants to be spoiled. She's meek, yet hard-working and stubborn.


    I love her.


    For a moment, Rin looks at me as if she's going to ask something. I'm sure she knows why my health deteriorated and she wants to be helpful in whatever way possible. She's so overflowing with kindness, it's unbelievable.


    I love her.


    I love everything about her. I'm sure Rin thinks the same way about me.


    The truth is right in front of my face. I realize that now because of Rin's words and actions lately and Kaoru-san's words today as well. Then it should be fine. I love Rin and Rin loves me back. In order to deepen our mutual love for each other, we have to move past our relationship as just childhood friends and take the next step. I personally think that's the best way forward. The reason why we haven't done so yet floats into my mind.


    I haven't become someone worthy of Rin yet. Only after I become a pro author did I want to confess to Rin. That's the curse I put on myself.


    For fuck's sake.


    I don't want my ego getting in the way. While I kept saying Rin is the one I love most, the answer really is just myself. It's all thanks to my conceited nature and selfishness. Because of those stupid thoughts, I've kept Rin waiting forever and forever. I can't take this anymore, I can't leave Rin waiting any longer.


    This is where I leave all these half-baked feelings behind. Today is the day I will finally advance to the next step. I'll tell her how I really feel. I've made up my mind. For some reason, I wasn't too nervous. But first...


    I have to tell her that before I confess.


    My thoughts, worries, I harden my mind in order to steel myself. I want my emotions to accept the decision I'm about to make.


    "Hey Rin."


    "Yeah?"


    Rin tilts her head in confusion. She might be sad or angry, but I already decided my path. I clench my fist hard. Rin has supported me for a long time, but it's the only way. I open my mouth, but it feels so heavy..


    


    "Rin, I think I'll stop trying to become an author."


    "...Huh?"


    She does not understand why I said and unsurprisingly there is a long silence. Her face says it all, she really can't understand me. I feel a tingling pain run across my chest.

  


  Chapter 44: I'm Tohru-kun's...


  


  
    "Rin, I think I'll stop trying to become an author."


    I feel like a defendant awaiting his verdict from the judge. The atmosphere in the room is as heavy as mercury. We're left in darkness as the sun begins its descent down the sky.


    "...Huh?"


    She is wringing out every last drop with her voice, the fear on her normally beautiful face is easily palpable.


    "Are you... joking?"


    I shake my head. This isn't a joke, I know exactly what I'm getting myself into.


    "W-why!? This is... so sudden..."


    "I can't write anymore."


    I tell her the truth as she draws closer.


    "Can't... write...?"


    Rin is dumbfounded, unable to understand what I really mean. I continue on, lacking any emotion in my words.


    "For the past three days, I haven't written a single thing. If I try to make myself write, I get nauseous, my heart starts pounding like crazy and my body shuts down..."


    Rin's face looks so shocked as she listens to my explanation. Suddenly, she opens her eyes as if she just realized something.


    "So the reason you’re all sick is..."


    "It's the result of me forcing myself to write. Seems like I've put a huge burden on myself."


    I worked myself to overexhaustion, there's nothing more to it. Rin shakes her head, as she's still in shock.


    "B-but..."


    Clenching her fist, Rin tries to find some way to bargain with me.


    "I-it's not like you won't be able to write for the rest of your life! After a week... maybe a month, you'll be able to start writing again. Until then, you can just take a break..."


    Softly, I raise my hand and begin stroking her reddened cheek. I shake my head as I let out a quiet voice.


    "It's fine..."


    My field of vision starts to flicker. The voice that comes out of my mouth, it’s a lot weaker than I expected, it catches me off guard. I've completely given up...


    "I've had enough, I'm just so tired..."


    That's how I really feel. I think back on the five years I've continually written on Syosetu. With my only goal being getting published, I would constantly look at the ranking boards and the popular trends. Everyday, I would continue to write. Keeping my promise with Rin in mind, I would ignore my urge to write stuff that I wanted to and instead continue to write stuff that would be popular.


    And as a result, I forgot what it was like to have fun writing. And once I gained enough readers, that's when I would write something for myself. But having constantly written for the sake of others, I have no idea what I want to write anymore. I can't hear my inner voice anymore, and yet, my body is rejecting the very idea of continually writing for the sake of others and popularity. I’ve been searching for so long, and yet I have no idea what I truly want.


    Or perhaps, the very act of writing is causing me pain. My heart has been worn down, forced to confront the reality of the situation. There is no sign anything will get better either. Even if it pains me to admit, I am nothing but average. I don't have the senses to break through at all. I don't have the magic ability to move the hearts of the readers. After years and years of writing, I might eventually be able to break through, though there's no guarantee that will ever happen. At the end of the day, it's all just wishful thinking. I've been running a never-ending marathon for a long time now and I have no more gas in the tank to go on. I can't take it anymore, spending so much time and effort on something that's not even fun. If I completely stop right now. I could use the time for better things, like spending time with the person I love. That's my final conclusion.


    That's the gist of my explanation to Rin. Though I am surprised how calm I am. The words are coming out smoothly, as if my mind has already been made up. As I keep on talking, it looks like Rin always wanted to interrupt, but she keeps quiet and listens intently. She clenches her fists and purses her lips so many times. I let out a breath and opened my mouth again.


    "From here on out, instead of spending so much time on writing, I'll use that to spend time with you, Rin."


    Rin catches her breath.


    "It's as you say Rin, I have to put in more time if I want to be a better writer. But I’d rather use that time for you.”


    On the contrary, if I don’t spend so much time writing, that might end up much better for me. I might finally be able to take my first steps onto the road of happiness.


    A warm, happy scene floats into my mind:


    Rin and I are both adults as we're sitting at a dining table.


    


    "Oh yeah, remember when I wanted to become an author?"


    


    "Ah, I remember that."


    Her kind smile is so comforting. Ah, I have an amazing smile too. That scene breathes new life into me, I really should be aiming towards such a happy ending.


    "Who knows, maybe years, decades pass, and you know, if I do get a change of heart, I might start writing again."


    I can feel myself speeding up, wanting to tell Rin my feelings as fast as possible.


    "But now, more than anything else, you're my priority, so..."


    I can feel my voice shaking a little bit.


    "That's why I'll stop writ-"


    "Don't even think about quitting!"


    Before I could finish my sentence, Rin's loud yell stops me in my tracks. It was like filling a balloon so much to the point of it exploding. She was releasing all the pen-up stress she had been holding in. I look at Rin's face with shock, I see so many emotions dancing on her face: anger, sadness, frustration, regret. However, her anger stands out to me the most.


    "We made a promise... you'd become an author and when your book comes out... I would be the first to read it..."


    Rin put a threatening look on her face. Receiving this pressure full force, she really is angry. All I can do is watch her calmly and quietly. The fact that I throw away our promise, I'm sure she'll remember this for life.


    "You know, I'm really sorry. From the bottom of my heart, I'm sorry... I've kept you waiting for so long and you were looking forward to it and now this happened. I know you're mad and all but..."


    "That's not what I'm talking about!"


    Her yelling keeps getting louder.


    "I'm not mad about the promise... well I'm mad about that, but there's something else that I'm more pissed about!"


    Ah, seems like I misunderstood everything again.


    "Tohru-kun, you're lying to yourself."


    Because of my tunnel vision, I can't figure out the meaning of her words at all.


    "Lying..."


    I knit my eyebrows, parroting that single word.


    "Yes, lying. You're lying to yourself. All your talk of 'I had enough' and 'It's fine' is all a lie."


    Rin keeps pouring out words, leaving me no time to interject.


    "You definitely haven't had enough and you're definitely not satisfied as is. What you're really thinking is 'This isn't good enough' and 'This isn't fine'."


    "Why..."


    I let out a voice, and in my mind and I feel something spark within me, like the last remaining coals in a fire. Is this... irritation?


    "Why do you know that?"


    "Of course I would know."


    Rin responses immediately, not giving a damn about her tone of voice towards me.


    


    "I'm your childhood friend after all."


    Those words, nothing else can be more persuasive than that. Because of those powerful words, I can feel all the excuses, deception and lies begin to disappear.


    "Whenever you lie, you always tend to blink quickly."


    I can feel myself getting hotter.


    "That's why what you just said wasn't the truth at all. What you really mean to say is..."


    "Stop, it's fine."


    I interrupt Rin, frantically trying to hide the truth somehow.


    "I've had enough and I tried my best. I put my all into this and I'm ready to stop."


    I put everything into every single word. Listen to yourself, Tohru, not let Rin distract you.


    "That's why, I won't write anymore, I already made up my mind..."


    "But why...?"


    My willpower starts to shatter as I hear Rin's voice full of pain.


    "Why Tohru-kun? Why do you look so pained?"


    "...Huh?"


    I can feel my spirits dampen as I hear Rin's question.


    "I really am satisfied, I swear..."


    I get to the core of the issue, practically begging at this point.


    "Your pain, sorrow, you don't have to cry. You really don't want to quit, you want to become an author. I still remember you screaming those promises."


    Then, I notice something warm coming out of my eyes. Ah, so that's it. I can't deceive myself anymore. I can't separate logic and emotion at all and I can't see what I really want. But Rin is able to see through the facade. With the force of a great typhoon, I let out all the emotions from the depths of my heart.


    "I understand..."


    I can't stop the words anymore.


    "I think I finally understand!"


    I get louder and louder without knowing it. I withstand the urge to hit the wall and the bed. Instead, I channel all that energy into my words.


    "In my head, I keep telling myself to quit, that I had enough, that it's just a waste of time. But in my heart, I don't want to give up, the fires of passion are still burning hot. I know I want to become an author. What the hell am I supposed to do with these contradictory feelings!? I know more than anyone else much turmoil I'm in!!"


    I feel a sense of anger boiling up within me. Just who am I angry at? No one else but myself. My emotions come gushing out like an avalanche. I don't want Rin to see how shameful I look, but I can't stop.


    "But... but... what the fuck am I supposed to do!?"


    My heart is screaming, as I'm drowning in helplessness, it feels like a cold wind is blowing all over my chest.


    "However thousands, hundred thousands, million characters I write, I know I have no talent at all. I don't have the ability to make the readers feel at all. The result will be the same every time. I've known this for years, but..."


    I've hit a wall that I can't overcome no matter how hard I try. I feel so irritated just thinking about my futile situation. So many countless times, I've wanted to tear my body up in frustration. But...


    "Even so, I still want to become an author. I want to write something that all my readers can look forward to, I want to be able to write something that can stand on its own two legs."


    I stare at the palm of my hand. For the past five years, these hands have constantly hit the keyboard everyday. Three days ago, these same hands stopped writing any sort of story.


    "I want to write but I can't. My head, body, hands and fingers, they're all on strike, I can't write a single damn thing..."


    It's all physiological, the reason why I can't write anymore. It's not fun anymore, so even if I try to hide that fact and force myself to keep writing, my body will keep rejecting the very idea.


    "I can't write anymore..."


    There's nothing more to it.


    "I don't want to write anymore..."


    I'm just getting what I deserve.


    "I'm just so worn out..."


    I don't want to think anymore, I already give up. With that, it feels like a heavy weight has been lifted from my shoulders. All my repressed feelings, finally being able to let them all out is cathartic. However, I can't see Rin's face at all, instead she's hanging her head down. I'm sure she's disappointed about everything, but what the fuck am I supposed to do? This decision is wholly on me, I mean I probably look really uncool right now. I've been tormenting myself with so much self-hatred. I just want to disappear.


    


    And yet, Rin hasn't lost hope yet.


    "Thanks for telling me how you really feel."


    Her voice is as bright as the spring sun. She raises her head and gives me that soft and gentle smile, as sweet as sponge cake. It's so calming, full of love and affection, it's so lovely. Why is she accepting all of this at face value?


    "It'll be fine."


    That familiar sweet scent drifts into my nose.


    "Tohru-kun isn't someone that breaks easily."


    Rin draws near me and wraps her arms around my body.


    "I know how strong you are."


    Rin keeps giving me a strong hug.


    "Tohru-kun is someone who can face his own mistakes and come out stronger because of it."


    Rin lightly caresses my back, as if she’s handling it with care.


    "You're more strong and more amazing than you think. More than anyone else, I know that."


    Rin's warmth melts the ice around my heart.


    "That's why everything will be fine."


    Her kind words, her encouraging words, it's like a beautiful melody is reaching my eardrums and I can feel my heart start to quiver.


    "Once you take a break, I'm sure you'll be back in full force, writing again. And once that happens, it'll be a straight line until you become an author."


    Her words are so full of conviction, as if she can see the future. I finally open my mouth.


    "How do you know...?"


    "I know it will happen."


    She replies immediately, and even though I can feel my voice shaking, Rin puts more strength into her hug. And so, because of weakness, Rin continues speaking on, adding more ammunition.


    "It's because I'm..."


    


    ---your childhood friend.


    I can hear the familiar phrase in my head again. But reality is not what I expected at all.


    "I'm Tohru-kun's..."


    


    ---Did you write this?


    


    ---It's really interesting.


    


    "I'm Tohru-kun's world's biggest fan."

  


  Chapter 45: Meeting


  


  
    When I first met Tohru-kun, it was May in our second year of elementary school. It was the rainy season and subsequently, I could feel the cold rain pouring that day. With my favorite umbrella, I was walking home from school.


    


    Meow


    As I was walking through the park near my house, I heard a lonely cry. I turned in its direction.


    "A kitten..."


    It was an abandoned kitten. Haphazardly put inside the cardboard box was a small white kitten. The box was soaking wet and there was a sorry excuse of a towel laying on the box. There was nothing covering the kitten, its body shaking cold from all the rain. As I crouched down, the kitten started meowing as if it were begging me and crying for help.


    "Sorry..."


    I felt a prickling pain in my heart, but I couldn't take him home, my dad had cat allergies after all. That was why I couldn't bring him back. However, I left my umbrella on top of the cardboard box. I prayed that someone kind would find this kitten and take it in. As I take off, I kept hearing the lonely meowing, as if it didn't want to be left behind. However, I kept on walking, not daring to turn around.


    _________________


    I couldn't just leave the kitten alone. After I got home and took a bath, the kitten kept coming back into my head when I was in my room.


    


    It's freezing and it's starving, if no one finds it, it'll die...


    I couldn't hold myself back any longer. I took a used umbrella and rushed out of the house. I didn't even think of anything to say to my mom. But I kept on running, running to the park where the kitten was.


    But someone else was already there.


    A boy who was about the same age as me was holding a black umbrella and looking down at the cat in the cardboard box. I remembered seeing him before. I was pretty sure he was in the class next to mine. His name was...


    I don't remember at all.


    I hid my body, not wanting to be seen. I decided to wait and see what would happen. The boy blinked his eyes many times over, but his face didn't portray his thoughts at all. All of sudden, he took ahold of the meowing kitten. The kitten's body started to shake. The kitten was making those really harsh eyes, so I began to worry.


    What should I do at school? Am I overthinking things?


    That boy smiled at the kitten, it was a kind smile, as if it was telling the kitten that everything would be okay. I felt a throbbing sensation in my chest. Just what is this...?


    While I was putting my hand on my chest, I heard the boy beginning to speak.


    "It'll be alright."


    Thanks to his soothing voice, the boy embraced the kitten in his chest. Carefully holding his umbrella, the boy walked off. I didn't move for a while afterwards. My body felt weak with relief. And for some reason, I couldn't stop thinking about that boy. I couldn't get that boy and his kind smile out of my head as I headed home.


    _________________


    As the days passed, I began to learn more about that boy. He was in the neighbouring class and his name is Tohru Yonekura. He wasn't the type to play dodgeball during lunch break, instead he would sit on his desk and read. I hadn't seen Tohru-kun chatting with anyone before. He was quiet and docile, that's the type of impression I got from him. I felt like I could relate to him a bit, well, maybe more than that.


    He would have a strange daily routine. After school, he would go to the library by himself and start writing. It looked like he put a lot of effort into that. He would work away until the final bell would ring. Looking at him, it looked like he was having fun. What was he doing? That was always on my mind. Once I couldn't contain my curiosity any longer, I made up my mind to finally talk with this Tohru-kun.


    After school, I went to the library. Since there wasn't any chattering in the library, I could feel my body shaking with fear, but I kept persisting. However, Tohru-kun wasn't there at his regular seat. I felt disappointed but also a bit relieved. On his seat was his backpack and his secret papers were spread out all over the desk. He was in the washroom. Waiting for him to return, I took a seat next to his bag.


    "Ah..."


    The papers started flying about because of the outside breeze. Reflexively, I reached out my hand to grab them. I picked them off the floor and placed them on the desk and before I knew it, I was looking at them. It was the typical Japanese writing paper, with individual squares about 30 square centimeters in size. In each square, I could see hiragana written. Seeing all of them together, I immediately understood that he was writing a story.


    I had a slight idea what it might be, but I was surprised seeing it first hand. I always had an image in my head of an author being a smart adult, but seeing a boy my age writing felt pretty amazing. I started getting curious as to what was written. My eyes started glossing over the papers, as I couldn't contain my curiosity any longer.


    I usually never read novels since I only read manga, but for some reason I was drawn in right away to what Tohru-kun wrote. The contents for whatever reason were drawing me in like a magnet. One by one, each hiragana came together to make sentences that gave me so many emotions. Every small detail in the hiragana characters seemed to dance about. For a while, I was completely absorbed in what he wrote, completely forgetting about the time.


    Suddenly, I sensed something. I turned around and saw Tohru-kun's surprised face looking at me, which shocked me as well. I calmed myself down by taking a deep breath. I did my best to look calm as I asked him something.


    "Did you write this?"


    And that was how I met Tohru-kun. And it was because of that meeting, that I would be able to spend so much of my life with that person.

  


  Chapter 46: Afloat with my Heart Pounding


  


  
    After our initial meeting at the library, I would begin to spend more time with Tohru-kun. Tohru-kun would continue writing stories while I would continue to read. Every day was like that. Spending the days like that, it really was a lot of fun. Little by little, I began to understand Tohru-kun. He's radiant like the sun, which was a far cry from me, who lacked any self-confidence, her head always hanging down low.


    One day, I told Tohru-kun about how I was worried about the way I talked and how everyone in my class thought about it. He responded immediately.


    "I don't think it's all the bad. Your way of speaking is pretty cool!"


    He cut down my worries with a smile. He was as kind as ever. Hearing those words made me happy beyond belief.


    "Thanks... a lot."


    I could feel my voice shaking a lot.


    And on another day, I told Tohru-kun about my worries of how I wasn't good at studying or athletics at all. Again, he responded immediately.


    "Don't say that! Rin-chan, you're super cute, your way of speaking is so cool and you're always so honest, you're definitely not worthless!"


    Again, with his bright smile, Tohru-kun cut down my worries. Even though he didn't realize it, his words saved me from a dark place. Again, I was so, so happy.


    "Thanks... so much."


    My voice was trembling again.


    And on yet another day, I told Tohru-kun that I had no friends in my class. I also told Tohru-kun how much fun I had spending time with him after school.


    "Th-then, let's be friends."


    For some reason, his usual composure wasn't there.


    "I don't.... really have any friends in my class either. So I would be really happy if I became friends with you, Rin-chan."


    Tohru-kun looked at me, his eyes fluttering and cheeks red, as he asked me that. Why did my chest start feeling weird again? I answered, trying my best not to make my mouth go all loose.


    "Yes, of course."


    On that day, Tohru-kun and I became friends.


    ______________


    Because the way I spoke was different from everyone else, I was teased a lot. Looking back, it was more bullying than teasing though. On yet another, I was being bullied again, this time in the multi-purpose classroom. My eyes, my way of speaking, my terrible grades and athletic abilities, all of it. My classmates kept bringing up all the things I wanted to forget, and each time, it felt like a massive weight was being placed on my chest. Eventually, I reached a tipping point and I started bawling. My classmates left me all alone in the classroom, satisfied at what they were looking at. And so, I was all alone crying to myself. Both my heart and body were frozen as I didn't move one bit. Therefore, I didn't go to the library that day either. In my mind, I was apologizing to Tohru-kun many times over. And then...


    "What's wrong?"


    This scene played out like one of these shoujo manga I read recently, like a prince on a white horse coming to save the princess. Perhaps, this was what the princess felt like. Tohru-kun found me. I just felt so relieved, happy. However, there was a bit of sadness left in me. Tears kept on flowing out as I still needed more time to sort through my emotions.


    Tohru-kun then came up to me and started gently stroking my cheek. He continued to stroke my face without saying a thing as I began to calm down. It was thanks to him that I was able to calm down like I did. I kept apologizing for not going to the library, for making him worried and a whole bunch of other things.


    "Why are you apologizing?"


    As if he didn't care, Tohru-kun asked me that. I shook my head as I felt so much warmth stockpiling in my chest. Afterwards, Tohru-kun took me to a burger place.


    "When you're sad, eating something yummy is the best, that's why!"


    That was what he said, and he was right, It was the first time I ate a teriyaki burger and it tasted better than any other treat I ever had. I kept stuffing my cheeks. It was Tohru-kun's kindness that helped calm me down, and yet my eyes still felt a little moist.


    From that day onwards, we started hanging out more and not confining ourselves to the library after school.


    ________________


    After eating at the teriyaki burger place, things changed a bit, well maybe a lot. Quite a few things changed in fact. Whenever I was with Tohru-kun, my heart would start pounding and my face would get all hot. Those emotions I felt when I saw Tohru-kun take in that kitten started flooding back to me. At that time, I wasn't able to vocalize my emotions, so I continued going about each day with doubt. And so, one day...


    "Hey, I brought you this cool thing today!"


    With that, Tohru-kun gave me a present. It was a pastel pink charm, with some difficult kanji written on it. This was a present for me to not cry anymore after I bawled my eyes out a few days prior. I could feel my chest ringing like crazy.


    "This color is really cute, isn't it? It totally suits you well Rin!"


    Cute, suits me well...


    My heart started to dance like crazy, hearing those words. What is this? I couldn't control my happiness at all. I felt afloat, like I was on the porch facing the sunlight. Before I knew it, I was panting. What was this strange feeling? At the time, I really didn't understand those emotions at all. But I would understand before long, so I wasn't worried. I was already so happy then.


    "Thank you... so much."


    I verbalized all my gratitude to Tohru-kun as I hugged the charm close into my chest.

  


  Chapter 47: I'll Support You


  


  
    Tohru-kun’s dream of becoming an author when he grew up, seeing his determination and will when he said he wanted to be just like Maple Satou had me stunned with awe.


    I didn't have any redeeming traits at all. Even though Tohru-kun tried to deny it, I knew he was wrong. I wasn't like Tohru-kun, I didn't have any dreams of my own. Tohru-kun was so dazzling, that I decided I would do whatever I could to help achieve his dream. Was there anything I could do? I was deep in thought when something flashed by me.


    "Here..."


    Well, flashing was more of an exaggeration. But I did end up giving Tohru-kun a present, a charm that said "Realization of a Dream". Holding onto this charm will make any dream come true. This would be thanks for the charm he gave me earlier.


    "Thanks so much! That makes me really happy!"


    Tohru-kun looked so elated, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Seeing him so innocently happily caused my heart to feel all warm and fuzzy. Yet at the same time, I felt a sort of impatience. Tohru-kun worked hard every day, becoming an author is no small feat. It really was amazing. Compared to me, I have nothing. Every day passed by idly, I realized that I couldn't do that anymore.


    "I'll do my best too."


    I wanted something to strive for too, some sort of drive for the future. I proudly said that, as I stook out my chest. I made up my mind. I vowed to change my ways for the better. As the next day came and went, I replaced my usual manga for textbooks. Everyday, I would look at numbers and characters, putting in my best effort just like Tohru-kun.


    _______________


    I love Tohru-kun. It didn't take long for me to realize that. Around grade three or four was when that feeling finally awoke in me. However, I wasn't able to put my thoughts into words. I mean it was embarrassing after all. I was worried about what Tohru-kun would think about me. Even more than that, I didn't want to disturb our current relationship and assume things.


    My grades had started improving significantly, so my mom and my teachers started praising me. It was all thanks to Tohru-kun. But it wasn't enough. My self-worth had been so low for so long, that my heart was still set that I wasn't good enough yet. There was still a lot more I could give that I hadn't yet. Not just in grades, I put more effort into sports, music and arts. I didn't want to be someone Tohru-kun would be ashamed to stand beside. That was what I decided.


    "I think I'll upload stories on the Internet!"


    It was autumn in our first year of middle school. It was an early afternoon on our day off when Tohru-kun suddenly said that. I learned that Syosetu was a site where you could upload your own stories.


    "When you start writing, please tell me, okay?"


    Whatever novels Tohru-kun had been writing, I had been reading them. We had this relationship for five years now, If he uploaded his stories on the net too, I would be right there reading them too. However...


    "Once I start, I don't want you to read my novels for a while."


    Huh...? I was taken aback, but Tohru-kun explained himself awkwardly. He said if he wanted to be a pro, he didn't want to be spoiled by me anymore. He wanted to sand alone and fight this battle by himself. That was why he wanted me to wait, so in the future when he would become popular and get published, I would be the first one to read his story. That was what he told me.


    "Alright... then."


    If that was what Tohru-kun wanted, there was nothing I could do to stop him. It would be lonely being unable to read his stories, but I would hold on for now. Besides, I felt happy. Tohru-kun was doing whatever it took to better himself as an author, to reach his dream. Regardless, he said if he gets published, I would be the first one to read his story. So, I'll be waiting for him until that time.


    "Alright, I'll be looking forward to the day when Tohru-kun becomes an author!"


    Even though I wouldn't be reading anymore, I wanted to do whatever I could to help him. I put my heart and soul into those words.


    _________________


    "How's your novel doing?"


    I asked Tohru-kun that question a little while after he started posting stories online.


    "It's... doing okay-ish, I think...?"


    Tohru-kun started blinking like crazy, Ah, so it was that...


    When Tohru-kun said okay-ish, he really meant it wasn’t going well. It didn't seem like he really wanted to talk about it. So, I gave him a single sentence as encouragement.


    "Do your best!"


    But I was worried. I was so worried in fact, that I decided to check out Syosetu for myself. There wasn't any reason in particular, but I just wanted to see what Tohru-kun had written, and I wanted to see if I could help somehow. It was those emotions that swirled around in me. Syosetu had about 500,000 stories. Thinking about it, finding one work in that vast sea is like a needle in a haystack.


    But, I had been reading Tohru-kun's stories for five years now. More than anyone else, I had a better grasp of his way of writing, the way he developed his ideas and his taste in stories. That was why it was fine, I believed that I would find it. I would look at the site for a while, mastering the basics of the site.


    "Alright..."


    First, with the search function, I narrowed it down to Tohru-kun's favorite genres. Then I sorted by most recently updated. I knew that Tohru-kun is an insanely fast writer, so I was on the lookout for a story that was updated daily. The works that had updates yesterday and today in the specific genre were 236. So many titles were flying past my screen, as I was reading them one by one.


    Out of all the works that started around the time Tohru-kun did and updated everyday was 28. I was worried that I might have removed his story by filtering out the stories that didn't update everyday, but I hadn't given up hope. If that were the case, I would just lower the update frequency. Of the remaining 28 works, I scanned the summary, looking for Tohru-kun's style. So much time that the date changed, but I managed to find a story that resembled what I was looking for. Rather, it was at the level that I could confidently say that it was Tohru-kun's.


    The author's username was "Kamino Tsuzuri”.


    My intuition was firing like crazy. During one of our recent social studies classes, there was a part in Adam Smith's “Wealth of Nations” about the concept of the "Invisible Hand". It was basically a way of saying how the market economy self-regulated itself. Lately, Tohru-kun seemed to be like that phrase a lot. Well, as of late, Tohru-kun seemed really keen on saying phrases with lots of difficult kanji and katakana strung together. Typical for boys his age, Tohru-kun developed a special sort of illness that occurred during the second year of middle school. In short, he was a chuunibyou.


    Hmm, did he use an encyclopedia?


    I wrote down that site. It seemed like a pretty normal illness that happened to boys around this time. They tend to utter a lot of cool phrases that don't really have any meaning. Well regardless, the username seems to fit what Tohru-kun was going through. I really wanted to think it was Tohru-kun...


    I steeled myself and started reading the first chapter. As I read through the words, I became more and more convinced that this was Tohru-kun's writing. The wording, phrasing and development, it was all there. It was without a doubt Tohru-kun's work. It had only been a week since I last read his writing, but I could feel a sense of nostalgia welling up within me. The work that I loved so much started spreading out in front of my eyes.


    I read up to the last chapter and opened the comment box. There wasn't anything at all...


    There was only one way to fix this. I knew more than anyone else how hard a process it was to write a story, I mean I watched Tohru-kun so closely for how many years. Putting in so much work and having no comments at all...


    That might have been why Tohru-kun looked so dejected. It was like the white box was staring back at him, giving him so much pain. Before I knew it, I started typing. They were my simple but honest thoughts. But I kept my words simple, because if I typed everything out, he might notice it was me. My tone might have given it away too, so I used words I frequently didn't use.


    


    "This is my first comment here, but this is very interesting. Please do your best, thanks author!"


    When I submitted my comment, I was greeted with a pop-up telling me to enter a username.


    "Username..."


    Because I wanted to send my comment as quickly as possible, I went with a simple username: "Nira". I left it to the imagination to see how safe it was. After sending it, I got a reply immediately from Toh- no, Tsuzuri-sensei.


    


    "Thank you so much for your thoughts!!!!!!!!!! This is my first comment!!!!!!!! I'm so happy, like wow!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! Like really, thanks so much, like thanks!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! I'll be looking forward to more of your comments!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"


    I started laughing like crazy reading his overzealous comment, It was like I could feel the happiness coming off the screen. But it was all good, from the bottom of my heart, I was relieved. From then on, the digital relationship between the online author, Kamino Tsuzuri, and the reader, Nira, would begin.


    _______________


    "Now that I've been doing this for a while, if I want to become an author, I have to get better at using technology, I have to build up my vocabulary and I need experience. Otherwise, it won't be enough.”


    It was the day after I posted my comment. Tohru-kun started talking to me. He told me he felt like an average person and he was ignorant of the outside world. He had no technological skills or experience, so he said he needed more time in order to become an author. Having had his weaknesses completely exposed, Tohru-kun resolved himself and spoke again.


    "I'll become an author no matter what... it doesn't matter how long it takes, but I will become one."


    Ah, I really did have so much respect for Tohru-kun. Even though he had his weaknesses exposed right in front of him, he faced them head on and continued to move forward and grow. Even though it might have seemed easy, I knew how challenging it could be. With his strength, he will, no, he surely will...


    "You'll be fine."


    With conviction, I told him that.


    "You'll definitely become an author, I guarantee it."


    I've always been looking at him, reading his works, I knew that Tohru-kun will without a doubt become an author. It may take a long time, but he will.


    "I'll always be here for you."


    It was all thanks to Tohru-kun that I've been able to face my own weaknesses. Tohru-kun cheered me on the whole way through when I was an empty shell. I was who I was because of him.


    So now it was my turn. I would always be with him, so I knew. Even though it didn't look like it, Tohru-kun was pretty fragile. He would get tunnel vision often and often lose sight of everything else when he focuses on one thing. It was scary when that happened.


    But it would be fine because I will always be with him. If for whatever reason, Tohru-kun begins to break and he can't see what's around him, I'll be there to support him. Until the day his dream comes true, I'll support him forever for however long.


    And even after his dream comes true, it would be great if we continued supporting each other all along the way.

  


  Chapter 48: An Ever-After With Tohru-kun


  


  
    I love Tohru-kun.


    I love his kindness, I love his hardworking nature.


    I love his undying passion to become an author.


    I love the way he works towards his goals, never relenting.


    I love the way he can easily cheer people on, I love his carefree and cute smile.


    I love that when something is delicious, he says it straight up.


    I love his lonely stubbornness, even if I can sense it.


    But most importantly, I love that I can show my weaknesses to him.


    I love everything about Tohru-kun, there isn't anything I dislike. I'm just overflowing with love, what do you expect?


    Even with all these feelings, we’re still just childhood friends, nothing more. I haven't been able to change it. I am confident that there are a lot of things that Tohru-kun loves about me. However, I'm unable to take that necessary step forward and same goes for Tohru-kun. Perhaps we're getting too complacent.


    In science class, I learned that human beings by nature don't like change. And since we haven’t changed, Tohru-kun is able to spend his days peacefully with me by his side. Perhaps we surrender ourselves to this comfortable distance long ago. And while our physical distance is as close as family members, our emotional distance is still a step behind. Perhaps this relationship will last for much longer...


    _________________


    The turning point in our relationship came during the tail end of our school year in high school, around late February.


    "You know, Isao-kun was sleeping on my shoulder earlier. His face was so cute."


    "Ehh, is that so? You’ve been spoiling him a lot lately."


    It was lunchtime and I was spending it with Hiyori-chan and Yuumi-chan. Lately, Hiyori-chan has been talking about her new boyfriend non-stop. She seemed really happy and I got all warm and fuzzy listening to her.


    


    Ping


    


    "The childhood friend revenge genre is so popular right now, don't really like it ngl."


    The notification sound went off on my phone, displaying that Kamino-sensei, basically Tohru-kun, tweeted out something. I decided to send out my usual short reply. But I understood immediately what Tohru-kun meant with that tweet. Lately, the most popular stories in the modern romance genre were the childhood revenge kind. It wasn’t like I disagreed with Tohru-kun.


    Considering his personality, it made sense that he wouldn't really like that genre. Even I would get the chills when I tried to read those stories. Our relationship as childhood friends definitely wasn't like that at all. Well, maybe a bit, but that was a different story. It had already been four years since I had been commenting on Tohru-kun's stories as Nira. I told myself that I wouldn't interact with Tohru-kun as Nira except for in the comments. However, looking at his tweet, I felt myself in complete agreement. Before I knew it, my fingers were moving.


    


    "Yeah, I agree."


    I would never have thought that reply would change anything at all, not in a thousand years. Not even a minute later, I heard the notification sound.


    


    "Nira-san, thanks for your sympathy! Actually, in real life, I have a childhood friend who I always loved since elementary school. These revenge stories give a bad mental image in my head and it makes me heart hurt. Instead of being mean to childhood friends why not shower them with love! What I'm saying is that we should make childhood friends as happy as possible!”


    The moment those words flew into my eyes, I could feel myself boiling up.


    "Ahh... ehh...?"


    Anyways, my fingers started moving on their own, typing a cliche response.


    


    "I see"


    


    Thud


    My head banged right into my desk. My brain shut down on me, trying to process everything. "R-rin-chan?" "Rin-chan, what's wrong?" I heard their worried voices.


    "I-it's nothing."


    "Nothing? It doesn't seem lik-"


    Yuumi-chan was especially worried. My senses snapped back to me as I could feel my ears, lips and body shivering. My face was probably beet red too. I was a total mess. The childhood friend in Tohru-kun's tweet was definitely me. Reading his tweets and knowing that Tohru-kun had liked me since elementary school made me beyond happy.


    "Are you alright Rin-chan?"


    Hiyori-chan supported me as I was still swooning. Like I was being controlled by someone else, I opened my mouth.


    "H-hiyori-chan?"


    "Wh-what's wrong? Want me to call an ambulance?"


    "No, it's fine. Umm... I have a question."


    "Question?"


    As she tilted her head, I fired away.


    "Is dating... really such a good thing?"


    For a good second, Hiyori-chn gave me a blank stare. However, she clapped her hands together and put on a big smile as she understood my question


    "Hmm, yeah it is."


    She placed her index finger on her chin as she traced her memories.


    "With Isao-kun, it was like we got together at the spur of the moment, or something like that. Just because you go out with someone doesn't mean things have to change completely.”


    Hiyori-chan appeared to be in deep thought, which was pretty rare for her. As if she just thought of something, she looked at me and started speaking again.


    "When you start going out, you get all happy imagining what will happen after!"


    "Happen... after?"


    "Yeah! I wonder what will happen to us in the future, like, dating someone isn't a permanent relationship status, like there isn't a chance to imagine it at all."


    Slowly, Hiyori-chan started swaying her body to and fro. She often would do that when she was happy.


    "What will happen after a year? Three years? Will we be married in five years? Will we have kids in ten years? Mwhaaaaaaaa, you know."


    She placed her hands on her cheeks as she danced around merrily. She really was all happy. But that made me think. If Tohru-kun and I started dating, I'm sure our relationship would be even stronger. I started imagining what would happen afterwards...


    A lot of wonderful things popped into my mind. Before I knew it, I was smiling. What was this...? It feels, really good...


    I steeled myself, as I felt my chest burning like the sun. I had made up my mind.


    "Hiyori-chan?"


    "Yeah, Rin-chan?"


    I took hold of Hiyori-chan's hands. Conquering his stomach was the first step.


    "Can you... teach me the secrets to cooking a good meal?"

  


  Chapter 49: World's Number One Fan


  


  
    Since that day, I started acting way more proactive around Tohru-kun.


    I was surprised that I had such an assertive side to myself, it was like I was propelling myself headfirst right into Tohru-kun.


    I'd make him a bento and we would eat lunch together. We'd go home from school together. We went to see a movie together. We went back to the hamburger place and ate there again, I casually tried to close the gap between us. We'd hug and I would pretend it was for his story. And when Tohru-kun became all tired from writing, I would let him rest on my lap.


    Being this assertive meant I had to be really courageous and that caused my heart to pound so much. In spite of that, I'd never been more happy. I've been able to do a lot of things with Tohru-kun that I never would have imagined. I had been able to feel his scent, warmth and presence more than ever. I had been patiently waiting, as those desires must have been hidden deep in my chest up until now.


    Now that I definitely knew how Tohru-kun felt, I made up my mind. I don't need to hold back anymore. The dam finally broke and a torrent of emotions broke through, overbearing Tohru-kun with my appeal. In just under a month, the gap between us had shortened considerably. I'm sure my sudden change in attitude surprised Tohru-kun, but he accepted it wholeheartedly. And that made me happy, being able to spend every day like this, and maybe one day, he'll finally awaken.


    I want Tohru-kun to notice this change within himself, that's why I started doing this. It made me beyond happy, as if we could understand each other's feelings. It was clear that we both love each other...


    But I still won't confess my feelings to him. It feels like Tohru-kun doesn't really want to go out with me right now. Given his character, there's no way he wouldn't notice everything I've done, especially given how obvious it was. Tohru-kun is a bit dense at times, but he's not like those protagonists on Syosetu that are completely oblivious to everything.


    That means there is some other reason why he's choosing not to advance our relationship even though he can see it clearly. Tohru-kun isn't the kind of person to shy away from expressing his feelings, he's always the one to say what's on his mind. That means there's some other hurdle, I know there has to be.


    _____________


    Lately, Tohru-kun has been forcing himself. He suddenly increased the frequency with which he updates his story. One chapter a day is already strenuous, but even more than that is unreasonable. Obviously, something is influencing him. In the morning and during the day, Tohru-kun has been weary and fatigued. If this keeps going on, there's a high chance he'll collapse.


    Why is Tohru-kun all of a sudden exerting himself so much? Maybe it has something to do with my recent change in behaviour.


    Somehow, my hunch was right, bull's-eye to be exact. It was around when I visited Tohru-kun's house for the first time in what felt like forever.


    In his room, I saw the "Realization of Dream” charm hanging on his desk light, and that was when everything snapped into place for me. I started following his train of thoughts. I'm sure he still compares himself with others. He originally wasn't like that at all, but being in a constant battle with the Syosetu rankings probably flipped a switch in him somewhere. Is it possible that he's comparing himself to me?


    I mean it is true that in terms of grades, I do score objectively high. 'If I want to catch up to her level, I have to become an author as soon as possible'. Is it possible he fell into that line of thinking? If that's the case, why would he even care…?


    I never really cared about Tohru-kun's status, it's his personality that I love. Besides, it's because of Tohru-kun that I was able to become like this. That's why comparing himself to me just seems counterproductive to me. That's why he shouldn't have to strain himself, and even then, I don't want him to strain himself.


    "I mean, I know we made a promise that you would become an author one day and that I would be the first one to read your book."


    I'm on his bed, I'm hugging his large body as I say that.


    "More than anything else, I just want you to be healthy and happy."


    I put strength into every single word.


    "That's why... please... don't push yourself too hard, okay...?"


    Tohru-kun keeps apologizing as he hears my plea. He's apologizing that I made him worry, that he couldn't see that he was hurting others by pushing himself too hard.


    "Please don't blame yourself for this."


    It should all be on me.


    "Besides... seeing Tohru-kun try so hard, that made me happy too. And that's why I'm part of the problem too."


    It's partly my fault too that Tohru-kun is pushing himself too much. That's why I said that. If he doesn't work so hard, he won't break.


    "Before thinking about me, you should put yourself first. Achieve your dream for yourself and not for anyone else's sake."


    After hearing my plea, Tohru-kun made a promise.


    "I'll write at my own pace from now on."


    Those words gave me peace of mind. At the same time, I could feel something change within me. I want this relationship to continue even after he becomes an author. Boys seem to be prideful beyond belief. Even though I don't understand it myself, I have to respect that fact. Because it's based on emotions, trying to negate it logically is useless. That's why Tohru-kun needs to be satisfied. That's why he's been forcing this upon himself.


    However, after this, I’ll take it easy with the distance between us. It'll be fine. His dream won't take a long time to achieve. One more step and he'll be right there. I've been watching him grow everyday, I know he can do it. That's why I'll keep on waiting. And for a while, I thought it was all okay, however that happened...


    _______________


    "Rin, I think I'll stop trying to become an author."


    The moment I hear those words, it feels like the world has suddenly become dark.


    "Are you... joking?"


    He shakes his head and start to explain himself. He hasn't written for three days now. His physical condition worsened because he pushed himself too much.


    "I-it's not like you won't be able to write for the rest of your life! After a week... maybe a month, you'll be able to start writing again. Until then, you can just take a break..."


    As I was about to finish, he puts his hand against mine and shakes his head.


    "It's fine..."


    Tohru-kun kept saying he had enough and he was tired. Like a water tank with a hole in it, the words keep flowing out. In order to get published, he kept analyzing the rankings and trends and continued on writing. Slowly but surely, he lost the initial drive and fun that he first had. He forgot how to write for himself, not even knowing what he wants when constantly appealing to the readers is all he has been doing. His body refuses to write something for others and yet he still doesn't know what he personally wants. In the end, his problem comes with writing itself.


    Things might have gone well if there were any tangible results, but there wasn't any so far. He said he fully realized that he is nothing more than average and has no marks of a genius at all. It might takes years, decades of lots of effort to finally break through, yet he doesn't have the strength remaining to keep running that long marathon. He had enough spending so much time and effort on something that wasn't fun nor yielding any results.


    Tohru-kun told me that he would rather use that time for other things that mean more to him. Five years of built up pain, thoughts and troubles are finally boiling over. With each word, the mood gets more tense as his face gets more disheveled.


    On the other hand, I am dumbfounded. I hadn't noticed that Tohru-kun was suffering so much, that he felt so cornered. I was with him everyday, reading his new chapters as they came out. I thought I knew everything. Because I was his childhood friend. I feel so angry, but mostly at myself.


    "From here on out, instead of spending so much time on writing, I'll use that to spend time with you, Rin."


    When he raises his head, I see such a warped expression that I had never seen before.


    "It's as you say Rin, I have to put in more time if I want to be a better writer. But I’d rather use that time for you.”


    Hearing those words alone would make me so happy, but I don't want his happiness to be a result of sacrificing his dream. In the end, Tohru-kun’s desires take priority over being able to spend more time with him.


    "Who knows, maybe years, decades pass, and you know, if I do get a change of heart, I might start writing again."


    It seems like he really has given up. I don't say a thing as I continue to think of a solution. If Tohru-kun is alright with it, then I'll respect his decisions, but his facial expression...


    "But now, more than anything else, you're my priority, so..."


    That's a lie. If Tohru-kun was telling the truth, he would never make a face like that. That forced smile, it’s so fake. The real Tohru-kun would...


    "That's why I'll stop writ-"


    ...would never do that!


    "Don't even think about quitting!"


    I'm surprised by how loud I was yelling. I surrender myself to my emotions as the words keep spilling out.


    "Yes, lying. You're lying to yourself. All your talk of 'I had enough' and 'It's fine' is all a lie."


    He doesn't want to give up at all, he wants to become an author.


    "You definitely haven't had enough and you're definitely not satisfied as is. What you're really thinking is 'This isn't good enough' and 'This isn't fine'."


    He wants to keep on writing. I know that, so I keep on talking.


    "That's why what you just said wasn't the truth at all. What you really mean to say is..."


    "Stop, it's fine."


    There's a hint of anger on his face, something that's rare for him.


    "I've had enough and I tried my best. I put my all into this and I'm ready to stop."


    That's a lie. Whenever Tohru-kun lies, he always starts blinking a lot. He can’t even accept the truth, he doesn't want to give up yet. With conviction, I speak up again.


    "Why Tohru-kun? Why do you look so pained?"


    Those words are the final push.


    "I understand..."


    With that, the tears don't stop coming out.


    "I think I finally understand!"


    They don't stop at all. Tohru-kun finally lets the truth out, straining his voice while doing so. In his head, he wants to give up, he thinks it's a waste of time, but his heart still hasn't given up yet, that drive is still there. That's the core of the dilemma.


    After thousands, millions of characters, he realized he has no talent and the result will be the same no matter what. Even so, he still wants to be an author. He wants to reach out to the readers and give them stories they can look forward to. He was able to push forward with that as his only support, but once that was gone, his heart broke.


    "I can't write anymore..."


    I can hear his tears.


    "I don't want to write anymore..."


    He sounds like a lost child.


    "I'm just so worn out..."


    His voice is so thin, as if it could disappear at any moment. After hearing everything, my chest drops and I think.


    Ah, Tohru-kun, my lovely, dear Tohru-kun.


    He still hasn't completely given up. He has come to terms with himself, his acceptance, his pain and his struggles. However, he still keeps on grasping, reaching out for it. That's why it's fine. I have faith. Right now, he's just tired, he can't see his goal so he stopped. But I can see it, and it's so close. Because of his tunnel vision, Tohru-kun can't see anything at all.


    That's why I'll guide him towards his goal, now that I noticed it, it's easy. This is the end of our invisible relationship.


    From now on, I'm not Nira, I'm Rin Asakura. I'll cheer on Tohru-kun and tell him it's fine. The girl who had no redeeming traits and was always looking down will tell Tohru-kun that everything is alright. I'll save your heart this time, even if it's presumptuous of me. I straighten my back, as I bring myself back to my senses.


    "Thanks for telling me how you really feel."


    Tohru-kun lifts his face up. I say those words that saved me countless times from my hopelessness.


    "It'll be fine."


    I start moving my body


    "Tohru-kun isn't someone that breaks easily."


    This kindness and gratitude, somehow I'll give it to him.


    "I know how strong you are."


    I continue telling Tohru-kun my honest feelings as I wrap his back with my arms.


    "Tohru-kun is someone who can face his own mistakes and come out stronger because of it."


    I gently stroke his back, as if it were a fragile object.


    "You're more strong and more amazing than you think. More than anyone else, I know that."


    I start speaking my honest feelings.


    "That's why everything will be fine."


    Everything will really be alright.


    "Once you take a break, I'm sure you'll be back in full force, writing again. And once that happens, it'll be a straight line until you become an author."


    "How do you know...?"


    I don't know where all of this confidence within me came from.


    "I know it will happen."


    I continue to hug him tightly as his voice keeps on shaking. And then...


    "It's because I'm..."


    My brain flashes back, back to when we first stepped onto this dream together. Going back into the past, and I recall the scene when we were at the library together after school. Holding up a sheet of writing paper that was filled to the brim with hiragana, I remember how excited Tohru-kun sounded. It really is so nostalgic, thinking back on it.


    "I'm Tohru-kun's..."


    


    ---How is it?


    


    ---How's my story?


    


    "I'm Tohru-kun's world's biggest fan."


    


    

  


  Chapter 50: Do Your Best


  


  
    "I'm Tohru-kun's world's number one fan."


    Her voice is filled with so much warmth. Like a gentle blanket, her voice seems to envelope me, as if she was smothering out all the sins in the world. Her playful smile is like a dandelion blowing in the wind, as soft as ever. She keeps on talking.


    "Your first story was about a young girl traveling the world with a talking tiger."


    Hearing her talk, it’s like she was holding an album of memories and plucking them out.


    "In grade three, Tohru-kun wrote a love story between a runaway saint and a genius delinquent."


    One by one, Rin recounts every single one of them.


    "In grade four, Tohru-kun wrote a romcom where whenever the protagonist would lend his eraser to the girl sitting next to him, she would turn all nasty."


    Memories of my past stories start flooding back to me. She keeps going up grade by grade, recounting each story.


    "And in the first year of middle school, Tohru-kun would begin writing stories online. His first one was a love story between the lonely protagonist with a crazy hair-do and the bald class president."


    !?


    "H-how Rin..."


    "How indeed..."


    An impish smile appears on Rin's face, making her look so mischievous. After revealing the secret she kept for so long, she pauses, before speaking again, her lips vibrant.


    "I did say I was your number one fan after all. Why wouldn't I read everything?"


    My brain feels like a circuit that just became connected. I felt this sensation before. It must have been a few days ago, when Rin was sleeping on my lap...


    "His next story changed genre, this time becoming an isekai story, and since I would read everything, I read that too. Reincarnations, unparalleled cheats, class changes, the ability to slow time, party banishment..."


    Without hesitation, Rin talks about all my online stories as well. I'm in complete shock when Rin whispers a new phrase into my ear.


    "I would leave a positive comment every day, no... every chapter."


    Just like a circuit finally being fully wired, I feel a jolt in my brain.


    


    "This is my first comment here, but this is very interesting. Please do your best, thanks author!"


    "Nira...san?"


    As I mutter that, Rin's mouth becomes all loose. In my head, I arrange the floating characters in my head.


    


    Rin Asakura


    I flip both her first and last names.


    


    Nir Arukasa


    


    Nira Rukasa


    


    Nira = Rin


    "Rin, you... were always leaving comments then."


    "Come on, don't sound so depressed."


    Rin nods and I'm at a loss for words. I collect myself after receiving such a major shock to my system.


    Nira-san is Rin.


    That is to say Rin has been reading all of my works and commenting every chapter. Shock, joy and shame; I feel myself being wrapped up in so many emotions. My face starts to feel all hot, my heart starts pounding irregularly. It sort of feels like I won the lottery. Meanwhile, the functioning parts of my brain are starting to pick up the pieces.


    


    "I'm Tohru-kun's world's number one fan."


    I finally understand the true meaning behind those words.


    


    "Why is Rin so forcefully trying to shorten the distance between us?"


    That was a question I asked myself before. The answer lay right before me, as my intuition was ready to pick it up. No, wait...


    I realized that I was doing something unreasonable as soon as my logical reasoning finally caught up with me.


    "That means, that tweet..."


    "H-how about we don't go there."


    Rin turns beet red as she places her index finger on top of my mouth. I shut my mouth as I feel an unfamiliar pressure on me.


    "Anyways."


    Clearing her throat, Rin looks directly into my pupils and keeps talking.


    "I've read every single one of your works. That's why I have faith in you."


    When I look at her, I see only hope, there isn’t any hint of pessimism on her face.


    "Tohru-kun, you're almost there, and your dream will become a reality. You’ll be wasting so much if you decide to quit now."


    Her persuasiveness causes me to gulp. This is the point of view from one of my readers, someone who knows my works in and out, how couldn't it be persuasive?


    "But, I..."


    However, there's still a part of me that still doesn't believe, that just wants to leave everything behind. All I can do is make a soft sound.


    "Up until now, I submitted some dozen works... and it's been nothing but terrible. If publishing requires a ten, I'm always only halfway there."


    "Why are you unable to reach that level, do you know the actual underlying reason?"


    "Well, that's..."


    I avert my gaze like I'm looking away from the truth,


    "...That's simple, I don't have any talent..."


    "No, you're wrong."


    Rin immediately negates my self-deprecating answer, yet her tone is still kind, as if she were lecturing a rowdy child.


    "I think you have enough skill already, Tohru-kun. By that I mean, writing ability and organization."


    Rin looks so much like a teacher, lecturing me with her finger in the air.


    "Writing ability, organization, vocabulary, they all act as a bridge to allow the writer to convey what they want to their readers. The bridge you created Tohru-kun, it's already sufficient enough."


    What Rin is basically saying that because I earnestly read so many stories and wrote many myself throughout the years, I refined my skills by inputting and outputting stuff everyday.


    "That's already so much talent right there. The fact you persisted for five years already is something most people can't boast about."


    My chest starts to feel itchy as Rin showers me with praise and respect.


    "On the flip side, just continuing on like that is bad."


    "Isn't it simply just a problem with what you want to write though Tohru-kun?"


    It feels like all the blood in my body just stopped.


    "You said that yourself. You don't want to write for anyone else anymore."


    I silently nod my head.


    "If you're writing something you aren't passionate about, then it’ll show. The difference in passion between that and writing something you want is distinct, no?"


    Rin does have a point...


    


    I only want to write for myself!


    Hmm, saying that seems to put the readers in the bad light, so maybe there's another way.


    


    I prefer to write stories that are created from my own thoughts and ideas. There's no way I could beat the strength of something created like that.


    It really is simple. I know, but...


    "But if I don't write something that readers want, then who will read it..."


    When the demands of the readers match with the own personal desires of the author, then that's good. What Rin said about creating a bridge, that would work out well here. But what if that's not the case? Rin responds to my muttering.


    "You certainly have a point Tohru-kun. Publishers look for works that meet reader demand to some extent. Hmm... On Syosetu, between isekai and romance, which one would publishers go for? If you want to write other genres, you might have to look for other sites or put it up publicly elsewhere"


    "Why are you analyzing this so much Rin?"


    I throw a simple question at her, after hearing her long explanation.


    "So it would be useful for you whenever the time came."


    Now that that time has come, Rin throws her chest out with pride. I start to feel my heart slowly start to warm up.


    "I predict that if you want to write something for yourself, it has to fall under the two big genres."


    With that, Rin looks at me again and asks.


    "So Tohru-kun, what's the number thing you want to write right now?"


    Something I want to write...


    Disregarding everyone else, what is it exactly that I want? I listen carefully to my heart. It's something that I have done hundreds, if not, thousands of times the past few days. It's the same response every time, nothing...


    This really is the result of continuously writing for the readers. In the end, I don't understand what I want at all.


    "There isn't anything to understand, all that happened is that you forgot."


    Rin says that, anticipating what I was going to say.


    "Comparing when you wrote novels in elementary to now, the bridge, the connection, it completely changed. It was already shining the brightest back then."


    That's why she was touched. She thought it was interesting and wanted to read the sequel. To her, those works were filled with a lot of what Tohru-kun loved. As if she were tracing a riddle, Rin speaks up again.


    "Please give it another thought."


    And thus, she asks me the same question.


    "What exactly does Tohru-kun want to write?"


    That quiet voice lures the memories deep from within. The very first story I wrote was a homage to Kino's Journey, the book in the school library. My passion to become an author like Maple Satou drove my will to keep writing.


    After that, was the story about the runaway saint and genius delinquent. I wrote that because I was influenced by other love stories I read at the time. Thinking back on it made me happy since Rin enjoyed that one a lot.


    The next one was the romcom where whenever the protagonist would lend his eraser to the girl sitting next to him, she would turn all nasty. Rin really liked that one, so I decided to write another love story. Thinking back on it, it was a really happy memory for me. And the next one...


    All the emotions from those times come rushing back to me. Listening to the echoing silence of my heart, I gently come back to my senses. What I wanted to write back then, what I want to write now, why did I want to write that? Who was it for?


    Little my little, the truth starts to slowly surface within me. Its form is still sort of murky, but seeing it materialize in my heart, it is a sensation I never felt before. Like throwing gasoline into a fire, I feel myself flaring up and my body starts to shake. It took a very long detour, but I finally found that coveted treasure.


    Ahh, so it's that.


    Yep, it definitely is that.


    What I want to write, it's-


    "Fuah, wh-what's wrong?"


    I hear her flustered voice. Not giving a damn about what she thinks, I hug her tight. And thus, I utter a few words, my gift to her.


    "Thank you, Nira-san."


    She might be mad, but I decided to call her that for a reason. But really, I've been saved countless times. I start to feel heat gradually well up in my eyes. So many times, many many times, I was close to giving up, to stop writing all together. I complained so much in my head. Even so, I would keep writing every day, and it's all thanks to Nira-san.


    And it's not just Nira-san that helped out, I remembered the joys of writing and why I started writing in the first place. No matter how many times I say ‘Thank you’, it won't be enough to describe how much gratitude I have in my heart. And with an impish smile, Rin returns the favour.


    "No worries, Kamino-sensei."


    With a squeeze, Nira-san, well Rin, returns the hug I have been giving her. For a little while, we stay like that. After we part ways, I ask Rin a question that has been on my mind.


    "But really, you really did choose such an obvious and simple username."


    "Oh shut up. I had to quickly think of a username since I wanted to get my comment up as soon as possible. Nothing good came up, what did you want me to do?"


    "I see, so you were full of love for me then."


    "Don't be so conceited. Well.. you aren't... wrong."


    Putting her head down in embarrassment, I give the lovely Rin a gentle stroke on her face. Her facial expression isn't that bad at all.


    "If we're talking about usernames, what about yours Tohru-kun? No matter how you put it, it’s just really terrible. Apologize to Mr. Smith already.”


    "Give me a break Mr. Smith. The chuuni invisible hand is moving again..."


    "Haha, it's good that you're being obedient."


    Rin and I look at each other. While things have gone a little weird, we both laugh at ourselves. Afterwards, I tell Rin something.


    "There's something that I want to write."


    "I see."


    After her short reply, she speaks again.


    "That's good to hear."


    Rin gives me a gentle heartfelt smile as I give her one last stroke. I've finally decided.


    "Alright, I'll head back and start writing."


    "I'll be looking forward to it then, but..."


    Her expression looks a bit worried.


    "Please don't push yourself, okay?"


    Now that I recuperated, I could feel myself flowing with love for Rin. I give her one last hug. My body temperature cools off. Words aren't needed anymore. As I stand up, I grab the doorknob.


    "Tohru-kun!"


    I look back and with a heavy breath, Rin directs all her strength into her words.


    "Do you best!!!"


    She's putting all her emotions into her voice. This yell is different this time, now I have the feeling that I can take on the whole world.

  


  Chapter 51: Forever and Always, My Childhood Friend is the Cutest Girl in the World


  


  
    I wrote about a childhood friend, I guess you could call it fate or something.


    Our innocent daily lives.


    Our days where we shortened the distance between us little by little.


    The days where I wanted to be with her more.


    I threw everything I had into the novel.


    Our fated encounter.


    The day where we learned each other's names.


    The days where we learned our favorite foods.


    The days where we learned our least favorite foods.


    The days when we saw each other's smiles.


    The days when we saw each other's tears.


    The day where I went to my childhood friend's house.


    The moment I ate my childhood friend's homemade cooking.


    The moment I got my childhood friend's LINE account.


    The moment I learned the warmth of my childhood friend's hand.


    The moment I learned the sensation of combing my childhood friend's hair.


    The moment I felt my childhood friend's warmth.


    The joy I felt watching my childhood friend smile.


    The despair I felt watching my childhood friend cry.


    The emotions I felt the day I realized I love my childhood friend.


    The feelings I had while giving my childhood friend a lovely hug.


    All the thoughts I have been harbouring over the years about my childhood friend, I throw it all into my story. It really does feel so poignant.


    The young protagonist and heroine had no friends, and were always alone. Then the two had a strange encounter. At first, they were two people who were in similar situations, that kicked off their seemingly simple relationship. As time passed, they would hang out more, eat out more and go to each other's houses.


    Joy, anger, sorrow and fun, they shared so many emotions together. They would laugh together, and be in high spirits, it was a fun time as they looked at each other's smile. They would also fight and yell at each other, which would result in a lot of tears shed. But they would reconcile quickly and apologize, and would share a laugh together because of it.


    Those days would continue until they reached puberty, where those awkward days would arrive, filled with constant worry. They weren't honest with their feelings for each other and they became worried how far they should go, worried how much distance was too little between them. But that was more of an excuse, as for the two of them, they both started to realize their feelings for each other.


    


    I want to know you more, I want to go out with you more, I want to touch you more, I want to feel your warmth more...


    No, maybe not that much.


    


    I want to be beside you.


    Yeah that's good.


    Ahh, you really are the most important to me. The moment they realized their feelings, the distance between them became zero. That impatient sweetness, I want the readers to get diabetes while reading it, that's the type of childhood friend story I want to write.


    I want to write it!!! That's the type of story I want to write!!!!!!!!!!


    With red hot fires blazing within me stoking the coals of my passion and desire, I hurry home and open up my laptop. From then on, it's a straight line. With all my heart and soul, I tap away at the keyboard.


    As I casually type away, I think of the phantom that was haunting me for the past three days. My body, heart and fingers all want to write now, screaming at their chance to write something. Sensations of excitement and fun hit me like never before. Those emotions cause me to shiver as I keep typing away.


    My fingers frantically try to keep up with the speed of my thoughts. The title of the new work naturally floats in my brain, I quickly type out the outline afterwards and start to tackle the actual story. I write the entirety of the first chapter in an hour. After a quick read-over, I upload it to Syosetu. Nira-san, who usually comments within 5 minutes, hasn't said anything yet.


    


    "I'll put up a comment during the next one."


    It's not Nira, but it's Rin who sent me a message on LINE that I didn't notice until now. I reply with a thanks and I let that echo within my heart. I get to work on the second chapter right away. Again, it only took me an hour to complete it. Once again, I submit that chapter to Syosetu. Next, Chapter three!


    With continued vigour, I keep on writing and uploading, continuing that process and not even stopping. Looking at the view count and rankings is a bad strategy at this point. It doesn't matter at all. It doesn't matter if my view counts don't rise at all, if I'm not on the rankings boards at all, if I don't get published, if I get hate comments or if people don't find my story interesting.


    As long as I'm able to reach one girl and make her smile, then it's fine. That much is fine, it's my reason for writing after all. That alone is fine.


    My very first story was an homage to Kino's journey. I wanted to be an author like Maple Satou.


    Next was the love story about a runaway saint and genius delinquent. At the time, I was influenced by all the romance stories I had read. The fact that Rin loved it so much made me happy.


    Next was the romcom where whenever the protagonist would lend his eraser to the girl sitting next to him, she would turn all nasty. Again, Rin praised it and that made me happy. That made me want to write another love story. And whenever Rin really liked something, that made me happy beyond belief.


    Afterwards, I started writing stories online and even though I appealed to the masses, I found myself back to love stories again.


    Why?


    I just wanted to see Rin's joyful face and lovely smile. Rin originally loved reading romance manga and watching romance anime. While I was writing in the library, sitting beside me, Rin would be reading romance manga. Sometimes, she would smile, cry, be in deep thought, but mostly it was smiling. When I was writing my stories, that was the face I wanted to see when she was reading.


    Though I was just a child, those memories are deeply engraved within me and something I would never forget. I finally realized it, writing for Rin's sake is the reason why I'm writing at all. Now that I realized that, I'm invincible. More than anyone else, I want Rin to enjoy my stories. Rin helped me so much along the way, that's reason enough for me to keep writing.


    I think back.


    Whenever I wrote for Rin, whatever she enjoyed the most, whatever made her smile would then become my main priority.


    But it's different now, I have a special focal point now. I've been thinking about Rin for so long now, and I have so many things I want to tell her. That's my focus now. I will convey every single one of my thoughts to her.


    I want to convey it to her.


    Having those heated emotions pushing me, I silently keep on writing.


    The break was ten days long.


    In that timeframe, besides doing the basic essentials to keep myself alive, I had been doing nothing but writing. I did not take one step outside my house as I confined myself to my room. While I didn't want to, I slept, ate and drank while facing my manuscript. I continued to envelope myself in a world of words. I was more confident in my writing than anyone else in the world.


    At the start of spring break, I started the first chapter and with a blazing passion, I finished it on the last day of the break.


    The title of my story is...


    


    Forever and Always, My Childhood Friend is the Cutest Girl in the World


    I wrote it for one person specifically, it's nothing but an earnestly sweet story, a romcom filled with love towards a childhood friend.

  


  Chapter 52: A New Morning


  


  
    "Onii, you seem a bit slimmer."


    It's the morning of the new school term in the Yonekura household. With my head spinning around, I go down to the living room to see Karen munching on french toast.


    "It's like I lost one month's worth of calories in ten days."


    As I say that, I take a seat. Compared to last month, it feels like there’s a smaller resistance from the chair on my ass.


    


    Meow


    "Ah, Syrup!"


    Out of nowhere, I feel a fluffy sensation. Seems like Syrup is rubbing himself against my feet. Maybe it's just me, but his purrs seem a lot more sweeter.


    "Wow, you're more attached to me than ever. It’s like you think I’m dead or something, haha."


    "Onii, you were always in your room for the past ten days, so he's probably just lonely."


    "Oh.... I see, I see, Syrup got lonely."


    What a cutie.


    


    Pat pat pat pat stroke stroke stroke


    


    Purr


    Briskly, Syrup heads off to his feeder. He then looks at me as if he was ordering me to get him food.


    "Ahh, seems like you’re back to normal now."


    "After a week of loneliness, it only took him ten seconds to recover?"


    Now I’m the one feeling lonely. After I finish pouring a slightly larger portion for Syrup, I go back to my chair.


    "Here Onii, your grub."


    "Hey, who are you treating like a cat? Well, thanks anyways."


    As I sit down, I put the chive toast into my mouth. Yep, it's delicious. The taste feels like it's penetrating my internal organs.


    "That's the first time I saw anyone react this way to eating chive toast."


    "Well, I've been fasting like a monk recently."


    "So the entire spring break, you were in your room mediating like a monk?"


    "Not meditating, writing."


    I continue to stuff my cheeks with chives toast. Again, it's delicious. But while it's delicious, something doesn't feel satisfying. Oh yeah...


    I haven't eaten Rin's cooking in ten days. I want to eat Rin's homemade bamboo rice, I can taste right now. I should request it today. No, maybe she already put it in the bento?


    "You aren't writing today?"


    "Not today! How do you expect me to do that!? I can't even feel my fingers."


    Today is my rest day after all, I promised her after all.


    "Well, that's good to hear."


    I lean my back on the chair, as I drown myself in the refreshing feelings of fulfillment and accomplishment. My body is completely worn out, but my heart feels completely satisfied.


    "You did your best Onii."


    She gives me sympathetic words, as if I was returning home from the battlefield.


    "Yeah... thanks."


    I'm surprised by how gentle my voice is, I'm usually not this kind with Karen.


    "Oh yeah, Onii."


    "Hmm?"


    After we finished eating our laidback breakfast, Karen opens her mouth as if she has good news to tell.


    "Yukito-kun is coming over today."


    "Yukito-kun?"


    "Oh, Ishikawa-kun."


    "What the fuck!?"


    It's happening!?


    "Onii's new story completely changed his life, so he wants to come over and say thanks."


    "Ahahaha, I can't wait to see Ishikawa-kun."


    Where did the sushi takeout pamphlet go? Nothing but the highest grade of sushi will do for this occasion. Hmm...? Wait a minute...


    "Hey Karen."


    "What?"


    "Since when did you start calling Ishikawa-kun by his first name?"


    "Uh? Oh, uhh..."


    Karen starts scratching her cheeks, and turns beet red in response to my question.


    "It's fine, it's not a big deal."


    


    ISHIKAWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!


    


    YOU MOTHERFUUUUUUUUUUUUUUCKER!!!!!!!


    How...


    How dare you take my younger sister! She’s not up for sale! I swear, I'm not a blind siscon, this is just the right attitude to take as a caring older brother. But if something happens that makes Karen cry, things will go down. Ishikawa-kun will find himself in Kanagawa. Uh, does that make me a siscon? Ha, no waaaay.


    "What wild delusions you have, it's different. Yukito-kun is not like that at all."


    "Really now?"


    "Wuah, what kind of smile are you making?"


    "That's rude. That smile is a blessing from the bottom of my heart!"


    "Like I said, it's not like that. Stop being so gross. It's because you've been thinking about romcoms non-stop lately."


    While she was saying those prickly words, her face turns all red. Her facial expression isn’t all that bad if I do say so myself. I'm happy that my mouth is all loosened up since I naturally curve the corners of my mouth into a smile in response.


    Do your best Karen, I'll send you encouragement from the bottom of my heart. Embrace your feelings now, because for every emotion humans have, this is the most precious one. That's what I truly believe. In terms of everyone else's relationship, there may be cases where things don't match up well, but I have faith in Ishikawa-kun. We haven't met yet, but I fully believe that.


    "You know what..."


    Karen opens her mouth, but her tone of voice seems to have gone up.


    "I like Onii better when he's writing romance stories rather than fantasy stories."


    "What was that all of sudden? Are you a rental sister of something?"


    "You're mean Onii. I was praising you."


    "Are you sure!?"


    Oh...


    "Whenever you try and praise, I literally don’t know how to react. Well anyways, I'll be happy for the time being."


    "You're acting like a child."


    "Anyone will be childish when they're happy. Alright, this is your chance Karen, it's time for your sweet, sentimental romcom to begin!"


    "Did you read it?"


    "Hmm?"


    What did she just say?


    "Did you.. read it?"


    Hearing that shook me to my core. Karen hasn't read my stories once at all. Looking away bashfully, Karen speaks up, her voice a little shrill.


    "Ishikawa-kun sent me a link on LINE. He said it was really interesting so what did you expect me to do?"


    Whether it was because of sheer curiosity or because Ishikawa-kun recommended it to her, I don't know for sure. However...


    "I should ask you, what were you writing? The contents were super embarrassing to read. And knowing that Onii wrote it made it even more embarrassing."


    With her fifth grader vocabulary being so limited, I started welling up with emotions seeing the things she can't express on her.


    "But..."


    Karen continues to evaluate my story with her embarrassed voice.


    "I really like the heroine a lot.... it made my chest... a bit tight... and I felt emotional."


    Ah, that's good. I'm happy to hear that. I said that if I could make one specific reader happy, then I would be satisfied. That's what I believe. However, conveying the emotions that I've been harbouring and wanting to let out to others readers besides the one isn't bad either. I confirm this within myself as I feel inexplicable joy that I can't even express. Writing is such a powerful art, from the bottom of my heart, I truly believe that.


    "Onii-chan, if you keep on writing, I'll help out too."


    She continues calmly.


    "I might read it again... if I feel like it."


    Suddenly, Karen turns her face away. But I can see that her mouth relaxes into a smile.


    


    Ding Dong


    “Hey Onii, your dear heroine has arrived."


    "Who is the heroine now?"


    With a grin, Karen seemed to have said that as payback for before. With a pained smile, I get my things ready. It's been a while since I saw my backpack, but it's lighter than usual. That's because my laptop isn't in there.


    "Alright, let's go."


    "Off we go!"


    We leave the living room and put on our shoes. With a breath, I slowly pen the front door.


    "Good morning, Tohru-kun."


    I see jet black hair swaying to and fro because of the warm spring breeze. Before I know it, I'm gasping in shock looking at those regal features once again. Before my eyes is Rin, with her uniform on neatly and standing tall with her back straight.

  


  Chapter 53: 100,000 Character Love Letter


  


  
    "You seem a bit thinner."


    "Sorry if I made you worry!!"


    I’m walking to school and I bow down my head immediately upon hearing Rin's statement. Her expression after not seeing me for ten days was a sad one.


    "Really, you should take some time to reflect. I called you so many times!"


    I mean, she has a point. The once-in-a-lifetime second year spring break came and went and all I did was write. In those ten days, I wrote about 100,000 characters, which averages out to 10,000 characters a day. Before this, my normal speed was about 100,000 characters a month.


    Doing some simple math, I somehow increased my output threefold and maintained it for that long. Rin, who has a grasp of my normal writing speed, must have been worried, waiting for when my body might break again.


    "But you seem fine more than anything."


    I raise my face, and I see Rin's smile. It really is so heavenly. Seeing me all healthy again seems to have brought her spirits up a lot.


    "Well, it's because of you... thanks."


    When I felt myself toeing my absolute limit, I took a short break so that my body wouldn't crumble in on itself. I don't want to make Rin sad again, so I'm watching myself more often. I can't let myself become short sighted again.


    "But sorry, I wasn't able to go out and eat with you like I promised."


    "Don't worry about it, it's not the end of the world. We have plenty of other opportunities to make it up."


    Rin makes sure to emphasize the fact that we do in fact have plenty of other opportunities. My chest slowly starts to feel all warm.


    "Ah, alright. Then... this Saturday, how about then?"


    "Yeah, sounds good."


    Rin smiles as if she were a child whose parents promised her that they would take her to the amusement park. But there is a hint of cloudiness to her smile.


    "What's wrong, you look a little down."


    My intuition is right, Rin starts flickering her eyes back and forth.


    "Well... I... I'm sorry."


    With that single phrase, Rin narrows her shoulders.


    "Your dream... well it could soon happen, but it's dependent on Tohru-kun if is writing or not... which is why going out might be... so..."


    "Why are you worried about that?"


    I try to guess the meaning of her apology. It's related to the growth of my current work "Forever and Always, My Childhood Friend is the Cutest Girl in the World". Well, I know what she probably wants to know. But simply put, I haven't crossed that line yet. But there are good points. I think I improved from a 5-6 to about a 7-8. Compared to all my other works, I've been getting more views and comments. I've also been ranking fairly high too.


    But, I still haven't crossed that line. On Syosetu, what's most important to a story's growth is its initial spurt. If the initial growth doesn't cross the threshold, then any subsequent growth won't be good enough. There's also a boost when the series ends, and that adds to the numbers too. From here on out, it won't grow anymore. Rin already knows this, that's why she doesn't need to apologize. Though my current confidence, I wonder if it's a consequence of my short lived enthusiasm.


    "Don't worry about it."


    I start stroking Rin's face, I give her a smile in response to her cloudy face. It's highly unlikely that my story will get published. There's been a slump in terms of publication recently, so they place a lot more importance on the numbers now, without those really high numbers, there's no way any story will get published and released into the world. But it's fine. I don't harbour any hope, and I won’t get impatient and bitter when it doesn't happen. My heart is the calm after the storm, having cleared all negative emotions.


    "What I'm writing right now, I feel it's my true abilities."


    There's no use lamenting about the results.


    "Besides, what I was doing then is pretty unreasonable. The update frequency and time of updates, the tags, I might have been able to get better ratings by playing around with those settings”


    This might just be hindsight, but that might have helped me break through. The actual contents are always the most important, however, how you deliver the package is important too. The process is just as important. It's pretty obvious what the result was going to be given that I was ignoring that completely.


    "But, it's fine."


    What I want now is to let the girl beside me read it as quickly as possible. I want to convey all my thoughts to her, that's why I wrote that in the first place. If I had devoted time to process and package itself, it would have become very different, and not something that was personal to me. Because I didn't have the general audience in mind when writing, as I was writing this for one person alone, the result is that it ended up being my sharpest work by far.


    "I'm... satisfied."


    I have no regrets. Through my magnum opus, I was able to reach Rin, to convey everything to her.


    "I see..."


    Rin looks down in embarrassment and starts scratching her cheeks. She's overflowing with happiness.


    "Well, that doesn't mean everything when perfectly."


    It's a very low chance, but sometimes it takes a long time for stories to get noticed and published. In spite of not crossing the line completely, those works still get published. The patterns for the past three years with various stories is that once these books reach enough sales, manga, movie and anime adaptations are definitely possible.


    For the stories that are able to stand triumphantly above the rest, it's not just being able to acquire more readers on Syosetu, you have to prove it on the world stage as well. As long as these works are recognized, it will still get published even if it doesn't cross the line. I still have a slim chance at aiming for that. That's why if I go that route, I don't necessarily have the appeal to just Syosetu, but I can try my hand at public advertising too. I'm grasping at straws by going this way, but s slim chance is better than nothing.


    "Besides, I was able to get a good response this time around. After how many works, I'll be able to give you a true paper book as a gift."


    Combining my skill with my passion, I was able to write something I wanted to write. I think it's an especially interesting story for what it’s worth. There's a lot of passion within me, and for the past five years, I've been building up all the skills necessary. I realized I'm no longer lost or afraid anymore. I'll keep writing for the readers that find my stories interesting. And I haven't given up, so I'll keep on going because little by little, I'll gain more acknowledgement and I'll be able to cross that line one day.


    "That's why I'll keep on writing."


    This is the decision I've come to, I'm not lying to myself at all.


    "No matter how many years it takes, I'll become an author."


    Having made my intentions clear, Rin gives me an extremely happy smiley.


    "Yeah, I'll be looking forward to when that happens."


    For me, no matter how many years I spend on this, those smiles would probably be sufficient in fueling me.


    "Oh yeah."


    All of a sudden, I propose something to Rin.


    "After school today, want to go out?"


    "Go... out?"


    Rin tilts her head in confusion.


    "Yeah, we haven't been out for a while now."


    "So collecting data for your novel?"


    "What do you mean? I just felt like going out on a whim."


    "I'm fine but... aren't you writing after school...?"


    "I didn't bring my laptop today."


    "Huh?"


    Rin's eyes go all round, which is what I expected. I said what was on my mind, trying to pass it off as an excuse.


    "Every day, I had worked myself to the bone constantly writing. I basically used up all my time for writing. So I thought from now, I'd take some days off here and there."


    "Umm... why?"


    Rin stares at me as if she wants to ask me something. A weird tension runs through my body. There's a bigger reason within me, so I take a breath and tell Rin my honest feelings.


    "What can I say? I just want to spend more time with you, Rin."


    That's how I really feel. While I still do want to become an author and continue writing, I want to spend time with the person I love. From the bottom of my heart, that's what I want. Rin starts blinking her eyes excessively in response, but before long, her expression softens.


    "If Tohru-kun is fine with it, then it's all good."


    She gives me an immediate positive confirmation.


    "You're not mad…?"


    "I'm not mad, I just wanted to make sure that this is something you want to do."


    "Well, of course."


    "Then it's fine. Besides..."


    She looks down in embarrassment, then puts on a lovely smile.


    "I also... want to spend more time with you Tohru-kun."


    Ah, I can't, I really can't hold it any longer.


    "Rin."


    "What is it?"


    "I love you."


    "..."


    I could feel the sakura blossoms dancing around me, as if they were giving us their blessing. Rin closes her eyes. then opens them up again. Understandably, her face is all red as she's quivering.


    "I know..."


    There's a hint of sadness in her voice.


    "Anyways, I received a 100,000 character love letter from a certain someone."


    "It's just characters though. Not even a million characters would be enough to express my feelings."


    I think back to my 140 character tweet. I was so foolish and shallow, I had no idea who would even receive that confession. Having Rin know my thoughts in such a lopsided way, it kind of was befitting even if it was a bit surprising. Until now, I kept her waiting, I'm so sorry for that. While this isn't compensation in the slightest, from now on I'll give all my feelings to Rin. Not just through text and speech, in every way possible. Feeling her voice with so much affection, Rin speaks.


    "Yeah, I'm sure it won't be enough at all."


    Rin shakes her head to and fro. She gives me a smile filled with so much happiness and bashfulness, as she does her best to voice her desires.


    "That's why, from here on out, I want you to tell me more."


    I decide what I want to tell her.


    "Yeah, I got that. I love you so much Rin."


    I reach out my hand to stroke her cheek.


    "Hmm, that's good."


    "Uah..."


    She clings onto me. Her sweet scent, her pulsating body heat, that soft feeling, everything, it's just like before.


    "I love you so much too Tohru-kun."


    I hear that joyful voice fill up my ears as both my eardrums and heart start shaking. We both communicate our mutual thoughts to each other. The person I love most in the world is telling me the thing I want to hear the most...


    What the hell?


    No good words are coming to mind at all.


    Just happiness. It's that plain and simple.


    If I'm not careful, my eyes could be overwhelmed with euphoria. But I have to hold on. I don't want to be seen crying, even if it's just my weird stubbornness. As Rin wraps her arms my back, I do the same, as we both collect ourselves for a moment. Eventually, we embarrassingly separate our bodies from each other. Doing this in the morning of the new school term, just what are we doing?


    "Y-you know, the new class lists will be up today."


    "Y-yeah, hyah..."


    Hyah...


    Damn it, she's so cute. I stroke her cheeks again, as Rin closes her eyes as if she's enjoying herself.


    "It'd be nice if we were in the same class."


    "Y-yeah. We'd be together during lunch break. It would be nice not to have to carry a bento box to another classroom."


    "What about the multi-purpose classroom?"


    "It's fine, isn't is? We don't need to hide it or anything."


    Rin gives a refreshing smile.


    "Well, that's true."


    I smile as well. Words aren't needed at this point.


    "By the way, what's on today's menu?"


    "Let me think... Deep fried omelette with honey mustard, chives and egg, burdock root... Oh and bamboo shoot rice."


    "Holy shit!"


    Rin smiles like a child who pranked someone successful because of my reaction.


    "Today, I had to make a menu of all of Tohru-kun's favorite dishes."


    With a jolt, I'm overcome with emotion.


    "Oh come on..."


    She's being so lovey-dovey.


    "I can totally see right through you."


    I'm shaking because of my emotions, while Rin lets out a smile.


    "It's because we're lovers."


    


    Thump


    My heart leaps out of my chest and it feels like I'm choking. I stop walking. With me stopping, Rin walks a few more steps before turning around.


    "I'm just returning the favor!"


    With a strong voice, Rin gives me an impish smile. It's a brilliant smile without any unease, anxiety and irritation, instead showing full hope for the future. From here on out, I'll be living my life together with Rin. Unless a jealous god decides to take petty revenge, this is my definite future. Things aren't going to be full all the time. There will be tough times along the way.


    But, I'll be fine. I have Rin by my side. And by my side, she'll be smiling.


    That's enough for me to believe that I can overcome any hardships awaiting me. I have faith I can surmount any challenge.


    I'm lucky, you know. From the bottom of my heart I feel so grateful, being able to meet someone like this, being able to communicate my emotions so deeply, the probability of that happening in the universe is so low, isn't it? Of course, that might be an exaggeration, but I truly believe that.


    No matter what anyone else says, I'll keep on believing. I'm lucky to have met Rin, and being able to be together with her is even more lucky of me. So, as we continue to walk down this path of towards the future, I give myself the deepest sign of gratitude. Being able to spend every day with Rin for each minute, each second, I reflect on that as I start the future. I swear that upon my heart.


    "Come on Tohru-kun."


    Rin walks up to me as I haven't moved a step. She takes my hand as she gives me that lovely smile.


    "Come on, let's hurry up or we'll be late."


    And so, these peaceful days with the world's cutest childhood friend will hereby continue forever and always.

  


  Chapter 54: Thank You


  


  
    It's the first Saturday of the new school term and today is the day I promised to meet Rin at her house to eat her homemade cooking. I finished the current chapter of a modern romance story I’m reading on Syosetu and was going to get ready when...


    


    "You have one new administration message."


    The moment that red text flashes in my eyes, my heart leaps from my chest. The hell? What did I do wrong? I have no other reason to doubt that. Regardless, I timidly click on the message.


    


    -----!?


    


    "Contact for Novel Publication."


    With a jolt and a yell, my whole body hardens up. It's the first time I ever felt like this. I mull over that one phrase over and over in my head. It doesn't feel real at all, despite the fact that my retinas are transferring this info to my brain. It feels like I'm in a dream, but I click to check the contents of the message to confirm the actual message and then I leap out of my house.


    I start running.


    Where?


    To Rin's house, of course.


    This is the fastest I'm going on a road I haven't even walked down that many times. That familiar two storey house comes into my view, and I press the intercom right away. With a clank, the door opens.


    "You came awfully early, Tohru-kun..."


    From inside, Rin comes out and looks at me.


    "D-did something happen?"


    I'm shaking with excitement as I'm asked that, so I'm unable to answer. I normally don't exercise much, so I'm gasping heavily for air due to my all out sprint. My heart is pounding so hard, it feels like it could explode.


    "A-anyways, you can come in."


    "W-wait."


    Even though I'm all a mess, I manage to stick out my hand to show Rin.


    "It came..."


    I have to do it here and now, as quickly as possible.


    "A publisher... contacted me... my childhood friend story... it'll definitely... became a story..."


    All the things I wanted to tell Rin.


    "----Ha"


    With both her hands covering her mouth, Rin is at a lost for words. Her eyes are open as wide as they can, she’s probably really shocked as well. It doesn’t take long for Rin to understand the meaning of my words. Some time before, I was just the same as her, eyeing that message.


    "It really is... a miracle."


    Having finally caught my breath, I utter those cautious words. It really is a miracle. Trying to target readers wasn't my goal at all. I was writing this for my own satisfaction. Hence, I didn't get a lot of views or bookmarks, so I truly believed that it wasn't good enough at all.


    "...It's not a miracle at all."


    Rin gently denies my statement as she looks directly into my eyes and with her face full of conviction she speaks up again.


    "Your story was able to touch someone's heart. That's what happened, nothing more, nothing less."


    Ahh... she's right. With a thump, a warm feeling descends down on my chest.


    "I put my all into writing this."


    My eyes start to burn from all the heat I can feel within.


    "It really happened..."


    It really, really did.


    "It's good that I didn't give up..."


    One by one, memories of the past start resurfacing in my mind. A bunch of hiragana start to assemble, not even building a story anymore. Little by little, bit by bit, it starts to take form. After such a long, long time, I've finally reached the ever-coveted goal. It really is suffocating, filling me up all inside my body.


    "Tohru-kun."


    I hear Rin's voice.


    "I can't take it anymore... I just..."


    While her voice is gentle, she's taken aback.


    "Wh-what are you saying...?"


    Rin's hand finds itself on my cheek. I notice the sensation on that part of my face. I can feel both my eyes, the source of all my emotions, starting to well up


    "Is it alright... if I cry...?"


    As if she could completely read my heart, Rin pulls the final trigger.


    "Go ahead."


    With those words, I crumble. The barriers holding me back have finally burst. I'm not able to hold it any longer. Rin embraces me, as the tears start to overflow, not once stopping. I bury my face in her neck, as I continue crying like a baby. Thoughts of me being shameful and uncool don't even surface. But this is the first time I'm crying in front of Rin.


    Before, I didn't want to be seen crying and I would feel guilty making Rin sad too, so I was able to bury my emotions. When I was going through tough times, I was able to hold out with my reason.


    But this time, it's different. I'm happy and completely satisfied, there isn't an ounce of regret within me. However, I really did believe I would be rewarded for writing everyday for five years. Plus,this story is the one that I've put all my heart and soul into. Because of that, I'm just really really happy. That's why I can't hold myself anymore. That's why I'm crying. Rin told me it's alright, that I can cry. In the end, I couldn't hold it in any longer.


    "You did your best... you always did your best."


    It's a soft, kind voice. She pats my back as if I were a baby as she makes more soothing remarks. Her kindness only triggers my tears even more.


    "You really did... do your best all these years."


    My tears keep coming as I listen to those warm, kind sympathetic words, One after another, I'm flooded with a torrent of emotions. I feel warmth, what is it? My tears? Rin's body heat?


    My ability to think is all but gone due to my emotional outburst. However, the smallest bit of my reasoning starts to stir up within me. Everything that happened, the fruits of my labour, it isn't just my victory alone. I was able to see the result through because of Rin.


    It was because of Rin that I wanted to become an author.


    If it wasn't for Rin, I probably would have lost interest during grade four.


    It's because of Rin that I kept writing.


    If it wasn't for Rin, I would have stopped uploading stories on Syosetu after a month.


    Rin and I, we're joined at the hip. Whenever I would lose my way, she would bring in a sense of calmness, whenever I would run on ahead, she would chide me and whenever I would break, she would be there to console me with kind words. She was always there, supporting me every step of the way. She's by my side, forever and always, I really am so grateful.


    Thank you,


    


    Thank you,


    


    Thank you.


    No matter how many times I say it, it won't be enough. But really...


    "Tha- thank you... so mu-much... than..."


    I try to convey my gratitude, but no words come out, only miserable tears. Rin, with a happy expression on her face, nods countless times. And then...


    "Me too... I'm really, really..."


    We both have the same words for each other. However...


    "Tha...nk you... so mu...ch..."


    Her words stop there. Was it because of my tears or there is another reason why she's welling up with emotion? She puts her arms around my back as she begins crying too. She tries to stifle her crying, but in the end it’s too much and we both end up crying like children. Her wailing is the result of finally releasing all the energy from keeping a calm composure all the time.


    Standing in front of the Asakura household, the two of us hug each other as we cry away. Our long, long has finally ended, as the very symbol of joy has blessed the two of us.


    We cried for a long time, until it took a huge strain on our bodies, so we stopped and calmed down. Naturally, we separate from each other, as we look at each other's faces. We then started speaking.


    "Your face is a mess."


    "Yours too."


    We both start laughing. Once our tears are sorted out, we start laughing from the bottom of our hearts. We surrender ourselves to our emotions as we continue laughing hysterically.


    "The charms."


    That suddenly popped into my head, as I say that in between my laughs.


    "Both of our prayers get answered."


    "Yeah, I guess we don't have to hold onto them anymore."


    Laughing happily, I can still see remnants of tears floating in her eyes. It's such a cute smile. Being able to see that smile after all the years of hard work makes it all worth it. It's the smile I love the most, after all. I hug Rin again. I don't let my emotions get the better of me as I treat her with care, my precious treasure. Rin hugs back too, as our bodies are glued closely to one another.


    There isn't any distance between us anymore.


    As we indulge ourselves in each other's heart, we look at each other again. Looking up at me with a hint of embarrassment, Rin speaks up, as I can hear the spring in her voice.


    "Anyways, how about we throw a party today."


    I'm sure compared to all the other times Rin has cooked for me, this feast will be the most delicious.

  


  
    Author’s Comments


    Afterword; From here on now:


    The title of this chapter is as much Tohru-kun conveying his thoughts to Rin-chan as it is me conveying my thoughts to everyone reading this afterword. People may find this part redundant, but this is the most important theme I wanted to convey in this story, so I appreciate your kind understanding.


    So anyways thanks to all of you who read "Forever and Always, My Childhood Friend is the Cutest Girl in the World”! This is the end of Tohru-kun and Nira... no, Rin-chan's story. I thought about continuing for about a few more chapters, but I managed to convey the main theme of the story, so I think this spot is the best place to conclude.


    Looking back on this work, about a month ago, the top ranked stories for modern romance stories where childhood revenge stories. I felt my chest hurt, which gave birth to something. Seeing so many unlucky childhood friends one after another, there wasn't one childhood friend who was able to be happy... So after one night thinking about it, I started writing this working without any plot or plan in mind. And the result of this work is something I will never forget for the rest of my life.


    It's the one work that helped me grow the most. I had so much fun writing this from the beginning to the very end. Updating every day. without once taking a break and I was able to meet so many readers who followed along with my rampage. That made me really happy.


    I'm really thankful to all the readers that left bookmarks, rating, comments and reviews. It's thanks to everyone's support that I was able to keep on writing despite all the fatigue from overtime and hangovers. To all of you reading this right now, each one of you are my Nira-san. I'd like to give my heartfelt thanks to all of you. Thank you so much!


    Let's see, from now on... I think the future for the two of them is still on my mind.... If I continue writing beyond this point, it'll also help with my own growth, so that's a good opportunity...


    How about I write a sequel!!!!


    There are still some loose ends that need to be tied up with some characters like Yuumin, Hiyori-chan, Ishikawa-kun, Ishikawa-kun and did I mention Ishikawa-kun? (I'm afraid that the expectations for Ishikawa-kun will skyrocket even though I haven't even shown him once).


    Well anyways, that part in chapter one where they say "I love you" to each other hasn’t even happened yet, so I guess I have to write a sequel now orz.


    Now that the two of them are openly lovers, the story will be even more sweet. Holding hands, headpatting, hugging of course sleepovers. Maybe K I S S E S too (I have to restrain myself lol)


    So, make sure to bookmark, so you'll receive an alert when it happens!


    That being said, it might be awhile before I update anything. The organization, events, themes and so on haven't been decided at all yet, but when I started writing this story and it started seeing success, I stopped paying attention to my previous work. My previous work is about 30,000 characters long. I stopped updating it, so I'd like to start updating it soon.


    By the way, Hiyorin, who Rin's friend in this story, is the main heroine for my previous story (She's quite the lively character). The class president, Yuumin, also makes an appearance (both are pretty prominent characters). That's my first story, but compared to this story it’s pretty out there.


    Compared to this story, the composition is ten times more messy and it's pretty robust. If you haven’t read it yet, the sequel is done, so I'd be really happy if you checked it out (While Rin is cute, Hiyorin is also really cute, it's the truth!).


    I took my time to conclude my previous work, but the sequel for this story will update frequently when it does happen. I'll be able to announce the new story I'm working on soon. Well, at least I have that planned out. It'll be another sweet and sentimental story, I want to surround all my readers with syrup as quickly as possible!


    That being said, I don't want to write something that is just a sweet story, I want to write something that can leave a ripple on the reader's heart after they are done. Well then, I soaked myself long enough in the lingering feeling of finishing a work for the first time in my life.


    Finally, I have a request for all my readers. After reading this, please tell me "This is interesting", "Good job!" and "I'll be waiting for the sequel!" and I'd be happy if you give this five stars. I'd appreciate thoughts and reviews too! It will be a great reference for the next work that I'm making in the future.


    And last but not least!


    AHHHH!


    That was fun!


    Until next time, I'll meet you in the sea of syrup.


    Thank you all very much! I'm grateful to every single of you that read this.


    April 10th, 2020


    Aoki Fuyu
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