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  Chapter 1: Keita Amano and Karen Tendou and Cut Connection


  I, Keita Amano, never took gaming seriously.


  I neither have the tenacity to hone my skills, and I give up pretty early on when I’m playing challenging games.


  However, don’t get me wrong. I never said I hate competition.


  “He left again…”


  I stared at the paused mobile game screen, then wiped the sweats on my forehead with a sigh of defeat.


  Today is another sunny day in July, and the rain has poured until morning, which makes me feel hot and stuffy.


  Under the simple awning of the bus stop, I glanced forward at the road which looks twisted due to the sheer heat, the bus that should have arrived are nowhere to be found.


  To ease the heat, I grabbed the collar of my uniform and pulled it slightly outward.


  I should have walked to school, well, it’s too late to regret anyway.


  Trying to kill time and to move away from the awful situation, I started playing this top-ranked puzzle type MMO. It’s quite entertaining, but it would often lose connection unexpectedly to the point where it’s intolerable.


  “Well, the game is refreshing after all, I guess that’s the only reason it needs for it to get No.1 in the ranking.”


  To be honest, the puzzle part of this game is excellent, sometimes you need to press the numbers in order, sometimes you need to do simple calculations, and sometimes you need to find errors. Its straightforward content makes you fall into it immediately, and there are some smart designs applied in combat, put all these together and it’s more than enough to make the players enjoy it over and over again


  The part where you randomly connect with players around the world is quite entertaining too, and you will enjoy the experience whether you win or not, at least you won’t be baffled by the results. All in all, 9/10 would play again.


  Why didn’t I give it a 10/10, you ask?


  Well, the only problem with this game is that it never accounted for players quitting during a match.


  I dazed in thoughts as I restarted the app.


  “I guess I can understand the feeling of not wanting to lose. The game will records your results after all. “


  To a game that relies on the internet for matching, this has always been an accompanying issue. During a match, the player that was about to lose will disconnect early on or shut down the game entirely to invalidate the whole thing so that the game wouldn’t record the result.


  The winning player will no doubt find it extremely unfair. For this, virtually all MMOs has some kind of measures to combat these type of behaviors, the most straightforward one being to lose a match automatically when you quit. Anyway, as long as there is some kind of punishments when you cut your connection, players will be way less likely to do so.


  “Man, this game doesn’t care about that in the least part.”


  Of course, not all games are competitive; there are a bunch out there that doesn’t punish you for disconnecting. However, a game doesn’t punish you for quitting early means that it’s a game that doesn’t emphasize on winning or losing. Some just grant you the rewards when you finish the match, and some are those where you don’t suffer at all upon losing.


  “Yeah…being a loser isn’t fun, but…”


  While I’m contemplating in my head, the bus finally showed up at the front of the road.


  So, I quitted the game and put away my phone, then hopped into the bus as soon as its door opened.


  “…………!”


  Immediately, someone already explicitly glanced at me with an unusual look at his face, I freaked out and nearly tripped over. Still, all these glances only made me even more uncomfortable than I already am.


  I sprung to the empty seat in front, sat down, and took a few deep breaths. My body, which was drenched in sweat, felt a little bit better.


  The bus started moving along with the usual scenery of the street. I felt relieved, being surrounded in an environment that I am familiar with-


  “Look, it’s him.”


  “Really? That guy?”


  They are gossiping about me in the back seats. My shoulder immediately started to shiver from the sheer fear, and then I retook a few deep breaths before looking out of the window, pretending that everything is fine. A humble, pale, and weak face looked back at me in the glass, with a dark shade beneath the eyes signaling my tiredness.


  Feeling a wave of unfriendly teases haunting my ears, well, maybe this is just out of my paranoia. However, the one thing that I’m sure of is that people are glancing and commenting at me, and I don’t like it.


  I let out a big sigh, a tinge of fog immediately formed on the window before disappearing just as fast, and that timid face showed up again. The sheer heat from summer made me face reality head-on.


  “Man, we don’t match each other no matter how you put it.”


  A shabby, doll-like face, a weak physique, a heart that lacks masculinity, unable to socialize with others. All my hobbies are indoors; I’m clumsy and impulsive, the first thought that appeared in my head when I hear celebrities marrying each other is when they will break up, and the guy that still wishes to end up in Isekai animes from time to time. That’s me, Keita Amano.


  Well, maybe I’m not that shitty. Yes, that was such a self-abased description that I feel disgusted thinking about it. I’m not an asshole, I guess. However, when you compare me to the Tendou-san, something seems off, way off actually.


  Karen Tendou, she is the idol of our high school. A cute JK with blonde hair and light blue eyes, her cute face is straight out of another magical world. Top grades, good in sports, elegant but caring, she is like an angel to me. Of course, all the boys are yearning after her; she must have received over 9000 confessions and rejected every single one of them, which makes her look even more like an idol.


  Now that I’m done with the introduction, and I would like to announce a shocking fact here.


  This idol, Karen Tendou, is my girlfriend.


  WAIT, DON’T SEND ME TO THE HOSPITAL YET. I deeply understand what you are feeling right now; I’m just a loser, after all, so much so that I wouldn’t be surprised if I made it to news headlines tomorrow under the title of “Creepy Otaku Claims Victim Is His Girlfriend.”


  I’m petrified by this as well. After the accident, I tried confirming with others with what happened between Tendou-san and me, and their response is all the same.


  Which meant that-


  I guess I started dating with Tendou-san.


  This feels so surreal that I’m using ‘I guess.’


  “Did I really confess to Tendou-san?”


  I closed my eyes before putting a hand on my forehead; this still feels unrealistic no matter how many times I think about it.


  Ehm, I did invite Tendou-san to my classroom, and I planned to solemnly “confess” my feelings, that part is 100% true.


  BUT! That “confession” was just a friend request. All I have wanted, from the bottom of my heart, is to chat and play games with Tendou-san light-heartedly. That’s why I invited her to my classroom.


  Then, we somehow started dating when I realized what’s going on.


  I, I think none of you understand what I am trying to say, but even I don’t know what’s going on, my brain is about to explode from this mess. This isn’t those friend request attempts or trying-to-make-the-other-person-trust-you-again situations. This is something far more scary and strange.


  To be honest, I also felt that I messed up there as well. The reason for that is that I kept playing dating sims as a rehearsal for requesting to become a friend with Tendou-san. Then, maybe it’s because of watching the scene where the protagonist confesses too many times, I just blasted that out of my mouth to Tendou-san that I wanted to date her.


  However, let’s take a hundred steps back; I can understand the part where I messed up. I am supposed to say, “Please become my friend!” instead of “Please go out with me!” BUT! What I don’t understand is that,


  “Why did Tendou-san agree as well?”


  I keep ruffling my bangs, trying to think about all this, to the point where it was all messed up.


  No, no matter how I analyze this, this is the part where I don’t have a single clue. I should have been orbital struck into oblivion if I accidentally confessed to Tendou-san, it’s a bad ending, but it made sense! Why did she agree immediately!?


  “Also, she accepted that in front of everyone, the class would send me to the guillotine if I dared to tell her this is not what I meant.”


  Tendou-san would be embarrassed if I said that, that’s something I don’t want to see. I tried asking her how she feels, but then it seems her words are stuck in her throat as well, and none of us spoke anything.


  So, to avoid all the chaos and attention that would follow soon, we bid farewell to each other in a flash. Two days went by, and we didn’t interact with each other at all, which seems unreasonable, but I don’t even know her phone number.


  Also, the big news that “Karen Tendou has a boyfriend” is spreading like wildfire in school when we are in this state, because of that, we have received way too much attention that we can bear.


  Moreover, I usually would call in rescue in times like this. For example, Uehara-kun, my only friend in the class, Aguri-san, my professional assistant of relationships and Chiaki, the seaweed. However, they seem to have lost their mind after what happened yesterday, which meant I can’t rely on them for now.


  In conclusion, the only thing that’s left right now is the news that I’m dating with Tendou-san, spreading to everyone like a virus.


  “It will be way less of a problem if it was just a rumor…”


  I looked at the school that appeared outside of the window, and then I let out another sigh again.


  Previously, when Tendou-san invited me to her Game Club, which caused a bit of a stir but that’s all everyone can talk about, so the rumors died down quickly.


  But this is different. I confessed to Tendou-san in front of everyone, it’s a well-known fact by now. That’s why I would always feel a tinge of guilt in my heart when I get unfriendly comments, assumptions, and complaints about how I’m no match for her.


  Let’s put it this way. It’s like how you will only feel slightly annoyed if someone called you an idiot without any proof. However, if you slept on the bus and didn’t give your seat to someone in need in time, you will feel a sense of guilt even if everyone yelled at you. Like, you knew you did something wrong, you just can’t flush that feeling out of your mind even if others treated you a bit too harsh.


  Which is why…


  “Man, I really wanted a cute blonde to be my girlfriend as well.”


  “Shush! You are way too loud!”


  “………….”


  The boys that are gossiping about me in the back seat and the attention and comments I get from my classmates…are far more tormenting than I imagined.


  “Uehara-kun, I won’t insult the normies randomly anymore.”


  “Oh, even though I don’t get what are you trying to say, but at least the extremely vicious criminal regretted his actions.”


  In the morning 2-F classroom, a late Uehara-kun yawned at my decisive announcement before sitting in front of me. Then, he took a look around and smiled bitterly.


  “Well, can’t blame you, this whole thing has just happened for two days. You are now at the center stage. Even I can’t tolerate that much attention. That is scary.”


  “Don’t act like you had nothing do with this! Uehara-kun, you are one of the culprits of this whole mess. Aren’t you the one that forced me to send a friend request in front of everyone?”


  “Well, I do feel sorry about that. However, there’s no way for me to know that you would skip the tutorial and challenge the boss directly, right?”


  “Sigh…If you are putting it this way, the one thing that we could’ve done is not to act unexpectedly.”


  I stared at Uehara-kun’s face when I spoke. He is way out of my league, a refreshing and handsome boy.


  “Tendou-san should have fallen in love with him instead…” I thought to myself.


  The more I think about it, the less that this whole thing made sense. Why did Tendou-san agree? Is she merely accepting it to get Uehara-kun’s attention? No wait, that’s too bold of her.


  Then, Uehara-kun let out a deep sigh as I am lost in thoughts.


  “What should I even say to Aguri when things have gone off this badly?”


  “Aguri-san? What’s wrong with her?”


  “What’s wrong with her? The guy that she likes has chosen Tendou-“


  He stopped abruptly when he suddenly seemed to regain his senses, and then he tried to cover it up.


  “It-It’s nothing, everything’s fine.”


  “You are saying the guy that Aguri-san’s love chose Tendou-san, right?”


  “You never miss these kinds of details, don’t you!? It’s nothing! Ehm….see you later!”


  “Uehara-kun…”


  He sprung up from the seat, then went back to his original one and started chatting with his friends.


  In an attempt to escape from the attention, I glanced outside to the window and began contemplating what Uehara-kun just said.


  “Aguri-san loves Uehara-kun. Then, he chose Tendou-san…?”


  Uehara-kun and Tendou-san are together. This means that he doesn’t know what he should say to his girlfriend!


  “J-J-Just like my simulation! He wanted to cheat with Tendou-san!”


  This is a big brain time.


  “Wait, what the hell? What’s going on? Even though I suspected this before, but, it looks like Uehara-kun and Tendou-san are already going out!? What should I do!? Eh, where does this leave me?”


  I-I didn’t mean that I’m jealous, I’m underqualified to date Tendou-san anyways. Hmm, yesterday, I became Tendou-san’s boyfriend publicly. So, does this mean that….right!”


  “This means that Tendou-san is just pretending to date with me.”


  This sudden realization of the horrible truth evaporated half of my HP away. N-No, I never thought that Tendou-san would fall for a person like me anyway, it’s weird to lose my mood because of this. I don’t know why, but I feel badly hurt right now.


  “T-That’s right. If Tendou-san is pretending to date with me, she can go out with Uehara-kun naturally, and no one will suspect a thing!”


  Hold on, if they fit each other perfectly, why don’t they just do it legit? Hmm, I guess it’s because Uehara-kun still has Aguri-san as his girlfriend right.


  “To be honest, I feel like this is way crueler…Is it because they don’t want to hurt anyone, maybe?”


  Well, I’m not that convinced with this hypothesis since both of them are so honest and kind, it’s far from solid. But, this sounds way more plausible than “Tendou-san is genuinely falling for me.”


  “………..”


  Wait, why am I so heartbroken right now? Something is making me sad far more than the unfriendly stares I am getting from my classmates, what’s going on?


  The bell rang, indicating that it’s time for the morning assembly, while I am staring at the birch tree outside, dazed in thoughts.


  “Should I ask Tendou-san to break up with me? This was all a mishap anyway. Man…”


  I feel so bad for myself right now, breaking up before I even get to enjoy my first love.


  “…Crap, my stomach’s hurting badly.”


  After the third lesson is over, I left my seat with hands on my stomach.


  I quickly glanced at Uehara-kun. He seems alright, busy chatting around with friends surrounding him.


  “Right, let’s go.”


  I have always brought nothing but trouble to Uehara-kun, don’t make him worry about me on this. I walked away from the classroom silently and headed towards to the health room.


  “Damn, I need some medicine…”


  I don’t go to the health room that often because I hate people noticing me, but I am genuinely suffering now, so I had to. Well, it’s just acid reflux anyway, I will just get the potion, fix my stomach and disappear forever.


  A wave of dizziness struck me as soon as I felt relieved. I looked at the ground, trying my best to walk along the hallway.


  Suddenly, a clean pair of shoes appeared in front of me


  “Ow!” “I’m sorry!”


  I bumped into someone despite my best attempt to stay aware of my surroundings.


  I raised my head as soon as I apologized, and realized who is it-


  “…Ehm.” “…Ehm.”


  A string of shiny blonde hair blown by the gentle breeze, I can see my reflection in her crystal-clear light blue eyes.


  Karen Tendou.


  The school idol that stands above all, and now my girlfriend, is standing right in front of me.


  “………….”


  Our brains crashed as we stared at each other, as the clock ticks on.


  …I have no idea what I should say.


  “G-Good morning? How are you? Art thee well enow? Wait, how did I talk to Tendou-san before? Wait, shouldn’t I focus on what happened yesterday? What am I supposed to say? No, I’ve got, a good morning is the least I can do-“


  All kinds of thoughts stormed my brain. When I made up my mind and decided to say “Go-“


  Suddenly, I realized the attention I’m getting from my classmates surrounding us.


  ‘’-!”


  Everyone is waiting to hear what will I say to Tendou-san…No, I can never say anything if they are staring. Moreover-


  “A-Amano-kun? Are you okay? You look very pale-“


  She is worried about me after all this. H-How kind of her! I can’t even take care of myself properly, and she should be as confused and embarrassed as I am. But, she is slowly trying to put her hands on my cheek-


  “Ah! I’m sorry, Tendou-san! I’m a bit in a rush right now!E-Ehm, bye!”


  I pulled myself out, avoided Tendou-san’s hand, and make a beeline away from her.


  While Tendou-san is confused, she still mumbled to herself lonely.


  “Ehm, o-okay, b-bye…”


  “I’m sorry, Tendou-san!”


  This was rude. I hate myself.


  “…………”


  Then, I stared at a girl behind Tendou-san that was about to pull up her phone and take a photo, causing her to stop before I rushed to the health room.


  The medicine worked, and my stomach no longer hurts. But seriously, this is the worst day of my high school life.


  “I heard that Tendou-san has a boyfriend. I think he’s called Amano, let’s go and see! Wait, that’s him? What a letdown.”


  Another wave of expectation and disappointment washed over me as I trembled again.


  This isn’t the same as being stared enviously or just being taken half-heartedly. It was not until today that I realized, in a way, others’ disappointment is often the most hurting to the heart.


  “I will never see the protagonist in harem comedies the same way again…”


  Are they immune to these stares? Like they can just walk over them like it’s nothing!


  “Did you lose weight?”


  After school is over, Uehara-kun walked to me with a worried look on his face as I lay down on the table. I slowly raised my head to look at him, then squeezed out a smile.


  “I should have killed all the normies after all.”


  “Stop it. Also, I had to clarify; you are playing in expert difficulty even for normies. No one aside from the strongest of the normies can bail you out of this situation.”


  We let out a huge sigh together. I tried to lighten the mood, so I stood up and asked him,


  “Hey, the Hobby Club assembly for today…”


  “We should cancel it, none of us have any energy left.”


  “Us?”


  Did something happen to Uehara-kun as well? Well, at least he didn’t waste his energy on worrying a loser like me.


  I expressed my confusion by tilting my head sideways, but he seemly doesn’t want to talk about it at all. Still, he continued speaking, albeit unnaturally.


  “Well, I texted to Hoshinomori as well, she said she wanted to speak to you in person.”


  “Chiaki wanted to speak to me? That’s rare- I mean disgusting. What could it be?”


  “I bet it’s about what are you going through, to be honest, I’m a bit curious to hear what you two have to talk about.”


  “Why are you interested?”


  “Ah, nevermind. I don’t think I can enjoy the romantic comedy from you two from the bottom of my heart right now. I am going back to base. Amano, you know how to contact Hoshinomori, right?”


  “Huh? Yeah, you forced us to exchange our contacts before.”


  “Then, I will leave everything to you two teenagers. Bye.”


  “Huh? Well, okay. Bye.”


  I waved my hands as a slightly depressed Uehara-kun turnaround and left, what’s wrong with him? It’s not that he is ruthless, but he sounded way colder than before. Does he not like the fact that I’m dating Tendou-san? Hmm, I’ll never know.


  I grabbed my phone out of my pocket, hesitated for a moment before I texted Chiaki.


  “Where are we meeting?”


  “At the library.” She immediately replied.


  I let out a sigh, grabbed my backpack, and rushed to the library to avoid any attention.


  No one uses the library on the campus. This school has always been a mess, and only a few students are interested in books. Moreover, the library is the home turd of the rigorous teacher who specializes in academic success; no one in their sane mind will gather there.


  Aside from that, because the library only opens in a short time, it’s not suitable even for a loner trying to find solitude like me.


  However, because of this, as long as the library is open, it will often be peaceful and comforting.


  “I guess Chiaki had the same reasons when she picked the library…”


  Come to think of it, Aguri-san, who knows every restaurant and cafe with extended opening hours and Chiaki are on the opposite end of the spectrum.


  I pulled the door open. A girl with glasses that seemed like the librarian glanced at me. After realizing I won’t bring any harm to this place (because I’m a worthless loner), she went back to reading her book.


  I shut the door behind me quietly, then walked into the library to search for Chiaki. There are a couple of students with their notebooks open on the table. Chiaki doesn’t seem to be among them, though.


  Well, I guess I had to walk to the bookshelves.


  “Wow, it’s been a long time since I came here last time. Oh, I remembered Tendou-san and Mizumi-kun agreed to meet here when we are touring in the Game Club, then I have never been here ever since.”


  I don’t hate reading, though I prioritize gaming than it. That’s why I don’t use the library that often, but I loved this peaceful and quiet atmosphere.


  The smell of paper and page-flipping noises filled the room. It’s an isolated chamber from the bustling world outside.


  Reading here makes you feel immersed in a way that is different than playing games; this is the place where you can enjoy solitude.


  “Hmm, should I read something?”


  The bookshelves next to me are for light novels. I grabbed a book randomly and glanced over the first few pages. It’s a classic romantic comedy, the cute girl on the cover feels quite distant, and the inner pages are already slightly browned.


  As for the content, it’s a very cliché plot, a newly transferred cute girl noticed our humble protagonist, and she forced him to live with her. Then, his childhood friend showed up, and the two fight over for him. It’s not a heart-touching one, but you will enjoy it, it just gives you an incredible sense of relief, at least for a guy who fantasizes in cute girls like me. But then-


  “The real problem is, is the protagonist genuinely happy with this?”


  I guess it’s fine just to give the joyous part to the readers when you are writing. However, I think if the protagonist has to sacrifice a lot for cute girls to like him. For example, the plot for this chapter is the boy worked for a month to get back something the girl treasured, but she pawned it for numerous reasons. While this certainly put a smile on the readers’ faces, the boy lost a lot, just hidden in the four words “worked for a month.”


  “If I were him, this means that I lost a month to play games that I love, and enjoying my time in the Game Hobby Club…”


  I’ve never considered this before. Well, this is just a fictional story anyway. These are the contents that the readers have sought after, there’s nothing wrong with it.


  But, I am dating the school idol, this kind of situation is supposed to only exist in the world of light novels. I had to reconsider all of this.


  Should I continue like this?


  There’s no way for a date to last if it started with an error, it’s just too painful if you lack the determination.


  “Is it sincere for me to admit that I messed up and ask her to forget everything? No, no matter how you put it, taking back a confession is like the opposite of being sincere. But…”


  It’s the same situation when I rejected the invitation to be in the Game Club, choosing whether to give up my daily life for an unusual experience. Should I just act the same way as I have always had and reject-


  “Keita?”


  “!”


  I immediately turned my head around when I heard someone is calling me. Then, I saw a seaweed otaku looking at me weirdly, Chiaki Hoshinomori.


  She glanced at my face and what I am holding in my hand suspiciously.


  “Ehm, this is the first time I saw someone staring at romantic comedy light novel with such a serious look on his face..”


  “Eh? No, i-it’s nothing..”


  “Keita, did you just imagine yourself as the protagonist of that romantic comedy and then got disgustingly hurt because you don’t resemble him in the least bit at all?”


  “T-That's impossible!”


  I whistled as I put the novel back onto the bookshelves, Chiaki’s cold stare is stabbing my back right now, I have to change the topic quickly!


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


  “About you pretending to be the protagonist of romantic comedies.”


  “You’re lying! Why did you just have to keep bringing that up!? You are still as bad as the day I met you!”


  “How rude of you! I never mistreated anyone aside from Keita, especially when I’m in front of Uehara-kun. I’m always in my innocent mode when I see him!”


  “Isn’t that lying?”


  “Don’t take me as one of those tsundere girls that only tells the truth when I see you! It’s the exact opposite! I’m an innocent and honest girl all along, and I will only wear a tigress costume and act like one in front of you! Rawr!”


  “Why the hell are you wearing that? Take it off!”


  “You should be the one to take my costume off!”


  “No no no, you should take the initiative and-“
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 We heard a loud cough from the reception in the middle of our fight. Then, we realized how indecent this whole conservation is if the costume part is all the librarian had heard. We curled up and squatted down on the floor with our face as red as a tomato before silently apologizing to the librarian, even if she can’t see it. Wait, didn’t we just yell at each other? How coward are we?


  We were depressed, but then that made us calm enough to walk to the corner and begin proper conservation.


  “So, what’s going on? I can’t believe you wish to speak to me in person.”


  “Eh? Ehm, so, well…”


  Chiaki looked away from me with a blush on her face, why is she feeling embarrassed when she is the one who invited me?


  “What’s wrong? Oh, do you want to talk about how you should develop your game?”


  “N-No, i-it’s not about that. It’s about relationships…”


  “Ah, so is it about Tendou-san and me? Wait, why are you interested? You have nothing to do this…”


  “I DO!”


  “Woah!”


  Chiaki rushed in front of me. Her face is so close to mine that my heart is pounding quicker than before. N-No, wait! I will freak out even if someone was that close to my face no matter who he/she is. S-So, I am definitely not falling for Chiaki. Still, we blushed and distanced ourselves. Why is this so embarrassing?


  Chiaki cleared her throat, and then she went straight into the crux.


  “Keita, did you understand what all of this means to you?”


  “Eh? Of course, I’ve been there.”


  Even though I’m not sure what Chiaki is trying to say, but I don’t want her to tease at me. So I gave her a powerful glare while I nodded. Then, she mumbled to herself: “I guess so…” before continuing.


  “You know, you should treasure the kindness that Tendou-san gave you.”


  “Eh? It’s nothing, W-Well, of course, I appreciate her affectionateness towards me, b-but you don’t have to be that blunt.” (The pronunciation for “kindness” and “fondness” are the same in Japanese. Hence, the misunderstanding between them below.)


  It’s hard for me not to feel embarrassed when someone explicitly mentioned “fondness” even when this whole situation is a mess.


  For some reason, maybe it’s because she has nothing to do with the situation, Chiaki immediately switched to a more serious tone and replied.


  “No, no, no, you have to be clear in times like this to avoid misunderstandings. Keita, the only reason that Tendou-san accepted your confession is due to her kindness.”


  “Y-You don’t have to say that again! I know that this is out of her fondness!”


  She is just insulting me by now! Is this what she does to every couple?


  Just when I feel annoyed by this, Chiaki seems to have picked up my emotions and backed down.


  “Really? Well, I guess you will feel annoyed when someone keeps mentioning something that’s up in the air at this point. Sorry, my bad, maybe I’m a bit inconsiderate.”


  “N-No, it’s fine…”


  What’s with this girl? Oh, is she just trying to mess with me? Yeah, I guess so.


  I’m relieved. But then, somehow, Chiaki’s mood also lightens as she continued.


  “By the way, that was such a smart move from Tendou-san.”


  “Y-Yeah, I guess? Even though that was such a bold move.”


  “Thanks to her, the girl that took advantage of you are now pinned down. Man, that was an outstanding move. I almost fell for Tendou-san.


  Chiaki’s eyes are shining as she expressed her admiration towards Tendou-san. Well, I guess that’s fine with me. Wait!


  “The girl that took advantage of me are now pinned down?”


  What’s that supposed to mean? Just when I expressed my confusion, Chiaki’s face tightened up again suddenly.


  “Eh? Ahhhhh! I-It’s nothing. S-Sorry. K-Keita, even though I hated you, I won’t spray salt on your wound. You can trust me on that part!”


  “Oh. Ehm, but then why did you mention I was taken advantage of?”


  “T-Take it with a grain of salt! Ehm, as long as you enjoyed the relationship you were once in, everything’s fine! Yes! I don’t think I need to mention the bitter memories here! What does that have to do with the current situation anyway?! Aguri-san is an excellent girl! B-But, she isn’t your girlfriend! It’s good once you figured that out!”


  “Y-Yeah, but Aguri-san isn’t my girlfriend.”


  “Right! Keita, you made it very clear between you and her!”


  “Of course. Aguri-san isn’t my girlfriend at all.”


  “Yes! Hey, you can move on quickly!”


  “You are the one who’s moving quickly…”


  I mumbled at Chiaki whose giving me a thumb up while having her tongue out. Huh? Has she always act like this? No, my relationship with Chiaki kept changing from time to time, it’s too late to complain about it anyway.


  By the way, what are we even talking about? Isn’t the topic about me being taken advantage of by some girl? Ah, right. I guess we’re in this situation because both of us lost hope at ever being able to communicate with others properly. For example, I talk as fast as possible when we are discussing our favorite game because there is so much content, which ended up causing Chiaki not to understand what I’m trying to say at all.


  “Well, even though I hated Chiaki. She does care about me, albeit, in her way, I guess I’m the same. For now, the least I can do is appreciate her for doing this.”


  I made up my mind, then beamed a rare but bright smile at Chiaki.


  “Thank you, Chiaki. (even though I’m baffled by this)”


  “Eh? Ah, i-it’s nothing. You don’t need to thank me for anything…”


  For some reason, Chiaki blushed and started to fiddle her bangs nervously, just like when she is facing Uehara-kun.


  “Ehm, Keita, i-it’s not like I care about you. Crap, I sounded way too cute. I-I do care about you, but- Eww, I’m just hurting myself this way.”


  “C-Calm down, Chiaki.”


  Chiaki kept rolling her eyes, how should I put it? I do hate her, but after I discovered this side of her, I felt more natural speaking to her; perhaps it’s because she sounded a lot more human this way.


  She took a few deep breaths rapidly, looked at me in the eyes while still recovering from her blush.


  “Anyway, everything’s okay as long as you get it.”


  “Yes, I get it, I understand what you are saying completely.”


  “Please, don’t make your rival worry about you.”


  “Alright, alright, I will be more careful from now all. Sorry about that.”


  “You better do. Anyway, don’t you just waste Tendou-san’s kindness!”


  “O-Okay! Ehm, I won’t waste her fondness towards me!”


  I felt ashamed for mentioning the word “fondness” on myself, but I felt like this topic will never end if I don’t say it this way, so I had to play along with her. Huh, this is the first time that I saw Chiaki giving people suggestions about their relationships. Wait, I got to first base before she does, so shouldn’t I be the one who’s giving advice? Maybe I should be more caring for her, even though I am not totally sure what’s going on.


  “S-So, that’s all for today.”


  “Eh? A-Ah, okay. See you later. Thanks for everything, Chiaki!”


  “Huh? I-It’s fine!”


  Chiaki made a beeline out of the library after she said goodbye while I stare blankly at her back. I just realized something.


  “I didn’t talk about games with her this whole time…”


  Aren’t we both loners who play games only? Aren’t gaming the only thing we had in common?


  Well, I guess this doesn’t mean anything, that’s right.


  
*



  “Go off yourself, Amanocchi.”


  Aguri-san gave me a death glare while she is holding an unknown drink in her hand.


  “I’m sorry.”


  I quickly apologized as I sat in front of her.


  As usual, this is where Aguri-san and I hang out after school to chat.


  However, seemingly out of nowhere, Aguri-san just texted me abruptly and told me to be here when I’m almost home. So, I just rushed to this cheap restaurant, and I don’t know whether I should complain or casually pretends everything’s fine. To be honest, Aguri-san’s mood is way worse than she usually is.


  I didn’t order a drink. Instead, I just sat there with a stiff expression facing her. A gal with bright pink hair, wheat-colored skin, and perfect facial features, basically a beautiful girl. The type that shouldn’t have the slightest relation to an otaku like me. Incredibly, I don’t ever feel honored when I can hang out with her alone.


  The reason? I think I don’t need to explain if you knew how did we talk to each other before.


  After we fell silent for a while, I decided to try my best and engage in conversation with her.


  “Ehm, it’s a hot day isn’t it-“


  “Huh? What could be hotter than our boiling new couple? Unlike me, who is in the break-up stage with Tasuku, right?”


  “………….”


  I had to shut my mouth after that burn, don’t I have a girlfriend already? Why can’t I still talk properly to girls? Things got bad at this point; I think the best option when I’m up against a girl in a bad mood is to flee.


  However, it’s too late for that right now when I’m already seated. If I dare to stand up and leave, it’ll like turning my back to a starving bear. I have to face her even though this is tormenting.


  Facing the weird gal whose drink is a bizarre mixture of colors (I’m guessing she mixed a lot of stuff into it), I’m racking my brain to try and talk to her.


  “I-It’s true that this is the first date in my life, but there’s a lot that I don’t know. So, please don’t hesitate to guide me, I-I can take the insults!”


  “Ha! We have an innocent, loving couple right here, while I have made nearly no progress with my boyfriend for half a year. Then, I realized he is cheating behind me before I even get to say he treasures me. It’s an honor for a loser like me to give suggestions to the king of normies who scored a kill on the cutest girl in our school, right?!”


  “I’M SORRY!”


  I smacked my head on the table. Well, to be honest, I should take up some responsibility when I said I am supporting Aguri-san and Uehara-kun.


  Aguri-san’s temper finally cooled down. “Hey, that’s enough.” She gave me a bitter smile.


  “Sorry, Amanocchi. I’m just 20% kidding.”


  “That’s a low percentage if you ask me!”


  “For sure, I can’t be happy when I have confirmed that Tasuku is cheating…”


  “Y-You’re right. Ehm, but what do you mean by confirmed?


  “Right, I didn’t talk about this before. Well, I am observing Tasuku’s during your confession. Then…”


  Aguri-san than reported what did she see yesterday and her analysis. It’s confusing because she keeps beating around the bush. But, to put it simply, she felt that Uehara-kun would pay attention to the girl he’s cheating with when Tendou-san and Chiaki were present. However, Uehara-kun stared at Aguri-san instead.


  It seemed like a good ending, but then Aguri-san kept on theorizing. She insisted that the only reason that Uehara-kun is staring at his girlfriend while showing an embarrassed face is that if he is cheating with so many girls, rather than worrying about anyone in particular, he should pay attention to his girlfriend’s feelings. Only a sleazeball who flirt with girls will have a mindset like that.


  It’s skipping too many details if you ask me, but…


  “I had thought about that also! But, Tasuku wasn’t even looking at me directly. He was clearly scared, and I can’t think of any other reason aside from him cheating on me!”


  “T-That’s true…”


  Well, I accepted her explanation since it made a lot of sense, but partly it’s because she sounds scary.


  “It seems probable, the only reason for Uehara-kun to freak out when he made eye contact with her girlfriend is really…”


  I fell silent. Aguri-san then held her mysterious drink and let out a big sigh.


  “Man, I feel like everything’s going downhill ever since I met you, Amanocchi.”


  “Hey, that hurts!”


  “But, you are the reason that Tasuku started meeting with Karen Tendou and Chiaki Hoshinomori!”


  “Eh? But, it’s Uehara-kun who pushed me to interact with those two in the first place…”


  Wait, this means that Uehara-kun is really using me as his cover for cheating on his girlfriend. My mood falls as soon as the realization hits me.


  Aguri-san noticed my sudden mood change, she stared blankly at me then asked what’s wrong. I explained this to her, and she started to freak out.


  “Ah! But I think that Tasuku sees you as a real friend. T-That’s right!”


  “Really? I feel like it’s because I am useful to him only…”


  “N-No, i-it’s not like that. You are not the type that Tasuku would befriend anyway!”


  “Ouch.”


  “Ah! Oh, it’s not like that! I-It’s because if Tasuku befriended you even if he weren’t supposed to, this means that he treasures you as a real friend!”


  “But, I’m like the best option for him to cover his cheating…”


  “Huh? Well, maybe you’re right…”


  “…………”


  We fell silent again. It’s like Uehara-kun cheated on both of us.


  Then, Aguri-san slammed her hand on the table and yelled at me impatiently.


  “STOP THINKING NEGATIVELY!”


  “Like you were the one to talk!”


  “Y-You will be fine! You are a nice guy! You really are, Amanocchi! Tasuku really sees you as a real friend. Trust me!


  “Y-You are the same! You are the perfect girlfriend in my eyes! You are cute, charming, gentle, and dedicated to Uehara-kun only! That’s why he will put all of his heart of you! Please believe me!”


  We stared at each other with our eyes filled with a fury of determination. Then, we broke into laughter after a while.


  “Bruh, we should stop licking each other’s wounds. Well, as long as we are happy.”


  “Exactly. The world is cruel. It’s fine to do that when two losers are gathering.”


  “You just started dating the cutest girl in school yesterday, and yet you call yourself a loser!? You deserve to die!”


  “Well, it’s true…”


  I let out a sigh, then talked about what I went through today, which seemed to have gained Aguri-san’s pity.


  “Yeah, it makes sense, perhaps you can’t match Karen Tendou at all.”


  “By the way, did you face something like you when you first started dating Uehara-kun?”


  “Yeah, but it’s really among my friends only while you are under the eyes of the entire school. However, I guess it’s not that special when you see two strangers started dating each other even though it’s a beauty and a beast.”


  “Yeah, it’s special to have Tendou-san as my girlfriend…”


  “Hey, beauty isn’t the only reason why people are going after Karen Tendou.”


  Then, she took a sip of the mysterious drink.


  “Yikes!”


  “You didn’t realize that until now!?”


  “Y-Yeah, I can’t even taste it earlier. It’s scary to see what love can do to you.”


  “E-Exactly…”


  She could have eaten the spiciest dish in the world with that ability.


  Aguri-san took a deep breath and chugged the drink. Then, she rushed to the drink corner and poured two glasses of oolong tea. She even got one for me.


  We took a sip, then let out a huge sigh again.


  “So?” Aguri-san asked me.


  “What are you going to do, Amanocchi? Do you want to stop dating Karen Tendou?”


  “W-Well…”


  I don’t know the answer. But then, Aguri-san continued.


  “To you, this relationship started with a mistake, Tendou-san likes Tasuku, and you interpreted her accepting your confession as a cover of them cheating, right?”


  “Should I be sincere and just clear the misunderstanding then break up with her?”


  I went straight into the core issue.


  Then, Aguri-san laid her back on the sofa, holding her oolong and took a sip before replying.


  “Who knows? I never encountered this situation before. I don’t know what I shall do either.”


  ‘’Y-Yeah…”


  That’s right! By the way, no one in this world can mess up as badly as I do anyway. Man, why am I expecting someone to give me a solution?


  I fell silent again, Aguri-san continued mumbling.


  “But, I don’t think it’s sincere for you to break up with her.”


  “Eh? W-What do you mean?”


  I felt like she mentioned something important, so I immediately asked her.


  Then, Aguri-san just said, “Who knows?” and shook her hand unreasonably.


  “This is just a thought appeared in my head. I can’t explain it to you clearly. You might get a different answer if you asked me 10 minutes later.


  “That’s irresponsible…”


  “Hey, I am not responsible for your relationship! You can discuss that with me, but are you going to let someone decide something so important to you?”


  “!”


  My heart skipped a beat. Right, what did I expect? I shouldn’t put all my burden on Aguri-san.


  I looked her in the eyes and gave her a sincere bow.


  “I’m sorry, please pretend you didn’t hear any of that.”


  “Good, that’s a pass.”


  We smiled at each other.


  After that, we chatted with each other for a while. Ten minutes later, we said goodbye to each other with a satisfied heart before going home.


  After I went back, I started playing against my little brother in fighting games to kill time before dinner.


  I emptied my mind and focused on gaming.


  I kept on losing, losing, and losing again, for nearly an hour.


  “I think I got it.”


  “What’s going on, bro?”


  “Eh? It’s nothing. Everything’s okay. I won’t lose next time!”


  “Ha, big talk from the guy who lost seven times in a row.”


  “Shut your mouth and play!”


  That’s strange, even though it’s just a gaming session with my brother, but I somehow managed to decide what I should do with Tendou-san.


  Karen Tendou


  “Amano-kun is asking me to meet him…after school?”


  I shockingly replied, and Hoshinomori-san, who is walking next to me, nodded her head nervously.


  In the morning, on the second floor of the high school. Hoshinomori-san wanted to talk to me abruptly. To avoid attention, I left the classroom with her, and then we headed to somewhere quiet. While it’s good to know that we can talk in peace…


  My heart skipped a beat because what Hoshinomori-san said was too surprising. Being the introvert, she fiddled with the tip of her hair with a finger, and stiffly replied.


  “Y-Y-Y-Y-Yes. Ehm, Keita said he doesn’t know how to contact you, so he sent me a message and asked me to tell you.”


  “A-Alright. It’s inconvenient for him to show up right now, after all.”


  I still remembered his pale face when I accidentally bumped into him yesterday.


  A tinge of pain surrounded my chest. I continued so that I can cover that up.


  “So, what does Amano-kun wish to speak to me…”


  “Ehm, I’m not sure about that part. Ehm, but I guess it’s related to you two dating?”


  “Y-Yeah, I guess so.”


  I replied with an uneasy tone. It’s been two days since we announced that we are dating. There’s a lot we wanted to talk about, but I used not knowing his contacts and me being busy as an excuse and avoided speaking to him.


  There are two reasons. The first one, maybe he saw that I am too embarrassed as well. My face will become as red as a tomato if I am talking to him about our date. Like right now, I can feel my cheeks are heating up when I think about him. I’m quite sure about this.


  Another reason is…


  “Does Amano-kun wish to break up with me?”


  “W-What? Ehm, Why did you ask that?


  “Ah, it’s nothing…”


  Hoshinomori-san tilted her head to express her confusion, to which I immediately looked away from her.


  I have been suspecting, did Amano-kun confess to me out of some kind of mistake?


  “After all, this is too weird. Why is Amano-kun interested in…”


  Ehm, let’s take a hundred steps back, forget my reply for a second. I heard what did the owner of the bar on the street say to greet his customers earlier, and that just become stuck in my head; then, there’s also Mizumi-kun’s suggestion. Well, even though I replied stupidly due to numerous reasons, but I meant that when I said it. *Cough* Ugh! My feelings are not important, anyway!


  The problem is with Amano-kun, he confessed to me in front of everyone, something just seems off.


  “To be honest, I feel like it made more sense if he simply messed up. Also…”


  I took a glance at Hoshinomori-san, she is very nervous and walking stiffly beside me. To be honest, she is cute and quite similar to Amano-kun in this aspect.


  “I feel like, she suits Amano-kun far more than I do.”


  I stared at her restlessly, and she squeezed a soft smile towards me despite being nervous and all. I have no idea what she is thinking.


  “E-Ehm, it’s okay, Tendou-san! I feel like Amano-kun has already understood how you feel! That’s right!”


  “Ehhhhh?!”


  A-Amano-kun understands how I feel? D-Does that mean…


  I can feel my face is flaring up. So, I looked away from Hoshinomori-san before clearing my throat. Then, I walked ahead of her to prevent her from seeing my face. I’m ending the discussion.


  “A-Alright, I will meet him after school…”


  “He suggested meeting at the game shop. Keita said you knew which one…”


  “Yeah, that’s right. There’s only one game shop we know.”


  That was where I met Amano-kun for the first time. To be honest, I looked down on him at that time, so I started talking to him with the shallowness of “Karen Tendou.” A tinge of bitterness appeared in my heart when I think about that place.


  “Ah, you knew where to go, that’s great. Ehm, he said because you will be in the Game Club after school, so he wanted to know if 5:30 PM will do…”


  “Fine by me. Excellent timing.”


  “Ah, then I will reply to him. By the way, shouldn’t I tell you how to contact him?”


  “Thanks…but you don’t need to.”


  Although that should be more efficient, I feel like I shouldn’t ask her for Amano-kun’s contacts.


  Hoshinomori-san doesn’t seem to mind, though, and just replied, “Alright.” Then, she continued.


  “Also, Keita mentioned the reason why he picked the game shop is that he doesn’t want everyone to stare at him; he wanted to talk to you alone.”


  “…Really? Talk to me alone…”


  I felt more solid after hearing what she said.


  “It’s Amano-kun after all…”


  I feel like I know him quite well, even though we first met each other not long ago.


  I realized what Amano-kun wanted to say to me, and then I looked back at Hoshinomori-san.


  “I understand. I will talk to him alone after school about our date.”


  “Yes, that’s the right thing to do!”


  I’m not sure if Hoshinomori-san understands the situation or not. For me, her innocent smile is so charming.


  After the Club activity is over, I rushed to the game shop.


  Usually, this is the time for rejecting confessions aside from the one during lunch break. However, maybe it’s because they wanted to observe the situation, no one showed up anymore after I announced that I’m dating Amano-kun.


  “Well, in a sense, this is also the time for rejecting confessions…”


  Is this the revenge for turning down all the boys earlier? I dashed forward as this pops up in my head.


  There’s still some time, but I’m already so anxious about this. In a way, I’m more nervous than I was during lunch break. I am conscious of what’s going to happen, but the feeling of being rejected is just eroding my heart.


  “Why…I am supposed to be conscious of all this, why does my chest hurt so badly?”


  I can manage myself pretty well in the past. This is something that is never supposed to happen on Karen Tendou. I should be able to tame down the nervousness in my heart with the experience I had from all the e-Sports tournaments I joined. But then…why am I freaking out here?


  “Phew…”


  Together with the stifling hot of the summer, I am running out of breaths and sweating. This is weird. I am not supposed to be like this. This isn’t Karen Tendou.


  “No, stay calm. I don’t want Amano-kun to see me freaking out.”


  After I arrived at the game shop, I took out the portable mirror from my pocket and started to fiddle my bangs. However, it just won’t behave liked it used to be every morning, no matter what I do. I feel like I’m not as cute as before. Are people too hyped up for me? Am I just overestimating myself? Maybe the reason why people stopped confessing to me has nothing to do with Amano-kun, but it’s because I’m less attractive than I used to be.


  I’ve never doubted myself this hard before; it’s like I am not myself anymore. I don’t know I had such a feeble side!


  “…………”


  After a while, even if I am finished with my bangs and stopped sweating, I don’t think I can take a step forward anymore.


  The bugs are calling, the heat is radiating from the asphalt road, and the dirty cars are flashing across the empty highway. I can smell the pungent exhaust gas along the way.


  It’s almost time for the meeting. But, I don’t want to walk towards to the game shop. I’m scared.


  “I’m…scared?”


  I froze from my emotion. At the same time, I feel like my trust for myself finally disintegrated utterly.


  “I feel that…I feel that…I can no longer face Amano-kun anymore-“


  “Hey, Tendou-san?”


  “!”


  I’m frightened by the sound calling for me. I should be surprised, why am I panicking right now? That was the voice the boy I loved…the voice of Amano-kun. Why am I…why am I…


  I can hear the footsteps are approaching me from behind.


  “Tendou-san? What’s wrong? Why are you bending down there? Are you not feeling well-“


  “I’M FINE!”


  “!”


  I screamed to the point where I freaked out of my voice. Luckily, no one is around, but the noise of Amano-kun’s footsteps suddenly paused seemingly out of sheer shock.


  I wanted to cover this up, and I started twisting my tongue to try and make words.


  “No-it’s fine. I’m not…sick. Don’t mind me. But, ehm, the thing is…”


  “…Tendou-san?”


  Amano-kun seems to be trying to go around to see my face. My shoulders are shivering, and I turned my back to him once again. His footsteps paused again, and there’s no excuse this time. At this point, I’m acting like I am repulsing him.


  Even so, Amano-kun asked me with his gentle voice, but this time he sounded a bit worried.


  “Tendou-san…do you hate me?”


  “N-No! It’s not that! It’s not like that…”


  “But then, why won’t you turn back to me?”


  “That’s because…y-you are the same!”


  “What?”


  “You wanted to break up with me, right?”


  “…………”


  Amano-kun fell silent. No, I didn’t mean to say anything like this, but I…I just can’t control myself anymore.


  I didn’t even bother to wait for his reply, and I continued blasting.


  “I-It’s okay. I understand. Amano-kun, these two days must be like hell for you, right? I knew it when I see your pale face earlier.”


  “That’s because…”


  “It’s alright! I knew this about myself. I used to turn down a lot of people. It must be rough for you to go out on a date with me, right? To put it this way, you are suffering from attention far more than I do. I-It’s natural for you to reject it. I understand.


  “Well…”


  “That’s enough. You don’t have to say anything anymore. You want to break up with me, right? Sure thing. Yes. You don’t need to mind my reply. Well, m-my reply i-is sincere, b-but I was caught up in the moment too, so it doesn’t mean anything. You don’t have to take it seriously.”


  No, no, no! That’s not what I wanted to say at all. Why are you distancing yourself away from him when you don’t mean that at all. You are actually…actually…


  My tears are already forming on my eyes. No, I can’t break down right now. I restrained myself with the rational part of my brain that is about to collapse.


  “………….”


  Amano-kun wanted to go around and see my facial expression once again. I looked at the ground out of the sheer fear. His shoes appeared in front of my eyes. It’s neither modest nor dirty, the size is too small for him, and it wasn’t something expensive, but it fits perfectly with his style.


  Amano-kun’s feet are shaking slightly from his anxiety, but he still managed to say his word.


  “Um, firstly, I’m glad.”


  “…Glad to know what?”


  “Ah, I mean, at least you don’t seem to hate me or anything. I’m glad to know that.”


  “O-Of course, how could I possibly hate you?”


  “T-Thank you.”


  His feet are shivering once again; maybe it’s because he is embarrassed? It’s effortless to guess how he feels, which is why I love-


  Just when I’m thinking about all this-


  “With that said, Tendou-san, I sincerely ask you for something imposing…”


  After he said that, his legs stopped shivering and are now firmly in place. Then, I realized…


  “Ahhhhh, here it comes.”


  When you have to face reality, the horror you once had will die down. It’s like when you are on the guillotine waiting for execution, no point of struggling anymore. All I wish right now is that I won’t break into tears.


  I made up my mind and raised my head.


  Then, I can finally see Amano-kun’s face, bathed in the sunset. His face…


  -is decorated with an innocent and shy smile.


  “Um, if you don’t mind, can you please go out on a date with me?”


  “-Huh?”


  I tilted my head dumbfoundedly, what did he just say to me?


  Amano-kun seemingly felt uneasy with my response and promptly continued.


  “Ah, no, I mean, we can go whenever you are free. You can go anywhere and do whatever you wish. I can do anything for you, it’s fine!”


  “Um…what is…happening right now?”


  “Eh? What else is happening? I wanted to ask you to go out for a date with me…”


  “I-I understand, but why did you pick me…”


  “Oh? W-well, i-it’s because…”


  Amano-kun scratched his slightly blushed cheeks, and then sheepishly and embarrassingly said,


  “We started dating each other, right?”


  “──────”


  My eyes bulged slightly. I can’t believe this. After all, this means that…


  While I am still baffled by the situation, Amano-kun kept his smile on his face.


  “Well, you are right, this relationship is going to be rough for me, I don’t like people noticing me, and someone may even mess with us explicitly.”


  “Yeah…”


  “Moreover, Uehara-Um, I mean, I’m guaranteed to lose when I’m up against him. He is way out of my league when it comes to the high school food chain. The odds are definitely not in my favor…”


  “Him?”


  I was confused at what Amano-kun just told me, but then he continued so I can’t interrupt.


  For the first time, Amano-kun looked at me directly with his eyes.


  With a smile, he told his decision to me firmly.


  “But even if that’s the case, I don’t think it’s right for gamers to disconnect before the winner is clear.”


  “Disconnect…”


  I immediately knew that he is talking about MMOs. Also, I understand what he is trying to compare that with…


  I can see my reflection clearly in his eyes; they seem embarrassed but have the same determination when he rejected my invitation to the Game Club. Suddenly-


  “Ah…”


  -I realized it now. I finally realized what I’ve been feeling now.


  “I can’t take it anymore! I’m crazily in love with this person!”


  And this person has just announced that: he wishes to keep dating me.


  …………


  …………!
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 “…Aw.”


  “Tendou-san?”


  This was one hell of a rollercoaster ride. It’s like I never felt depressed at all; I am just so happy and excited. No! Wait! My heart is blooming right now! C-Crap! I won’t be able to hold back anymore if this continues!


  I abruptly turned away from Amano-kun, and then tried my absolute best to face him with what little rationality I have left.


  “Y-Yes! Let's go out! Yes! You are right! We should go out if we are dating! Man, I was supposed to stay home and hone my gaming skills during the holidays, b-but it’s my responsibility to go out with you if we are dating! I-It’s not like I have a choice!”


  “Your responsibility….you don’t have a choice….”


  No! Wait! Amano-kun seems depressed right now! No! T-That’s not what I meant! But….sorry, Amano-kun! I feel like I can’t hold my feelings back anymore if I take a step towards you! I will go insane if I get any closer to you!


  Amano-kun seemingly understood how I am feeling right now. Although he smiled bitterly for a while, he switched back to a serious face and bow down to me sincerely.


  “Um, well, it’s a bit late to say this. I am a newbie at this, but I still wish to maintain a long and loving relationship with you.”


  “Eh? Oh! No! It’s fine! How polite of you, I-I also wish for a long relationship-“


  I felt like I did my part, so I bowed down sincerely…


  Right, now that we got that out of the way, I need to-


  I quickly raised my head, pointed at Amano-kun forcefully, and yelled at him!


  “S-Still, you’d better not go overboard! There are steps when it comes to relationships! That’s right!”


  It’s more like; I won’t be able to withstand your attack if you are leveling up too quickly! Yes!


  Amano-kun doesn’t seem to realize what I’m thinking, and he nervously straightened his back.


  “Y-You are right! Yes, I will remember it with my heart! I will remind myself not to go overboard every day! I-I won’t think highly of myself just because I’m dating you! I-I swear to the God of Gaming!”


  “Y-Yes! That’s appropriate, yep. (That’s too much of you!)”


  I raised my arm and nodded at him, satisfied. Then, I quickly said farewell to him with a chic look on my face.


  “T-Then, we will disband for today!”


  “Yes, sir! Stay safe, Tendou-san!”


  Amano-kun is even saluting me! Well…


  “Y-You as well!”


  I don’t know how I should even reply, so I did the same thing. Wait! Something’s not right! This is different than the relationship I had in mind! I am his girlfriend, not his general! But then, it’s not like I can ask him to change his tone or anything because…


  “I CAN’T HOLD BACK ANYMORE IF HE GETS ANY CLOSER TO MEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”


  I walked forward as Amano-kun said goodbye to me. But then, halfway through, I just can’t take it anymore and started dashing aimlessly towards the sunset. W-What the hell am I doing?


  W-Well,


  To summarize-


  I, Karen Tendou, has begun dating with Keita Amano today, once again.


  Chapter 2: Keita Amano and Karen Tendou’s Best Entertainment


  “Uehara-kun, please teach me what I should do when I’m on a date!”


  “You don’t have a plan at all!?”


  After I explained how I started dating Tendou-san, Uehara-kun stood up abruptly from the bench and yelled at me. I can hear the sound of liquid shaking vigorously in his can of coffee.


  Uehara-kun scratched all over his hair impatiently before sitting back next to me. Meanwhile, I was just sipping my box of bland vegetable juice and stared blankly at the scenery.


  The park after school was shaded with the orange sunset. It was filled with housewives carrying their goods and students that are chatting with each other. There’s even a group of boys chasing each other In the central plaza. Then, next to the fountain, intimate couples from Otobuki and Hekiyou (Note: The name of the high school in Student Council’s Discretion) are flirting with each other.


  Within this peaceful aura, two tired high school students are sitting on a rarely visited bench under the tree at a corner of the park.


  Uehara-kun is playing with his canned coffee, throwing it from one hand to another, and let out a big sigh towards me.


  “I’m here because you said you wanted to discuss something about Tendou-san in peace, and then you are asking me about your date? I thought you were determined to break up with her based on what you said earlier.”


  “Eh? You wanted me to break up with her, Uehara-kun?”


  “Not at all, how did you get that conclusion?”


  “Ah…no…it’s nothing. Forget about it.”


  “Really? Well, I’m fine with that.”


  Uehara-kun seems to be able to tell something is off, but he doesn’t particularly care. So, he took another sip of his coffee while I put my hand on my chest, feeling relieved.


  “I still don’t understand what’s going on between him and Tendou-san, though.”


  Different from Aguri-san, I am not that confident with my theory. After all, Uehara-kun and Tendou-san are friendly people that I respect. I don’t think that they came up with the cruel idea of using-me-as-a-cover. However, I think that’s why they are 100% in sync with each other.


  In conclusion, while I am still suspicious about the relationship between them. There’s no way for me and my poor communication skills to prove this. For now, all I can do is to maintain the status quo with them.


  Tendou-san is the girl that I deeply admire and respect.


  Uehara-kun is the most trustworthy friend I can find.


  That’s why, while I still can’t get the idea that they are secretly dating off my head, I still think that I can trust Uehara-kun and ask him for advice regarding my date with Tendou-san.


  I glanced at Uehara-kun’s face. He seemed pretty tired lately and was blaming me for everything. But then, he gradually switched to a serious tone and engaged in the discussion.


  “Why are you asking me? I’m not that experienced, you know. Aguri is the only girlfriend I ever have.”


  “But you dated with her for half a year, you should have at least went out with her, right?”


  “Yeah, but…”


  Uehara-kun scratched the back of his head, a bit embarrassed.


  “I might have said this before, Aguri and I were like friends. Even if we go out on a date, it’s not like what you see on TV or in movies, we would often call our friends as well.”


  “Wow, that’s totally a normie thing to do.”


  “Why do you hate normies so much? Don’t just treat boys and girls who play together as villains!”


  “I didn’t treat them as villains. Uehara-kun, but you should be careful when you guys are heading to a beach with sharks during times like Friday the 13th.”


  “What are you worrying about? It’s not like I will get murdered or anything. You are dead wrong if you think that all normies will end up badly!”


  “This world doesn’t make the least bit of sense to me at all…”


  “This still makes more sense than a world where you will be sawed or eaten by sharks for having a good time!”


  “If I am dating the legendary Tendou-san, I need to have a more dramatic backstory like being an otaku that is bullied by Uehara-kun to maintain perfect balance. As all things should be.”


  “You know you don’t need to perfectly balance your fortune and misfortune. Why does half of your view towards reality is coming from fictional stories? That’s a whole new level of edginess!”


  I beamed a charming smile at Uehara-kun.


  “A common highschool boy got in a word with a cute girl, and then develops into a relationship…”


  “Damn, you are really like a protagonist from romantic comedies!”


  “That’s what I’m saying. As long as I deal with every threat facing Tendou-san and me carefully, I feel like this relationship can last forever!”


  I expressed my thoughts with a serious look on my face. “Y-Yeah…” Uehara-kun seemed to have backed down slightly.


  “Um, w-with that said, I guess this is still a peaceful romantic comedy after all. There shouldn’t be any place for a Jason, right?”


  “…Uehara-kun, do you have any last words for Aguri-san?”


  “Dude, if you don’t want to die, don’t throw me a certain-death setting. Even though this is just a romantic comedy, I feel like characters like BFFs are in danger, they are usually the first ones to be sacrificed in a disaster to dramatize the boring plot!”


  “Relax! You are immortal, Uehara-kun! You are such a strong and gentle character! You will never die unexpectedly!”


  “You really wanted me to die!”


  “Um, but in reality, you are not the same as me. You don’t really care about the plot. Right? That’s fine, you can keep on hiking with Aguri-san and your friends.”


  “Hmm, now that you are mentioning it, I’m starting to feel scared! I can imagine that a first-person camera angle popped out from nowhere and started creeping towards Augri and me when we are having our intimate moment. Crap, it’s all your fault. Amano-“


  “W-What should I do, Uehara-kun? I feel so proud of myself that I think I will really die when I’m going out with Tendou-san! At this point, I think I’m in a storyline where I am actually in a deep coma, and everything was supposed to be a dream! Things are just going too good for me!”


  “Get a hold on your self-imagined suffering. Jeez, that’s really enough. How about you actually start thinking about the date instead of trash-talking?”


  “Y-You’re right. Even if I am going to die, I am willing to as long as I get to save Tendou-san.”


  “W-Well, as long as you are happy with it.”


  After the bullshitting is over, Uehara-kun looked at the couple next to the fountain again.


  “Anyway, I’ve never gone on a serious date with Aguri. The closest thing we had was going to the arcade and going home together as we’ve always done before.”


  “Well…I feel like I don’t have a word at this, but is that really what you want?”


  This is an arrogant question, but I felt terrible for Aguri-san. I am prepared to be scolded by Uehara-kun. Incredibly, he gave me a gentle smile instead of getting angry.


  “Yeah…I guess I’m disappointing her, you’re right. However, I really enjoyed the times where we can walk home together.”


  “So, when you two are busy or don’t have time to play together, you just make up by walking her home?”


  Uehara-kun laughed at my question.


  “Hey, it’s a blessing when you can chat happily with a girl you love all alone.”


  “You’ll feel happy even when all you do is chatting…?”


  Uehara-kun seems to be hurt by the intimate couples surrounding the fountain. Well, even though I felt bad for him, I still think that he is just trying to make up with chatting.”


  “Perhaps this is because I played a lot of games, but I feel like being able to participate in an entertaining event together with your loved ones is happier than simply being together.”


  Somehow, I started thinking about my little brother. He’s close to me because we are in the same family, but I think I will enjoy my time with him more if I played games with him instead of just hanging out aimlessly.


  Will the same thing occurs if it’s between Tendou-san and me?


  “Even so-“ I guess Uehara-kun can sense my confusion, he gave me a slightly bitter smile before continuing.


  “Well, I think you need to plan your first date properly if you wish to close the distance with her.”


  “That’s true. Like I’ve said before, I was the one who invited Tendou-san.”


  “Yeah, that’s the point. Hey, you can sometimes act like a man in weird situations.”


  “Eh? D-Do I? I am feeling quite embarrassed when you praised me-“


  “You seem calm, but you would often ignore the consequence and went straight into it. You pretend to be gentle, but you are actually an asshole who prioritize emotion more than anything else…”


  “You weren’t praising me at all!”


  “Hey, your analysis is correct. However, you failed at the critical dating part; you weren’t supposed to come here wholly unprepared even if you wanted to discuss it with a friend. Like, dude, I can’t give you anything if you don’t even have a script.”


  Uehara-kun sat on the bench and acted like some kind of a producer or director. He does have a point, though, so I just brought my knee caps together sheepishly.


  “I’m sorry. Well…I have considered this before, but instead of me giving useless ideas, can Master Uehara give me a start boost first?”


  “What the hell? You are asking someone to help with your own date, are you serious, kid?”


  “Calling me a kid...Ah, no, you’re right, I’m sorry. Well, this is embarrassing, but please allow me to give you a presentation on my shallow plan for my date.”


  “That’s a good start. Alright, you will most likely feel ashamed for the first time. It’s okay, though. Allow Uehara Senpai to guide you with his half-year experience.”


  “Alright, then I’m starting, Master.”


  “Let’s go.”


  Uehara-kun feels quite satisfied with playing the role of a producer, he started to become more self-centered, while I am trying my best to present my dating plan, sheepishly.


  “Well, we are not suited to do what ordinary couples would, so things like watching movies, taking a walk at the park, and shopping is out the question. I don’t feel like things will go well if we chose to do that anyway.”


  Uehara-kun’s eyes bulged slightly, he seems to have forgotten his role as producer and replied to me.


  “Hey, you are quite smart, you know. That’s right, while those are pretty solid, you shouldn’t force Tendou to do so if neither of you is interested. With that said, you are not just going to take Tendou to the arcade to hang out, right?”


  “Yeah, I understand. That was too shabby. However, I think that gaming is the only thing that both of us are interested in. So…”


  “Woah, Woah, Woah…” Uehara-kun suddenly stood up just when I am finishing that sentence, he then looked at me, worriedly.


  “You are not thinking of bringing her to your home for your first date rig-“


  “So that is why I wanted to bring Tendou-san to the multi-entertainment complex “Around 1” located in the next town, to try and have a good time with her. Is that good enough…?”


  “…………”


  Uehara-kun held the can with both of his hands and looked down, is my plan so terrible that he can’t even give me any feedback? I-I guess so, it’s too simple to call it a date when all you do is bringing the girl to an entertainment complex…


  Just when I wanted to scrap the idea-


  Suddenly, Uehara-kun chugged all the remaining coffee down his throat. Then, he left his can on the bench and then turned around to grab my shoulder with both of his hands, accompanied by a serious look on his face.


  “Not bad, kid! No, Amano! There’s nothing that I can teach you anymore!”


  “Master isn’t that too fast for graduation!?”


  “Damn, I can’t believe you thought of going to Around 1, even I haven’t been there with Aguri yet! You are a wizard, Amano! The king of normies chosen by God himself! This is a perfect plan for the date!”


  “Somehow, I feel more worried when you praise me like that!”


  While it is good that Uehara-kun praised me, but now that I’m thinking of it, suspicion soon clogged my brain. “Even though Uehara-kun is handsome, does his mindset not resemble that of a normie at all?” Right, Uehara-kun is a serious and hard working guy deep down. Considering that he made virtually no progress with his girlfriend for half a year, maybe he is as old-fashioned as an 84-year-old.


  He gave me a refreshing smile and moved his hand towards me.


  “Have fun, Amano! Your plan is perfect!”


  “Eh? Y-Yes, thank you…”


  I gave him a reluctant smile and grabbed his hand. Then, he started to shake them vigorously.


  ………….


  “…Everything will be fine, right? It’s my first date…”


  It was not until today that I realized, sometimes you will feel more insecure when your friend cheers you on like that.


  
*



  It is all the way on a Sunday before the summer holiday when Tendou-san and I are actually free.


  “Phew…”


  I walked off from the bus and arrived at the station where we are supposed to meet. I looked at the clear blue sky above and let out a sigh.


  “Wow, I can’t believe it didn’t rain, is this Tendou-san’s power?


  To be honest, I, Keita Amano, is your typical “Ame Otoko” [Note: Rain man, the opposite of “Hareonna,” which means sunny girl, like Hodaka and Hina from Weathering With You.] While most people think that it’s just imagination or something like Murphy’s Law where you can remember bad memories more clearly. However, I still feel like it’s more likely to rain when I head out.


  I became lost in thoughts as I walked from the bus sign to the station.


  “This has to do with me keep praying for rain so that the baseball practice can be canceled in junior high.”


  It seems ridiculous, but I believed in it nonetheless.


  Even though it’s not a realistic explanation, people will feel relieved as long as there is evidence that seems to convince them. I guess it’s like being superstitious, rather than accepting the unreasonable amount of rain in my life, I keep praying for rain in the past is somehow a convincing reason for me to give up and take the fate.


  Also, this would make sense in another meaning.


  I walked into the station with air-conditioning while holding my shoulder bag tightly.


  “Perhaps, what I’m doing right now is looking for evidence for me to date Tendou-san…”


  Just like the explanation I had for myself for being an Ame Otoko, while I am both honored and blessed to have Tendou-san as my girlfriend, but I will feel insecure when I can’t find the reason of her dating me. I even tried to buy the self-abased idea of her using me as a cover to cheat with Uehara-kun. In a way, this is a less depression conclusion.


  “But…today, I won’t be the same anymore!”


  I raised my head and then marched forward with burning determination.


  This is the reason why I am asking Tendou-san for a date, even if I usually wouldn’t do this at all.


  There’s just not enough “evidence” for us to become a couple.


  However, even if things aren’t in my favor, once the red string of fate is pulled, this will be a proud moment that I will treasure forever. Just because I am seemingly losing doesn’t mean that I should disconnect early on, I will never do that!


  Also, if I decided to give in everything, I have to enjoy the experience and try my absolute best to win.


  So, the first step for that is to create evidence for us. Even if I am clumsy, inexperienced, and is straight-up a lonely Passerby A, the least that I could do is try my best to make the girl like me, right?


  I arrived at the giant clock tower where we are meeting, then I grabbed my phone and checked the time. 9 AM. 1 hour earlier than when we are supposed to meet.


  “Anyway, I can’t make Tendou-san feel ashamed! The first thing I can do is to arrive before she does, she could have come 5 minutes earlier, I do feel like it’s normal for her to arrive 15 minutes earlier, no, even 30 minutes is not out of the realm. I have to reach at the destination before she does and show my sincerity-“


  Just when I’m about to approach to the place while snickering-


  “Amano-kun? Wow, you sure do come early.”


  “………..”


  My whole body immediately curled up upon hearing the familiar voice. After I raised my head stiffly, I saw a cute, blonde girl with a gentle smile, wearing a pure women shirt. My girlfriend.


  I can feel that my face is clamping, but I greeted her nonetheless.


  “G-Good morning, Tendou-san.”


  “Yeah, good morning…*cough* It’s a nice day, isn’t it…”


  Tendou-san somehow started off with the standard galactic opening remarks, I threw her a question before she could continue.


  “Um…we decided to meet here at 10AM, right?”


  “Hm? Yeah, you are right.”


  “It’s 9 AM now, right?”


  “Yup. 8:58 AM to be precise.”


  “Um…if that’s the case, when did you arrive here, Tendou-san?”


  “Eh? Me? Um, if I remembered correctly…”


  Tendou-san put her finger on her lips, her beautiful blonde hair is reflecting the sunlight beaming down from the window of the station. Then, she replied to me with a heavenly smile.


  “I think I arrived here at 7:57 AM.”


  “Oh, well, uh…”


  You’ve got to be kidding me, she arrived here 2 hours earlier.


  I stared at the sky blankly, should I just go commit die?


  “Amano-kun? What’s wrong? By the way, you are really early today. That caught me off-guard! I knew that you are a serious person!”


  “…………”


  “A-Amano-kun?”


  Under the clear skies, I am hearing the heavenly voice of the cutest girl in the school. At the same time, I re-verified the fact of “I am now dating Miss Karen Tendou,” the tears of joy are already forming in my eyes.


  
*



  We arrived after a 30-minute bus ride.


  “Wow, it’s more spectacular than I’ve ever imagined.”


  “You’re right…”


  After we walked down from the car park, Tendou-san and I just stood there and admired the grandness of the entertainment complex like we first visited Tokyo as we exchanged our thoughts.


  Although everyone that got off from the bus glanced at Tendou-san for a while, then they soon turned their eyes to the complex.


  “W-Well, let’s go!”


  “S-Sure, right.”


  Tendou-san and I responded to each other stiffly as we walked forward shoulder to shoulder, we even left a subtle distance apart from each other.


  “H-How did I manage my distance when I’m walking with Uehara-kun or my family?”


  I’m so nervous that I began to forget basic things like this. I quickly glanced at Tendou-san, she seems a bit restless as well. In situations like this, I should be the one who takes up arms and…well, I don’t even know what I should do.


  “If we are in a romantic comedy, I need to hold her hands bravely…but there is just too much distance between us, there’s no way I can pull that off…”


  Sigh, I’m not sure if we count as a couple now that I’m thinking about that.


  Actually, during the bus ride, we were so shy that we can’t even pick our seats correctly, I ended up sitting behind her, causing the majority of the bus ride to be silent.


  “Man, now that I’m here, maybe I should’ve heard Uehara-kun’s advice. Is it better to act in a group instead of going alone for the first date? But then, I thought about who I pick…


  Immediately, the image of a seaweed-haired girl – my rival, the guy who is highly suspected of cheating, and the competitive gal who doesn’t want to lose to the rest of the females in the gang popped up in my brain. This group…


  “T-This feels different, it’s not what I’ve imagined for a normie tour!”


  This is a group that is destined for eternal conflict, far off from the harmonious normie group I imagined. Ugh! My interpersonal relationships are all messed up!


  “Amano-kun? What’s wrong?”


  Just when I am mumbling to myself, Tendou-san spoke to me in a worrying tone.


  “Ah, i-it’s nothing. I am just thinking, although I’m not a loner anymore, my friendships are still all messed up, and the more I think about it, the more confused I became.”


  “Friendship? Oh, do you mean the Game Hobby Club?”


  “Eh? Well, I guess it’s similar to that.”


  If we are looking for precision here, I had to count Aguri-san in as well.


  Suddenly, Tendou-san gave me a mischievous grin.


  “Ohhhhh, if you ever feel regret for joining the Hobby Club, the Game Club is always here for you, Amano-kun.”


  Tendou-san then moved her head towards me. Oh my, that’s so cute. No! Wait!


  I gave her my reply while I am shaking my head and smiling bitterly.


  “F-Forgive me. Really, that’s unkind of you.”


  “Haha, but I am quite serious, though.”


  “It’s true, b-but you know how much I sucked at games, right?”


  “Well, I will absolutely teach you.”


  “……………………………Um, sorry, b-but I refuse.”


  “My my, you considered that for a long time, didn’t you?”


  Tendou-san chuckles, then I retorted while my face is still blushing.


  “Sorry, I am weak, but I find that joining the Game Club with you sounds far more tempting than before…”


  I am ashamed, I repented when I abruptly reject her invitation earlier. I suck at being a man…


  Just when I am disappointed by my actions, Tendou-san somehow turned away from me.


  “R-Really? It is now far more tempting for you to join the Game Club with me…r-right.”


  “Tendou-san? Ah, s-sorry, you invited me once again, and I replied to you this way…”


  This was supposed to be a date, why did I just reject her invitation that abruptly?! I always screw everything over, don’t I? Even if I am going to say no, there are much better choices of words, right? Just when I am heartily regretting my actions, Tendou-san turned back to me, panicking. I feel like her face is a bit red, maybe it’s from my imagination.


  “N-No, don’t say that! I am good with what I have. Yes! I am satisfied!”


  “R-Really…you feel satisfied?”


  How is she satisfied when I rejected her invitation that abruptly? That’s gotta hurt.


  I felt terrible for her, but then Tendou-san seemingly wanted to change the topic, so she spoke again.


  “Ah, w-we arrived at the entrance, Amano-kun!”


  “Y-Yeah, you’re right!”


  I got a hold of myself, then went back to the date.


  Around 1 is the largest entertainment complex in the country. This single building includes a bowling alley, KTV rooms, billiards, basketball, tennis, and baseball fields, and many more. This is a perfect place for entertainment that takes an utterly different approach than a playground.


  Moreover, the facility here is so well-equipped that there’s nothing you can’t play here, well, at least that’s what the ads on the official website say.


  “Sigh…Basically, it’s a complex reserved for normies.”


  Although I feel like that I’m 100% incompatible with this place, I walked into the entrance. I found that the atmosphere is unexpectedly chilling. Well, maybe it’s because this is Sunday morning, we see far more families than groups of normies.


  “Phew, we are lucky…”


  I put my hand on my chest, feeling relieved. I feel like if there are too many people that are of the same age as we do, Tendou-san may receive some unwanted attention.


  While she is clearly being glanced at, I think I don’t need to worry about hostile people messing with us deliberately, for now.


  “The boyfriend that strikes at the gangs who’s trying to harass his cute girlfriend, making the girl falling even deeper in love. There’s no way I can afford to be in that kind of plot!”


  Unless the boyfriend is Uehara-kun, that would fit perfectly. Sigh…


  “Wait, why am I beating myself all over when I’m on a date? This can’t continue!”


  My determination fired up again, but then, Tendou-san looked at me suspiciously while tilting her head.


  “What’s wrong, Amano-kun? Your face looks like the characters from Baki the Grappler when they are hyped up.”


  “Please don’t mind that, this is a proof of my determination.”


  “Mmm, while I don’t want to interrupt your triumphant speech, but I don’t want to walk along with people showing that face. If it’s possible, please keep your cool.”


  Ouch, I tried my best to keep the facial expression, but I gave up after a few tiring seconds. Then, I reverted back to the usual “relaxed Keita Amano” mode. “Hey, that’s right.” Tendou-san beamed me a smile. I scratched my head embarrassingly, what’s wrong with me? I feel like I’m on a date right now. I mean, even though we are already on one.


  We walked to the reception counter and started to discuss what we should play while looking at the list of facilities and their costs.


  “A tour of the arcade area, that’s a must.”


  “A required activity, right?”


  “Well, I don’t really want to play anything else aside from that. Amano-kun, the rest is on you.”


  “You liked gaming far more than I’ve imagined!”


  Tendou-san smiled shyly at my comment.


  “It’s not like that, I’ve more or less followed the recommendation of others when I’m giving my suggestion to what my friends and I should play.”


  “I guess so, you ranked at the top among normies, after all.”


  “We can talk about you ranking me at the top without my consent later. Um, but…”


  Tendou-san’s hand seems a bit restless when she said this, her glistening eyes focused on me.


  “I really hope that I can show my true side in front of you…”


  “Tendou-san…!”


  After hearing that, I…I…am really sorry!


  “Oh my god! I have already pissed her off during our first date!”


  After all, if I consider how Tendou-san treated this relationship, this is what she meant-


  “Hey Amano, even if we are dating, you are nothing but an earthworm in my eyes! Take a good look at yourself! You should be ashamed!”


  She meant this, right? It has to be. Crap, I'm too hyped today!


  I immediately saluted to Tendou-san.


  “Tendou-san, I will try my best to cooperate with you in your incredibly fake conservations that don’t involve any emotions at all!” (This is the best translation I can come up with.)


  “Um, I’m sorry, even though I don’t understand what you are trying to say at all, but I feel like we aren’t even on the same planet.”


  “I-I’m honored!”
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“But, I’m regretful!”


  For some reason, Tendou-san let out a huge sigh. This means that I have to try even harder!


  I maintained my pose for a while and then looked at the floor plan hanged on the wall once again.


  “S-Sir! What should we do?”


  “I’m not your officer! I had already said this before, just do whatever you want.”


  “So it turned out like this…crap!”


  “Sorry, Amano-kun, why are you sweating embarrassingly? I’m not going to judge you based on what you are choosing.”


  “I’m sorry, Tendou-san. But, saying what I wanted to do for my friend is an astronomically tall order for a weak loner like me.”


  “You are like the kind of guy who’s too scared to say what loot he wants in Monster Hunter, am I right?”


  “Ah, no, that’s something entirely different.”


  “Oh, really? I didn’t know that. But, I guess you will explain everything clearly when you have to-”


  “No, I’m the kind of guy who can’t even find friends to play that game with me.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  “…Okay, Amano-kun, how about we just take a tour around the complex and just play whatever we see, you good with that?”


  Tendou-san is giving me such a gentle look, she’s as cute as an angel! But, for some reason, I’m somehow feeling worse after I saw her beautiful face.


  A-Anyway…


  We started our date in Around 1.


  
*



  Tendou-san said that the arcade will be the main dish for today, so we decided to save up the best for the last and just play whatever we saw that has fewer people.


  Zone 1: Baseball Field. There’s only one empty spot, then Tendou-san urged me to go first with a smile; it’s too cute to reject! So, I just equipped the helmet and walked into the field.


  I practiced the bat swinging a couple times while sighing in my heart.


  “I’m bad at this…”


  If you can’t tell already, my strength and agility are basically 0. I’m neither talented nor have the willpower to devote myself to a sport continuously. That’s me, a weak, nervous, easy-to-chicken-out coward.


  Being always anxious made my performance went from bad to worse. When I'm in the baseball team, I’m horrified with the opponent's ultra focus on scoring a point, being over-considerate when I’m on the attacking side. Aside from that, I would often trip myself when playing football, putting all my points in defense during Kendo sessions and scared of the ball speeding towards me in baseball.


  “Well, at least I never told Tendou-san that I used to waste my life in the baseball team, that way she won’t have high hopes for-“


  “Hey, Mizumi-kun told me that you were in the baseball team, right?”


  “MIZUMI-KUNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN!!!”


  Why does my cheery friend have to act like he always had?! Did I accidentally tell him when we are gaming in my room? Out of all the things he could’ve said to Tendou-san, this is the one piece of useless trivia he picked? Well, to be honest, I think Mizumi-kun is just trying to be friendly, but I’m screwed now!”


  “Do your best, Amano-kun!”


  “I-I-I-I-I will!”


  My face clamped up again as the first ball is launched from the machine suddenly, and I- swung 3 seconds after the ball flew over by me.


  “………….”


  The family that was watching me dropped their jaws, not to mention Tendou-san…Crap. I’m sweating more and more. Then, the second ball is already speeding towards me while I’m still frozen…miss streak x2.


  I plopped my head, and Tendou-san seems pretty embarrassed along with the families that are watching us. The worst part is the innocent kids that were around them, I think the two of them are brothers.


  “That’s lame!” “Hey, he sucked at this!”


  The bald kids burst into laughter while their parents immediately tried to tame them down, and then tried to apologize to us with a smile that I don’t even know how to describe. I nodded at them and then immediately prepare for the third ball.


  Right! I have to concentrate and hit this next ball precisely- There’s no way I can do that.


  I missed the third, the fourth and the fifth ball, I swung the bat violently to compensate and ended up looking like an idiot, missing the sixth and the seventh ball.


  There are 20 strikes in one round, I lost a third of that already…crap.


  Then, when I’m waiting for the eighth one, there’s a clean hit sound coming from the right. The older of the kids went on to the field and ready for action, looks like he got a hit already.


  “…Hehe!”


  “!”


  The kid glanced at me for a second before grinning mischievously. He even gave Tendou-san a flirty smile, this little shit!


  “Take another swing, bro!”


  His little brother is cheering up for him at the entrance. Their parents freaked out and beamed me an apologetic look, all I can say is, “N-No, it’s fine.”-


  “Ping!”


  “Oh.”


  -I missed the eighth one without even swinging my bat, I’m so distracted.


  The older kid burst into laughter again and took another swing, second hit. He’s still lacking in strength, but his talent is far more supreme.


  “Ugh…”


  I’m flared up. I have to get at least a home run no matter what, this is a battle of my honor!”


  I stared back at him right in the eye, and then went on to overdrive mode to win the rest of the game, then-“


  “Y-You did well, Amano-kun…Don’t let it get into your heart.”


  “…I’m sorry.”


  20 strikes, gave up 1, missed 16, 3 went out of bounds (one of them ricocheted and hit my leg). I have to leave.


  The hit sounds are still coming from the next slot, then Tendou-san looked at me, who just let out a despairing sigh.


  “Hey, A-Amano-kun, I think that this is just like how you play video games! You don’t need to win as long as you had fun-“


  ‘…………”


  “-Sometimes, there is just despair, though.”


  Tendou-san looked away from me as she said this. Well, to be, I felt bad for her after seeing her like this…


  Then, the kid walked out of his slot, with a satisfied grin.


  “Hey, that was fun!”


  “You hit every single one of them, you’re amazing, bro!”


  “Yeah, that’s nothing! There’s no way you will miss any of that!”


  “Ouch!”


  He glanced at me, even though his parents are poking his head and apologizing to me. Neither of us cared anymore, and we just looked at each other furiously. I-I get it now, this is the feeling of having a rival-


  “Then, Amano-kun, it’s my turn!”


  “Alright, help yourself- What?!”


  Tendou-san is already walking to the field triumphantly when I snapped back, I never even imagined that she wanted to try out baseball as well. So, I rushed towards the entrance and grabbed the iron mesh wire.


  “T-Tendou-san, you wanted to try it as well? In this situation?”


  “Eh? Situation? I’m not sure what you are talking about, but my blood’s boiling when I’m watching you play. Therefore, I wanted to try too!”


  “O-Oh, it’s fine for you to try, but I don’t think this suits you…”


  “Oh, it’s starting now. See you later, Amano-kun.”


  “Eh…”


  After she dropped that, she put on her competitive look and focused on the field with burning passion in her eyes.


  Then, around 5 minutes later…


  “Phew. 13 home runs in total, I have to try harder next time.”


  “…………”


  Tendou-san is still feeling unsatisfied after 13 home-runs and 7 hits, then there’s also the family who’s looking at me and her back-and-forth.


  “T-This is embarrassing!”


  Everyone felt that. The older kid even got up to me and gave me a pat on the back.


  Tendou-san beamed me an innocent smile just when I’m about to cry.


  “It seems easy, but it’s actually quite challenging!”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  “However, I found this to be surprisingly fun! I really liked getting as high of a score as possible in a limited time!”


  “R-Really? That’s great…”


  Tendou-san excitedly and utterly destroyed my dignity as a man (boyfriend) there, even though she didn’t mean it. Well, I guess I’m okay with that as long as she is having a good time. However, everyone is already staring at me sympathetically, it’s too much for me. It’s like when I’m having fun with my friends back in elementary school, and then a serious girl showed up and yelled at the boys for bullying me. Feels sad, man.


  “W-Well, let’s check the other places out!”


  I urged Tendou-san to leave, she still seemed unsatisfied.


  “Eh? Well, alright. I kinda wanted another round, though…”


  “I-It’s bad to hoarding the slot, that’s right!”


  “Oh, I guess that’s true. Let’s go.”


  We left the baseball field after I convinced her. I glanced back, and the bald brothers are still looking at me, laughing uncontrollably.


  
*



  The rest of the experience in Around 1 is more or less the same as the baseball one, whether it’s billiards, darts, or bowling.


  First, I screwed up badly, then Tendou-san tried to save me embarrassingly. However, she’s the type that goes full-on tryhard when it gets competitive. So, she always tried her best at everything, so much so that she forgot to care about me and just became fully immersed in gaining the top score, then reviewing herself and ask me where she could do better.


  The worst part is, we would often see the bald brothers, and they would always try to compete with me, then they keep yelling after a win.


  My disappointment is immeasurable, and my date is ruined. But…


  “By the way, this place is amazing, Amano-kun!”


  “R-Really, that’s good to hear…”


  After a tour at the sports facilities, we took a break in the food court at noon and ate some snacks.


  It was during this time that Tendou-san told me how she felt about this place.


  I smiled bitterly at her thoughts, but I do think that, from the bottom of my heart, it’s great as long as she gets to enjoy this place. So, I start sipping my oolong tea that’s slowing diluting due to the melting ice cubes.


  Tendou-san calmed down a bit, but she still can’t hide the joy on her face.


  “This is incredible, I’ve never been so excited before even though I did the same thing during PE lessons!”


  “Yeah, I think I felt that as well. I guess it’s different because you are doing that on your own.”


  “Yeah, I guess that’s part of the reason…”


  Tendou-san glanced at me as she speaks. I tilted my head to express my confusion, then she suddenly grabbed the ice lemon tea nervously and took a sip.


  I feel like she’s embarrassed, so I decided to change the topic.


  “So, where should we go next? It’s almost time for the arcade, right?”


  “Eh? Y-Yeah, you’re right. We still have a lot of time, though.”


  “Yeah, but we already visited every iconic sports facility.”


  I took out the floor plan from my bag and spread it out on the table. Just when I wanted to rotate the map so Tendou-san could see, she told me, “No, it’s fine.” before moving her seat next to mine.


  She’s closing on me unexpectedly, I can smell her orange-like scent radiating from her hair.


  “Ehm…”


  I embarrassingly tried to maintain our distance as I’m not used to being so close to someone that I can smell the scent.


  But then, maybe Tendou-san realized what I’m thinking, or she just did it naturally, she closed off our distance again…all I can do is to temporarily ignore this feeling, and focus on the floor plan.


  “Um, well, I guess we’ve been to every place.”


  “Yeah, it seems like you’re right…. Huh? Amano-kun, this floor...”


  Tendou-san then pointed at the path connecting the other building of the complex. There are a lot of buildings here. However, there’s only one sports facility in that large building. As for what it is…


  “Um, it’s a water park with swimming pools, water slides, and wave pools. But…”


  To be honest, there’s no way I could’ve missed that iconic building, but I never intended to pick that in the first place since…


  “It’s not good to get Tendou-san in a swimsuit right….not to mention we weren’t meant to go there anyway.”


  An attractive girl with a swimsuit on…Honestly, while I’m certainly excited to see that, I feel like troubles will soon show themselves before I get to enjoy it. Also, even if we went there, there’s nothing competitive that Tendou-san can immerse herself in.


  Therefore, just when I planned to forget the idea of going to the pool, Tendou-san then spoke like it’s nothing.


  “It’s not easy getting here, why not we give it a try? Amano-kun.”


  “Huhhhhh!?”


  I accidentally hit my chair, then Tendou-san tilted her hair, confused.


  “What’s wrong? Is there a problem?”


  “No, there’s not…”


  You are the girl who’s often in the spotlight, and yet you are not aware of that? I fell silent, then Tendou-san seemed to have realized what I’m worried about and mumbled, “So that’s why…” before giving me a mischievous smile.


  “Amano-kun, you don’t want anyone to see me in a swimsuit, right?”


  “N-No, um, well, actually, I do!”


  “Eh? Ah, r-really? I’m just kidding with you…”


  “Eh?”


  Tendou-san blushed and lowered her head. My face flared up as I tried to cover it up.


  “Ah, no, i-it’s not like that! To put it this way, I’m not qualified to see you in a swimsuit, the best is to keep that in a place where no human should ever witness!”


  “Am I too dangerous to be kept alive when I’m wearing a swimsuit?”


  “I’m sure that will awaken the dark side of humanity.”


  “T-That’s a ridiculous description for your girlfriend In a swimsuit! You’re rude, Amano-kun!”


  She pouted, and it’s the cutest thing ever. No, wait-


  “S-Sir! You shouldn’t reveal something that is destined to bring nothing but chaos to this world!”


  “Stop calling me that! Amano-kun, listen here, I really don’t like suppressing my real side, this is how I act like.”


  “I knew that fact painfully.”


  Mostly by being destroyed by her earlier.


  Tendou-san crossed her arms while she nodded before continuing.


  “That is why I hate nothing more than being not able to do something I wanted just because of other people's attention.”


  “Well, I guess so, you created the Game Club from the ground up even though you ranked at the top of all normies.”


  “Yes. With that said, now I only have one thing in mind. I wanted to enjoy the date with you in the swimming pool, even if that meant the destruction of humanity.”


  “You’re really too dangerous to be kept alive! What did humanity do to you!?”


  “You’re annoying! Amano-kun, I’m going to ask you one, and one question only.”


  “Right, what is it?”


  “*cough* Amano-kun, you…”


  Tendou-san paused for a second, then she stared into my eyes and asked.


  “…you want to go to the swimming pool with me, or not?”


  
*



  “I betrayed humanity…”


  Wearing a pair of shabby swimming pants, and fantasizing that the future of the world is decided by his words, that’s me.


  I looked at my surroundings cautiously and sheepishly while I’m at the entrance, waiting for Tendou-san to change.


  We are at the swimming pool after all. However, I don’t feel like I’m compatible with this place in the slightest.


  Under the clear sky above the window, the children are lively, their parents are watching them peacefully by the pool, a bunch of normies is having fun on the slides, and the couples are playing the classic game of spraying water at each other.


  Honestly, I don’t hate this scenery. I don’t think I hate normies to the point that I will bring a curse upon this peaceful land. This is like heaven.


  However, that is why I don’t think I fit here.


  “Maybe it’s like what I felt back when I’m trying out at the Game Club…”


  It’s interesting to see professionals competing with each other, it felt completely different if you have to take part in it, though.


  “This is weird. I have a girlfriend, and we are now dating, this is already as close as the life of a normie. Then, why don’t I feel like one at all? Is there something wrong with me?”


  I glanced at the couple that is spraying water at each other. T-They do look happy. But then, for some reason, I don’t think I can do that, it’s like watching people flexing off their musical talent. It’s incredible, but just in the right amount, so they don’t feel like you’re showing off. It’s also like those insane people in Osu! You can see that they are old-schooled players. T-There is no way that I can pull that off! No! Wait!


  “What the hell am I saying!? I have to show that I’m determined! I can’t give up without doing anything, it’s a terrible attitude! Right, once Tendou-san comes, we will do the same-“


  Just when I am flared up, suddenly-


  “Sorry to make you wait, Amano-kun.”


  “!”


  Someone is calling me from behind, my shoulder is shivering as I’m turning back, then I saw-


  An angel.


  “…Crap! I lost a life there.”


  After I snapped back, I looked at Tendou-san face to face.


  “W-What do you think?”


  Tendou-san’s cheeks are slightly blushing; she embarrassingly crossed her hands and put them behind her. The white bikini is too bold for her, she looks great in it, though. This was supposed to get people to watch by showing as much skin as possible. Still, because she’s so attractive, this is an unusually well combo. Before we talk about how hot she looks, I wanted to say this sincerely-


  “Gramercy, my gracious liege.”


  “That’s a weird compliment for a swimsuit, Amano-kun.”


  “N-No, I just feel grateful to know such a spectacular view really exists.”


  “You don’t need to go that far, you know…”


  “I don’t want to start with a pedestrian compliment like “You look good in it!” or something!”


  “Can you at least start with pedestrian compliments like “You look good in it!” first?”


  “You look good in it!”


  “Well done.”


  Tendou-san gave me a satisfied smile. It’s hard to compliment a girl correctly.


  I carefully glanced at my surroundings. As expected, everyone is staring at us, guys and girls, no matter how old they are.


  I guess this feels the same as when you see a UFO in the sky. When an angel descends on the pool, there’s no way for you to look at anything else.


  I’m beginning to sweat from this terrible scenery, while Tendou-san beamed me a calm smile.


  “Amano-kun, your swimsuit suits you as well.”


  “You’re mentioning that in this situation?”


  “A white and soft body, you are like a cute girl in my eyes.”


  “Tendou-san, I don’t feel praised at all.”


  “Well, I do appreciate those ads where they showed the differences of the guy before and after losing his weight.”


  “Tendou-san, I still don’t feel like I’m being praised!”


  I have to train up my muscles, no matter what.


  The people stopped paying attention to us as we talked to each other. At first, I am worried that someone will try to mess with us, but the atmosphere doesn’t look like there will be any.


  I put my hand on my chest and let out a relieving sigh, then Tendou-san chuckled.


  “Amano-kun, you are thinking too highly of me, who do you think I am?


  “Eh? You are nothing but an angel to me…”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, that was blunt, I can’t cover how excited and embarrassed I am. Give me 10 seconds please.”


  Tendou-san turned around and took a few deep breaths. Wow, even her back looks attractive. Wait, why aren’t there any wings? Is it because I’m too evil? Right? Well, I can understand.


  Just when I’m thinking about all this, the normal Tendou-san with her iconic smile turned back to me once again.


  “Thanks for the wait, so, what should we do?”


  “Ehm, well…”


  Ï glanced at the shallow pool area. Then, Tendou-san gave me another smile.


  “I don’t really want to go for a swim either, I guess we’ll get just a bit wet and call it a day.”


  “A-Alright.”


  Tendou-san and I then stepped into the artificial beach, the temperature of the water is just right. When the water reached our knee caps, I plan to give her a surprise by spraying water at her suddenly- of course, I don’t have the courage. So, I suggested:


  “C-C-C-Can I spray water at you?”


  “Eh? Why did you ask….Oh, that’s why…”


  Tendou-san jaw dropped at first, but then she saw what the couple are doing there before realizing.


  She turned her head to me, then looked at me fearlessly.


  “Sure.”


  “T-Then…”


  I started loading the water into my hands. Then, Tendou-san asked for a sudden pause. Water poured from my hands as she continued.


  “Though, if we are playing this, we should set up some rules, shouldn’t we?”


  “R-Rules?”


  I’m already feeling that this is deviating away from what I’ve imagined.


  “Of course. If we are just attacking each other without any kind of victory conditions, don’t you think this will be pointless, Amano-kun?”


  “I don’t think that’s true…”


  “That’s because you’re dumb. If we just started to attack each other right away, don’t we have to keep spraying water at each other until one of us dies from hypothermia?”


  “This is the first time that I’ve heard such a nightmarish description for spraying water at each other.”


  That sounds like what a crazed killer in horror movies would force a normie couple to do.


  Tendou-san continued with a serious look on her face.


  “That’s why it is crucial to figure out how the competition shall ends.”


  “I think we’ll just leave when we had enough…”


  “Amano-kun, you once said that it’s wrong to disconnect before it’s clear who the winner is.”


  “I never expected you to bring that up in this situation.”


  “Put it this way, even if we are just spraying water and each other, that’s not a reason for us to act like filthy casuals, don’t you feel the same way?”


  “Um, I’m sorry, Tendou-san, but what I’m feeling is that you’re really annoying.”


  “Hmm, you mean we don’t need any rules? That’s what you were thinking…Alright, Amano-kun, let’s begin this deathmatch- the battle of our date!”


  “Please don’t host the “Karen’s Poolside Deathmatch” without authorization. That’s a ridiculous interpretation of what a date is, we can just do this regularly!”


  “Regularly…do you feel satisfied by spraying water at each other aimlessly?!”


  “I’m quite satisfied with that!”


  “Alright, then let’s begin-let us spray water at each other aimlessly!”


  Tendou-san bulged her eyes.


  That’s how we began our “water-spraying activity.”


  I sprayed water sheepishly towards Tendou-san’s stomach, she did the same towards mine. Then, rinse and repeat, silently.


  Splash. Splash. Splash. Splash. Splash. Splash.


  …………


  So, Tendou-san, filled with emptiness, clenched her teeth before blasting on me.


  “Amano-kun! What can we even learn from this pointless match?”


  “I’m sorry! I don’t really know either!”


  What the hell is this!? There’s a limit for boringness. Are all the normies crazy?


  “I-I guess you’re right, we need more or less some form of rules to make this fun…”


  The moment I said this, Tendou-san beamed me another smile, she didn’t smile that much today, though.


  “See? W-What did I tell you! We were just wasting our time because you are being so indecisive! You should’ve heard what I said in the beginning!”


  “Y-You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  “That’s good to hear. So, let’s make up the rules, a set of rules that grants a competition!”


  Tendou-san then started to discuss the rules with me excitedly.


  So, 3 minutes later.


  “So…Amano-kun, let’s begin!”


  “Okay, I’m ready for you!”


  From an outsider’s perspective, a couple is staring at each other menacingly while keeping their distance from each other.


  “…………”


  3 seconds after the start, none of us moved an inch.


  4 seconds later, the nearby families are starting to feel uneasy when they sensed a menacing aura is surrounding them.


  Then, 5 seconds later-right now. Tendou-san’s shoulder vibrated suddenly. I can see that that’s a sign for attacking, and I immediately moved to left. What I saw the next moment was cold bullets- I mean plain old water scattering where my head was.


  “Hm!”


  Tendou-san pouted. I gave her a smile before I start revising the rules in my brain with the 10 seconds I had.


  “The one who gets their hair wetted loses. Only one attack is allowed for one round, which lasts 10 seconds. The attacker and the defender switches after spraying water or when time runs out. Rinse and repeat until the hair of one of us is wet!”


  7 seconds went by already.


  Suddenly, Tendou-san is giving me a troublous look, I grabbed the chance at sprayed a massive wave at her-But! That’s was she planned all along!


  “NANI…”


  Tendou-san has seen through my attack and dodged it beautifully. Crap, I’ve been bamboozled!


  My attack failed to hit the target, and now it’s Tendou-san’s turn. I took a deep breath to prepare, then-


  “Ha!”


  “A-A quick attack?!”


  Tendou-san immediately attacked instead of waiting for that 10 seconds, I tried to dodge, but my body just can’t follow up!


  The match ended with my wetted bangs.


  I slapped my hands onto my kneecaps and plopped my head down


  “I…lost…”


  “I won!”


  Tendou-san stood tall and cheered over her win.


  A moment for us to relish our victory and defeat, please.


  Just when we felt a bit satisfied after finishing an exciting match, the couples started to spray water at each other excitedly.


  “Ahaha, hey, don’t do that, c’mon. Ha!”


  “Woah! Hey, that’s cheating! My turn!”


  “You’re lame! ♪”


  “…………”


  They are not bound by any rules. The quality of our match should be far better than theirs, but then why are we-


  “…………”


  We stared at the couple who is surrounded by a loving aura, then we looked at each other silently.


  “…………”


  After that, we left the pool depressingly.


  
*



  We tried to lighten up the mood by walking around the pool area, but there are just too many people for us to play. Also, Tendou-san in a swimsuit attracted way more attention she usually had, so much so that even she can’t take it anymore.


  After we lapped the pool, I suggested to her:


  “…Should we head to the arcade?”


  “R-Right! That’s not a bad idea at all. Sure!”


  Tendou-san’s eyes are clearly brighter than before. “Then let’s go.” I smiled bitterly and urged her to move.


  -Just when we arrived at the entrance of the pool.


  “…? What’s wrong?”


  “Not sure..at least it doesn’t look like an accident.”


  Screams and scolds can be heard clearly, but no one is gathering around the location of the incident; it’s like when people are staring at Tendou-san, you can feel that everyone is peeking at something.


  The closer we are to the entrance, the more we can sense the above atmosphere to the point where it’s the same as the attention that Tendou-san is getting. Then, we realized what it is.


  “Oh.”


  Tendou-san and I spoke at the same time. We can see a girl’s back there-a seaweed’s back.


  Wearing an aqua blue swimsuit that doesn’t fit her style at all, the girl with a curvy body that is currently the target of all the males’ attention.


  She is standing by the entrance alone, moving around restlessly.


  “…Amano-kun, that girl is clearly…right?”


  “…Yeah.”


  Tendou-san and I looked at each other. To be honest, this situation causes quite a headache, but we feel terrible to just ignore her and leave. We then walked towards her - Chiaki Hoshinomori, but before we even got there, a handsome tanned boy started chatting to her.


  “Hey, is something bothering you?”


  The guy gave her a bright smile, maybe he’s just trying to talk to her, but then everyone around him liked that, they can feel at least he’s showing 20% of caring there.


  But then- Chiaki apparently freaked out, her shoulder is shivering, and tears began to form in her eyes as she faced the guy.


  “Eh!? U-U-Um, i-it’s not, I-I-I am f-f-fine.”


  “W-What? C-Can you repeat again but slower?”


  The handsome boy tilted his head as he took a step towards Chiaki. I don’t blame him, but this is probably stressing the hell out of Chiaki, and caused her to freak out even more.


  “I-I-I-I am j-j-just waiting for someone h-h-here. S-S-So…”


  Chiaki has become a malfunctioned recorder at this point, we can understand what she is saying because we knew her habit of repeating words. “Hey, she’s waiting for someone.” Of course, it’s too hard for the guy who she met for the first time to understand. He wished Chiaki to calm down first, so he tried to put his hand and Chiaki’s shoulder, which is a bit controversial but probably not malicious.


  “Wait-“


  Just when Tendou-san and I wanted to stop him, Chiaki seemed to have noticed us and turned her head around, we looked at each other in the eyes.


  “Oh…”


  Suddenly, Chiaki beamed us a relieved expression.


  Just when the guy stopped and looked at us, tears began to form in Chiaki’s eyes before she suddenly started running.


  Before Tendou-san and I can even react, Chiaki had already sneaked behind me and wrapped her hands around my arms, and then mustered words to the handsome guy.


  “E-E-E-E-Ehm, h-h-he is the guy I-I-I’m waiting for-“


  Chiaki is still not speaking properly. However, I guess the guy is really being kind-hearted, he gave us a bright smile and gave us his conclusion.


  “Oh, your boyfriend is here. That’s great, off I go then.”


  EVEN THOUGH HE’S WRONG! DEAD WRONG! 100% WRONG!


  He turned around and left quickly, while I can still feel that Chiaki is wrapping my right arm.
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As for where Tendou-san is standing, though…


  “…………”


  Some kind of terrifying aura is radiating from her side, which prevented me from turning my head. What is this? This is scary.


  To try and escape from the situation, I first turned to Chiaki.


  “Hey, Chia-“ “…………”


  I wanted to complain, but she is still shivering with tears in her eyes and raised her head to look at me…There’s no way I can complain. Even if we are rivals, I’m not that cold-hearted to the point where I can yell at her when she’s in a sorry state like this.


  “………..” “………..” “…………..*cough**cough*.”


  Just when Chiaki and I are staring at each other meaninglessly, some coughing sounds can be heard from left, it’s from Tendou-san. I am not the dumb protagonist in romantic comedies, this is my final warning. But, even if I knew that…


  “………..” “………..”


  What’s wrong with her? Release your hands already. You stopped crying and have more or less calmed down, and yet you are still holding onto me.


  “…Hey, the seaweed girl here.” “What’s the matter, Mr. Bean Sprouts?”


  She is talking shit to me while literally holding onto my arm, and have no intention of releasing her hands while giving me such a calm reply. Ehm, honestly, what’s even going on? A girl in a swimsuit just grabbed the arm of a guy who’s in a date, this seems bullshit. What the hell? Why am I in a harem situation right now? Oh! I got it! Chiaki is pranking me! That’s why, then, I can just shake away her arms forcefully-


  “…K-Keita, even thou I hate you, b-but I’m still freaking out right now, so I have to hold onto you right now…Phew…”


  -Now I’m not doing it. T-This is too hard for me! I had the feeling that wasn’t a bad guy, but, Chiaki who has the same loner condition with me wearing a swimsuit that she isn’t used to, and forced to get in a word by someone from the opposite sex, I felt that, sincerely.


  Then, maybe it’s because she is still shivering, her voice is so weak that Tendou-san didn’t hear what she had said, the terrifying aura has no sign of backing down. Chiaki is slowly calming down, though…


  “This sucks, why the hell are you here?”


  “That’s my line, why are you here…”


  “………….”


  Girl holding a guy on his arms, chatting, the girlfriend looking at them silently from behind, in the middle of a date. That’s the bizarre situation that we are in right now.


  I’m sweating so hard. Then, Chiaki gave me an unhappy look.


  “Your arms are slimy. Keita, you are disgusting.”


  “You…!”


  What does she want from me?! I see her as a rival, but this is too much for me! Did I murder her whole family or something?


  I am trying my best to suppress my arm from shaking her off violently. To make her let go, I gave her a serious look and said.


  “T-That’s enough, Chiaki. Look, Tendou-san is here.”


  “I saw that. Hello, Tendou-san.”


  Still wrapped around my arms, she nodded to Tendou-san with a smile on her face. Then, Tendou-san just answered with her reflex, “Oh. Hi.”


  ………….


  “No, no, no, no, no, Chiaki. Isn’t this weird? Can't you understand? Right now, my girlfriend, Tendou-san, is standing here, standing with us! Do you know where this is going?”


  “I know, you two are dating, right? This is obvious!”


  “If it’s evident to you, then how the hell can you manage to keep holding onto my arm like that?”


  “What? I’m not getting what you are saying…”


  Chiaki is tilting her head, she seems really confused. I can see her breasts clearly from my angle…Shit!


  “Why are you not getting it? I’m on a date! It’s not hard to understand this fact, right? Then, even though you are a clump of seaweed, but you are classified as a biological female, after all. Don’t you think holding onto my arms like this is a bit too…”


  “A bit too…what? Ohoho, Keita, you’re a weirdo. You’re saying that Tendou-san will hate me for sticking up close to you, that’s weird.”


  “You’re the weirdo! Wait? Are you doing this on purpose? You’re evil!”


  “No, you are. Didn’t you received Tendou-san “kindness” already?”


  “I told you not to yell the word “fondness” in front of everyone! Not to mention you are saying that in front of her!”


  I turned around, and I saw Tendou-san lowered her head, seemingly embarrassed…Crap!


  Then, Chiaki seems to have come to her senses. She adjusted her breaths slowly and released my arm. U-Ugh, I feel like my chest in pain right now.


  “T-That’s true, maybe I shouldn’t interrupt your date…”


  “You shouldn’t! Also, why did it took you that long to realize that…”


  “Hm, I think you are just too on edge right now? Your “girlfriend” isn’t paying attention to you anyway…”


  Chiaki is observing her surroundings while saying stuff like this…Nope.


  “I’m at the center of everyone’s attention right now. This looks like two cuties in swimsuits trying to compete over a guy, not to mention one of them is my girlfriend!”


  “…Cuties…”


  “W-Why are you embarrassed? Also, Tendou-san, please don’t distance yourself from us with a dangerous smile on your face! She is just an introvert that is sticking to me, coincidentally!”


  After the explanation, while Tendou-san still isn’t 100% convinced, she’s back to us.


  I pressed my chest as a sign of relief, then I asked Chiaki once again.


  “So, seriously, what brings you here? Are you looking for your natural habitat?”


  “I’m not a clump of seaweed! I-I don’t want to come here either…But then, my little sister invited me with something along the lines of “Hey, it’s just this time, alright?”, that’s why.”


  “Right, you mentioned that you have a little sister that’s the complete opposite of you.”


  After I understood the situation, Tendou-san then asked.


  “But, your sister is not with you right now…”


  “Y-Yes! That’s why! My little sister is far cuter than I am, and she has a taste for fashion. Hence, I have once again decided on my swimsuit before she does, then entered the pool way earlier.”


  “Oh, so that’s why you were forced to get in a word with a guy?”


  “Y-Yes, sorry for the inconvenience…”


  Chiaki seems a bit down. Tendou-san and I looked at each other, and then Tendou-san put her hand gently on Chiaki’s shoulder.


  “If that’s the case, Hoshinomori-san, I will wait with you until your little sister arrives.”


  “Eh? Ehhhh!? W-Well, I’m honored, but…”


  Chiaki glanced at me, nervously. I scratched my head, then looked away from her and mumbled.


  “Keita…”


  Chiaki’s tears are forming in her eyes again…how should I put it? While I treated her as my enemy, I am terrified of her showing her weak side…


  “COUGH!”


  I feel like Tendou-san’s cough was targeting me.


  Tendou-san still has that gentle and warm smile plastered on her face, but then I can sense an aura of darkness surrounding her as she continued.


  “No, I can mop up the rest here. Amano-kun, please go ahead.”


  “Eh? N-No, I’m a guy after all, if I am here, at least we can avoid that kind of situation…”


  “No. You don’t need to. We will wait for Hoshinomori’s “cute little sister” here.”


  “Um, b-but, then I will have to wait for you all out there alone, I would prefer to stay here…”


  “Amano-kun.”


  Tendou-san’s eyes flashed an eerie glare. I immediately saluted to her.


  “Yes, sir! I will standby at the exit!”


  “Good! Off to the exit, Private Amano!”


  “Yes! Stay safe, sir!”


  I raised my head and then marched towards the boys changing room.


  Chiaki stared at us, baffled before mumbling.


  “…T-This is what they call a date?”


  I’m sorry, Chiaki, none of us can answer this question.


  
*



  “Thanks for the wait.”


  “It’s fine.”


  Tendou-san and I gathered with each other 10 minutes after we left the pool. I raised from the chair in the corner and walked towards the arcade with her.


  “I never thought we will get there that quickly.”


  “Yeah, her little sister arrived shortly. Honestly, I wanted to talk to Hoshinomori-san alone.”


  “Why?”


  “Both of us love gaming, right? It makes sense that we want to chat with each other.”


  “…You can always talk to me about gaming.”


  I felt a bit unpleasant after asking her, Tendou-san quickly realized what’s on my mind, she moved her head towards me before chuckling.


  “What’s wrong, Amano-kun? Are you jealous?”


  “I-It’s not like that…! I-It’s just that I hate Chiaki, yes!”


  “Ohoho, you are getting jealous of the relationship between Hoshinomori-san and me, interesting.”


  “I-I said it’s not like that. Why would I get jealous because of that…”


  I explained myself nervously. Then, Tendou-san gently smiled. Although I don’t know what’s going on, she seems to be willing to forget what happened between Chiaki and me earlier.


  “Well, then let’s cheer ourselves up at the arcade.”


  “Sure. Hey!”


  For some reason, Tendou-san sneaked to my right and wrapped her hands around my arm, which Chiaki did. She is “excitingly” close to me, my heart is pumping real fast. But, w-why is this heartbeat feels…


  “I feel like excitement isn’t the reason why my heart is pumping up! What the hell!? This is creepy!”


  This was made worse because Tendou-san didn’t say anything, she just smiled usually, and this is the part that causes me to freak out. I can’t really be happy if she’s actually jealous, you know? It’s like when I screwed up in MMOs, and the teammates just comforted me gently, they are not even willing to show their dissatisfaction directly, which makes me feel even worse! It’s like when they are not giving you a chance to apologize!


  A-Anyway, at least Tendou-san acted like the way she always is on the surface. While I am quite anxious, we chatted with each other like nothing was wrong as we are heading towards the arcade.


  “Wow, this place is nicely planned.”


  Once we arrived at the arcade floor, Tendou-san’s face clearly brightens and released my arms. Honestly, I’m feeling more relieved than lonely, she turned back to me with a smile on her face and suggested.


  “Come, Amano-kun! Let’s lighten up the mood and compete in the arcade, alright?”


  “…S-Sure.”


  Here it comes. I am about to be brutally destroyed.


  However, there’s no way for me to reject- Put it this way, I don’t have the choice at the beginning anyway. Tendou-san dragged my sleeves as we played 1v1 matches, and I lost all of them.


  One-hit KO-ed in fighting games, forced to pick a difficulty that I can’t ever hope to overcome in rhythm games, just when I thought I can enjoy riddle games with Tendou-san- she immediately answered all questions correctly, I don’t even have a chance.


  Then, I wanted to challenge UFO catchers to redeem myself. Just when I lost a thousand yen without getting anything, Tendou-san already got her “Gamer Bunny” doll with a tenth of what I spent.


  An angel hugging a bunny in front of a useless, depressed teenager, that’s the picture we’re in right now.


  Tendou-san smiled bitterly and tried to cheer me up.


  “S-Sorry Amano-kun. I’m usually a model student, but when it comes to gaming, I won’t hesitate to murder everyone…”


  “Your way of comforting me made me feel even worse.”


  “B-Bu-But, this bunny can serve as the beautiful memorial of our date, that’s right!”


  “A date is supposed to be a 2-player thing, but you caught that bunny alone, though…”


  “Aha…ha…”


  Even Tendou-san can’t say anything to cheer me up anymore.


  Suddenly, when my girlfriend is trying her best to comfort me, some unfriendly waves of laughter broke this atmosphere.


  “Ahahaha! You suck! You suck, shrimp bro!”


  “Even I am doing better than shrimp bro!”


  “Hmm…?”


  It’s the bald brothers from before. Also, even if I don’t want to explain at all, but the “shrimp bro” coming from them seems to mean “big brother that is as weak as a shrimp”. This is the most humiliating nickname I’ve been called in my life.


  When Tendou-san and I reached the large arcade area, we met with the brothers again, unfortunately. By the way, their name is Shota and Satoshi, respectively.


  Shota patted my shoulder and gave me a disgusting smile.’


  “Although Big Sister is really amazing, don't you think you suck a bit too much?”


  “Ouch!”


  Satoshi slapped my butt with his tiny hands before commenting.


  “Hey, shrimp bro, I know the answer to the question that you’ve got it wrong.”


  “Ouch!”


  I guess he is talking about the riddle game earlier. I wanted to give Tendou-san a good impression, so I gave the answer before the question is even revealed (the question is about cartoons for children). The answer is entirely different than what I’ve guessed.


  “Hehe...” “Haha…”


  “…………”


  Tendou-san smiled bitterly at her useless boyfriend. Then, she seems to have thought of something suddenly and suggested it to us.


  “Hey, now that we’re all here, don’t you think you should compete with little Shota here, Amano-kun?”


  “You’re like Hitler! But even Hitler cared about Germany or something!”


  What the hell did my girlfriend just say? She is literally pushing her boyfriend off a cliff at this point!


  Just when I’m still frozen, Shota raised his hand energetically and said, “I’m in!” His brother cheered for him, “Play with him!”. Even Tendou-san went along with them and said, “Then let’s go!” She is a devil with an angel’s face!


  Although I’m sweating so much, I fiddled with my bangs and gave them a sneer.


  “Ah, I guess you’re right, maybe I shouldn’t use 100% of my power to compete with juniors. In situations like this, we can just happily enjoy riddle games together-“


  Tendou-san brilliantly ignored what I’ve said, and pointed at an arcade machine.


  “Alright, let’s compete with Mario Kart!”


  “Yay!”


  “Crap, she clearly wanted to rank us in order!”


  I’m so nervous that I can’t even- W-What’s wrong with this person! How serious must she get when it comes to gaming! This is not the difference between casual and competitive players! She’s telling her boyfriend to compete seriously with a bunch of first-graders! Is she still mad at what happened between Chiaki and me?!


  “Alright, we are starting, Amano-kun. Prepare yourself.”


  “Ugh…”


  She grabbed my ankles and forced me to sit down before the Mario Kart screen.


  Next to my seat, Shota is ready for action. I looked at their parents sitting in the resting area, and they gave me an apologetic look. Tendou-san beamed them a smile, why can’t you use that fondness of yours on your boyfriend who’s on a date with you!?


  Well, it’s not like I can escape anyway.


  I cried while sitting and began to choose my character.


  The character with average stats that is easy to control, the character with low top speed but with a fast starting boost. There are a lot of options, but then I already knew what I need to pick…


  “…Shrimp bro, why are you picking that when you suck?”


  “S-Shut up!”


  Satoshi sneaked behind me and took a glance at my screen before mumbling. He’s right, I picked the weighty character, high speed but hard to control, for advanced players only.


  Shota went with the standard option.


  We picked a complex track, the one where you can accidentally drive off a cliff.


  Shota beamed me a provocative yet confident smile, is he a pro at this? Compared to him, while I did compete with my little brother in this game’s console version, I’ve only played this once or twice in an arcade.


  Honestly, if you ask me if I am confident, my answer is a definite no. I suck at even the console version.


  I glanced at the other seats. This usually is for 4 players, but now only Shota and I are playing. I can’t find an excuse for losing at this stage. Basically, while there are bots in the race, those are just for fun only.


  After the introductory clip, the camera focused on the start.


  The lights that signal the start appeared as the countdown began.


  Red light…red light…green light!


  Once the green light appeared, all the cars started to charge forward. Shota stepped onto the gas in time for a starting boost. While I…


  “Boom! Sssssss…”


  “………..”


  I ultimately failed as the car turned off its engine. Satoshi laughed hysterically at the back…Ouch!


  “I-I’m just slacking off for you, that’s right.”


  “You suck!”


  Shota laughed while controlling the steering wheel masterfully and raced ahead of the bots at 1st place. Ah, crap, is he actually a pro?


  I immediately rushed forward and grabbed the power-ups placed along the track. They are meant to save the losers. Players can randomly get power-ups that either stunt the opponents or boost themselves and gain an advantage. The lower the place you are in, the better power-ups you will get.


  Shota being at 1st place only granted him power-ups that slightly boosted his speed. While I…


  “Yes, crash into all them!”


  I got the rocket power-up which enlarges my kart, increases my top speed, and grants me the ability to knock other opponents away.


  “Ah, that’s cheating.” Satoshi mumbled.


  “W-Why is this cheating? This is a legit strategy!”


  ‘That’s a cunning strategy! Give it your all, big bro!”


  “Right, Satoshi! I’m not going to lose to weaklings like shrimp bro!”


  “That’s all you can brag for now!”


  I climbed all the way from 12th place to the 4th from the rocket power-up, and then I tried my best to control my unpredictable character after the power-up went off. But then…


  “…Amano-kun, you don’t know how to control that character, right…”


  “Um…”


  Tendou-san gave me a cold stare when she saw my character keeps banging into the edges.


  …To be honest, I’ve never used this kind of character at all because I’m a slowpoke. I value stability and ease-of-driving the most when it comes to racing games. There’s no fun for timed races. That’s the kind of guy I am. Sorry.


  Then why am I using it now? Sigh, it’s because of my underestimation and vanity. I thought it’s more than enough to race against a first-grader like this. Yes, I’m helpless.


  The bots are passing me relentlessly as I’m hitting the walls. But then, I will get a rare power-up after I fell back and will speed forward again. Rinse and repeat.


  During this time, Shota is still staying all the way ahead at 1st place, he even got the time to look at my screen and taunted me.


  “A-ha, you’re really humorous, shrimp bro!”


  “I don’t need any humor right now!”


  We reached the last lap when we were messing around with each other. Shota is at 1st place, and I…am at 4th place with the power-ups. There’s still a vast gap between us. However…


  “Hm? Amano-kun, you’re starting to get a hold on this, aren’t you?”


  “Thanks to you!”


  I am less likely to crash into walls. With that and the fact that my vehicle has the highest top speed, I’m catching up quickly.


  Then, I picked up a power-up after seeing the evenly-matched 2nd and 3rd place, and the power-up was…


  “Ugh…”


  “Oh, he got a bad one! It’s the bomb wheel!”


  Satoshi screamed. He mentioned the worst power-up you can get in this game. This power-up can randomly bomb a non-CPU player- with a 90% chance of hitting yourself.


  Honestly, the risk far outweighs the result, that’s why it’s the worst power-ups, it’s like picking a landmine.


  Anyway, I kept the power-up in the slot and passed the 2nd and 3rd place.


  I’m now in 2nd place. Then, I saw the back of Shota’s kart.


  “Woah…”


  Shota is getting nervous. It looks like he is paying too much attention to my screen, and his control slightly relaxed. I’m closing our distance with my top-speed vehicle.


  “It’s not easy to tell who will win at this point…!”


  Tendou-san gave us an energetic comment. It’s one straight road to the finish line.


  I’m getting closer and closer. Shota tried to block me, but that just slowed him down and brought himself closer to me.


  And then…


  “Oh, crap! This will be dangerous, big bro!”


  “I know!”


  Shota responded to a worried Satoshi. Yes, if this goes on, I might get to win.”


  Everyone halted their breath when it’s a few meters until the finish line.


  I grabbed the chance- and used the Bomb Wheel!


  “Eh?”


  Everyone but me froze at the moment, and the wheel ended up at-


  “Boom!”


  “Oh.”


  -Well, this makes sense, actually. I blew myself up. Although I have suspiciously gained the “male protagonist” status, my luck hasn’t been boosted, and I blew my car up as usual. Then-


  “Yay! You’re dumb, shrimp bro!”


  “We won big bro! Shrimp bro is weak!


  Shota won. I got passed by bots right before the finish line and finished at 8th place. The competition’s result was too tragic to even look at.


  
*



  “…………”


  After that match, Tendou-san and I left Around 1 without a single word. We are now sitting on the free shuttle bus.


  “…………”


  I plopped my head downwards while Tendou-san remained silent since then…it’s like hell down here. Also, for some reason, there’s suddenly enough space on the bus for us to sit together…and other commuters sat quite far from us, it feels like we are alone on this bus.


  “…………”


  I took a glance at Tendou-san secretly. I somehow feel like the “Gamer Bunny” she put on her legs is staring at me…so I turned around and looked at the window.


  The bus hasn’t moved yet, there’s nothing to look at, but then Tendou-san faced towards the window since then, I can’t see her face. I can’t see her reflections from the window either, maybe it’s because of the angle. I can’t really sit tight. The view of the Around 1 brimming with lights just made me feel even more tragic.


  I really wanted to disappear right now, what the hell am I doing? Now that I’m thinking about what did we do for today, none of them would qualify as “ me giving Tendou-san a satisfying impression.” While she did have fun in Around 1, but I don’t think I’m involved in any of this at all. Around 1 is the only thing that’s giving her fun.


  “I should’ve never went on a date without a plan…”


  I had always been like this, the same goes for my gaming style. Rather than contemplating on my playthrough, I would just dive into the whole thing again brainlessly. That’s why you never see growth in me. Of course, while I do gain subtly while gaming, but that was never enough for a date.


  “Is it really too heavy for me…?”


  Mizumi-kun’s face suddenly appeared in my brain. Perhaps he should be the one to go with Tendou-san, especially when it comes to competing with each other. I would often play with him nowadays, and I have to say, his adaptability Is really amazing. He is the definition of the protagonist, the one that is on the same side as Tendou-san.


  I don’t think there’s a sample answer when it comes to gaming styles. However, there’s no way for all players to get along with each other. A piece of good evidence for this is that some games will use a matchmaking system and create a casual zone and a competitive zone. None are better than the other, but there are certainly preferences.


  In terms of this, Tendou-san and I are different. This sort of mindset is certainly not limited to gaming, we are destined to see things differently at some point in our relationship.


  “…Especially when I was in that race, I used the power-up at last…that’s the issue, right.”


  To Tendou-san, that’s an intolerably stupid decision, it looks like I’m not taking the match seriously at all…at least I can’t retort her if she uses this in her argument.


  But then…


  I realized that Tendou-san’s shoulder was slightly shivering when I snapped back.


  What’s going on? Is she so mad that she is shivering?


  I freaked out. But then, it’s terrible if I did nothing when my girlfriend is pissed.


  I swallowed my saliva and made my decision…and then put my hand on Tendou-san’s shoulder-


  “…Pffft, ahahahahahaha!”


  “?”


  -Suddenly, Tendou-san let out a hysterical laugh while hugging her doll. At the same time, the door of the bus closed, and it was announced that the bus will soon depart.


  My body shakes as the bus is moving, and Tendou-san is still laughing to the point that she bent her waist.


  “Ohoho, hehe, haha.”


  “…Um…Tendou-san?”


  I’m baffled by the situation. Tendou-san then wiped the tears off her eyes with her finger as she continued.


  “I’m sorry, g-give me a moment, Amano-kun. I need a second.”


  “O-Okay.”


  Then, Tendou-san laughed for another 10 seconds before taking a breath and looked at me.


  I don’t think she’s angry.


  Tendou-san then explained to me.


  “Um, it’s not like that, it’s just that the way that you lost was amusing to me. B-But, if you think about it, I don’t think I should laugh with that situation, so I held it back, but then that just made me wanted to chuckle even more. S-Sorry.”


  “N-No, it’s okay…So, you are not mad at me?”


  Tendou-san tilted her head when I asked this.


  “I’m mad? Why would I?”


  “Um, b-because of the way I play…won’t you feel dissatisfied because of that?”


  “Eh? Oh…that’s what you meant.”


  Tendou-san gave me a smile, then looked at the window gently and looked at the lights shining from Around 1 while answering me.


  “You’re right, Amano-kun, you didn’t play anything well today, including sports. Also, it’s hard to say that you are “competing seriously” at all.”


  “S-Sorry…”


  I’m scared. However, Tendou-san gave me a warm smile before looking at me directly.


  “But then, you were trying your best to let everyone enjoy the experience, right?”


  “Eh?”


  I tilted my head to express my confusion after her explanation. “You didn’t realize this at all.” Tendou-san chuckles while mumbling.


  “Amano-kun, while it’s true that you keep losing. But…it’s like what you’ve said in the past, you feel unsatisfied after every defeat.”


  “O-Of course, I will feel bad. I said that before.”


  “Right. However, your reaction is rare these days. When everyone in the Game Club and I lose a match, while we do feel unsatisfied, we will never express it this vividly. We will just train very hard afterward.”


  “…Ehm…”


  I-Is she meaning that I’m acting like a kid?


  In reality, I’ve always enthusiastically asked my little brother to 1v1 me in games, so I will always express my feelings towards the match immediately after it’s over. The reason for this is that I feel like it will get too serious to the point where we will argue with each other furiously if we just hide everything in our hearts. If that’s the case, I think it’s better to just yell when we lost a match so that we expressed our feelings clearly. That’s what I’ve learned from the experience.


  However, I never thought I will make that mistake in front of Tendou-san. Just as I’m scratching my head embarrassingly, Tendou-san continued without a single notion that she’s blaming me.


  “You are referring to yourself as a slowpoke. To me, though, I feel like you are just trying your best to act like a slowpoke with that attitude of yours, right?”


  “Um, I-I’ve never thought about this before…In reality, I just challenged a kid to a serious match and then lost to him…”


  “Yes, you are right, you should be ashamed.”


  “Ouch…”


  “But then, Amano-kun, that’s why you are amazing.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t know which part of me got praised at all!”


  “Really? For example…Right, take Shota and Satoshi as an example. If I am just coming here with the Game Club members, I think we will never get to enjoy the experience as much as the brothers did.”


  “I-I’m sorry, it’s because I suck, that’s why our date is interrupted…”


  “It’s okay, I’ve said this before, that’s the amazing part of you.”


  “…Sorry, I still don’t feel like which part of me are you praising…”


  “Really? Being completely oblivious to which part you are good at is another fantastic point of you as well.”


  “Sorry, I usually just freak out when someone is complimenting me this much while I’m confused.”


  It’s like when you got an award in a writing contest when you turned in a half-assed submission. While the comments pointed out that the writing included numerous issues in modern society, I have no memory of writing any of that, something like this.


  Tendou-san glanced at my utterly confused face, then gave me a “Hmm…” while putting her finger on her lips, thinking about something cutely…Then, she continued as if she reached a conclusion.


  “When you are in the last lap with Shota, you didn’t use the Bomb Wheel to win. If winning is your sole purpose, you could’ve just out-speed him with the agility of your kart.”


  “Eh? Oh, s-sorry, I didn’t act seriously-“


  I immediately wanted to apologize, Tendou-san stopped me by raising her hand. Then, her eyes are sparkling with logic as she continued.


  “The brothers will have fun no matter what the result was – that’s why you used the bomb. Am I right, Amano-kun?”


  “…………”


  “Whether you or Shota got bombed, it’s funnier to the kids this way then to just compete regularly.”


  “…Ehm…”


  I scratched my cheeks before looking away, I’m being read like an open book. Crap, I knew my girlfriend’s attitude towards gaming. Then, I deliberately let her knew that I was so naïve that I am willing to lose a match just to let the kids have fun.


  Tendou-san’s voice then echoed throughout my head, she sounds a bit baffled, though.


  “…Man. You hadn’t changed in the least bit since when you rejected my invitation…”


  “Um! Tendou-san, I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to reject your attitude towards gaming…”


  “Mmm, I understand, you’re not just randomly losing a match on purpose. But then, when compared to “looking cool in front of me,” you feel that it’s more important to let the brothers have fun, right?”


  “Ahh! Well, um, ah, T-Tendou-san, I didn’t mean to just ignore you…”


  Crap, I’m too scared to look at her. She sounds pissed from that-


  “…That’s what I love about you.”


  “Huh!?”


  -I heard something big and turned my head around immediately. But then…for some reason, this time it’s Tendou-san who looked away to the window. The lights coming from the houses are flashing in the dark, rural scenery outside.


  Although Tendou-san and I are sitting very close to each other, I feel really peaceful, incredibly, and I even told her this when she’s still looking out to the window.


  “Tendou-san, I really admired…you for destroying me relentlessly.”


  “What’s that? I don’t feel like you’re praising me at all.”


  “No, I’m being sincere. If you just let me won purposely, that I won’t even get the chance to feel unsatisfied. You know what that meant, right? Tendou-san, you’re amazing.”


  “…I’m a dumb girl who just knows how to compete seriously.”


  “I know. That’s what I love about you.”


  “…!”


  Tendou-san’s shoulders suddenly shivered, …but then even I can tell this time: “Oh, she’s embarrassed.”


  This awkward yet satisfying moment slowly slipped away.


  It was not until a couple minutes after that I started chatting with her.


  “…Right, Tendou-san, have you played the newly-released Fire Knights?”


  “Oh. Yes, of course! That’s right, I wanted to talk about that! How’s your progress?”


  Tendou-san’s face clearly brightens. I answered confidently.


  “I’m in Chapter 9 right now.”


  “Ugh, I lost. I’m in Chapter 7. I guess I will fall behind if I spend more time with the Game Club and studying…”


  “By the way, did you know that if you didn’t meet the requirements in Chapter 6, you can’t get the item in Chapter 12.”


  “Eh, really? Awww, then I have to restart…”


  “You are starting over!? The item is not that important, I just left it behind and moved forward.”


  “Hmph! That’s what I don’t like about you, filthy casuals.”


  “Well, thanks, but that’s the reason why your progress is falling behind, right?”


  “Hey, how dare you? But then, isn’t that why we will spend a lot of time in games-“


  “No, not at all, you’re missing the key-“


  …The calm and peaceful scenery, the tired gamers, the night slowly falls on the bus that is slowing driving through the rural town.


  Suddenly, when I am in a break while chatting with Tendou-san, I can’t help but mumble:


  “…Master Uehara, you’re right, after all. I’m sorry.”


  “What did you say?”


  “It’s nothing. Oh, about that part in Chapter 10…”


  So, I just chatted with Tendou-san about the game while I’m reflecting on what Uehara-kun had sad before the date.


  “It’s a blessing when you can chat happily with a girl you love alone, after all.”


  Chapter 3: Chiaki Hoshinomori and Pursuit of Excellence


  In the year 775 of the Kingdom’s calendar, the two countries that have been engulfed in constant wars for the domination on the continent of Gorugon, the Republic of Berufurau has signed a truce with the Baochishiu Empire.


  In the dirty slums ruled by the soldiers disbanded from the Empire, a man who is destined to change the world was born from an emaciated prostitute.


  His name is- “The Tasty Peony Cake Eater”-


  “Wait!”


  Uehara-kun and I yelled, then the seaweed-haired girl - Chiaki Hoshinomori raised her head from the printed paper and before expressing her confusion with a “Hmm?”


  “But, my new game’s synopsis is still in its prologue, what’s wrong…?”


  “Um, it’s not what’s wrong, something is clearly very wrong.”


  I suppressed myself from scolding at Chiaki while urging her to re-think this whole story. Chiaki only tilted her head dumbfoundedly, followed by another “Hmm?” before reading the paper for a few seconds and giving us a look of sudden realization.


  Uehara-kun and I pressed our chests as a sign of relief. “Right, at least she knows what’s the problem here. That’s good.” Chiaki then sincerely thanked us.


  “Yes, there’re problems! It would be funnier if I changed the year to 776 of the Kingdom’s calendar.”


  “It’s not that!”


  Uehara-kun and I yelled at her at the top of our voices…This legendary creator is still tilting her head to express her confusion.


  The two boys looked at each other and let out a big sigh.


  It’s after school on a typical day. The scheduled 3-players meeting of the Game Hobby Club Is still ongoing at the corner of the classroom. While this is a good thing, the development of this plot is certainly raising our eyebrows.


  The reason for this is that at the start of the meeting, Chiaki, the game developer is already…


  “E-Ehm, Uehara-kun…and also Keita. If it’s possible, can you please comment on the concept of my new game!” She approached us.


  Honestly, the Game Hobby Club’s activity consists of Chiaki and me yelling at each other with our different ideas towards gaming. While it’s rare for her to find a legit topic, the problem is…


  “We peasants can never understand what the mindset of this creator is.”


  Uehara-kun and I deeply realized this to the heart now.


  Honestly, I neither have heard the name of the game from Chiaki nor have I played the games she made as well. But then, Chiaki has always leaked some of the ideas during the meeting every time.


  Uehara-kun and I didn’t understand her whimsical concepts at all, so it’s hard for us to give comments on her game development process.


  “It’s not easy to grasp how much we should intervene in her development.”


  I usually just say what I wanted to say and then falling into an argument with her. Even so, I will more or less become cautious when it comes to commenting on her creations. It’s not just games, most of the productions are like this, right? Something that looks like a kid’s doodle could be a famous artwork that worth billions. It’s not that uncommon.


  What I fear is that rare talents are wasted by pedestrian comments coming from an average guy, even if the comments are for my rival, Chiaki.


  But then, regarding Chiaki’s concept for her new game, she seems to hope that her work can be enjoyed by the general audience, so she requested us to point out any problems that she had.


  If she’s putting it this way, we thought that maybe the setting the game will be less eccentric. In reality, we can tell that it’s going to be a fantastical story with solid content, even a bit pumped up by the plot, but then…


  A few seconds after the debut and it went wrong wholly.


  Uehara-kun smacked his desk and screamed at her, who are seemingly oblivious to what we are talking about.


  “Hoshinomori! Are you really trying to generalize your game!?”


  “Y-Yes! Of course! That’s why I have an intricate yet fantastical world setting in mind!”


  “None of this was intricate! Everything went wrong all of a sudden! What’s your thought process when you are coming up with the protagonist’s name?! “Peony Cake Eater” is the worst name I have ever heard!”


  “You’re wrong, Uehara-kun. “The Tasty Peony Cake Eater” is the correct answer.”


  “It’s the same! The setting just suddenly went rogue!”


  “Eh? B-But then, I did an explanation to link the plot together.”


  “What!? Where!?”


  Although Chiaki is acting sheepishly, she somehow retorted to Uehara-kun. She’s scared, but she didn’t step back and proposed: “T-There is…” before continuing.


  “Didn’t I tell you at the start? He is “a man who’s destined to change the world,” right?”


  “You mean he changed the world with his name!?”


  The sudden truth baffled us. Chiaki nodded her head furiously while she continued.


  “H-He got an unusual name, and it’s up to the government staff whether to accept a name like this. Will the freedom of name changing, the bureaucratic culture of the Empire, and the policies surrounding names drastically change from this one action? This is one of the questions that this game dives into!”


  “Eh? What about the war between them and the Republic? Who gets to dominate the continent?”


  “Eh? Those are just background information in the detailed world setting. Is there a problem?”


  Uehara-kun and I feel speechless. This is the problem, this has always been the issue with creators that focuses on individuality. There’s no way for ordinary people like us to give feedback. At this stage, isn’t it pointless to dig into the details? She had already completed the whole story in her brain, this is not something we can comment on, right?


  Chiaki looked at our reaction sheepishly while asking, “C-Can I continue?” We nodded our heads silently, she cleared her throat before speaking again.


  “Then, allow me to re-introduce. After the prologue is over, the main story starts here. Basically, the game is going to be an RPG.”


  “Eh? That’s surprising. I thought this was going to be a strategy game or an interactive fiction based on what you’ve said about the whole changing-the-policy thing…”


  “No, that’s incorrect. Ehm, this is a game where “The Tasty Peony Cake Eater,” abbreviated as “Peony Eater” to assassinate everyone working in the town hall, one by one.”


  “That’s a dirty trick for a guy with a name like this.”


  “During this time, the policy of the town hall will change gradually based on the type of staff he defeated.”


  Uehara-kun seems to have realized what Chiaki is saying and nodded.


  “So your design is, the reforming faction will gain more influence when you defeat a conservative staff, and the same goes for the conservatives as well?”


  “No, no, no, that’s not right.”


  “Huh?”


  Uehara-kun gave a solid remark based on the game’s content, and Chiaki immediately denied his answer. She continued as we froze in place.


  “He will murder the staff cruelly based on his/her personality. For example, he will shove a bunch of peony cakes in the mouth of a staff that hates red beans paste until he chokes to death. People will then began to question the Empire’s punishment policies.”


  “What about that whole name policy thing!?”


  The goal of the game changed again, we can’t help but look at her helplessly. However, Chiaki doesn’t seem to realize what we are complaining about and asked us back dazedly.


  “What’s that name policy thing you were talking about?”


  “I can’t believe you’re the one who asked this! What about the goal of getting the staff to accept that weird name?! When did this turn into Assassin’s Creed with Altair becoming a strange serial killer!?”


  “Alright, alright! Hey, Ms Hoshinomori! You were the guy who wanted to generalize your game!”


  “T-That’s why I wanted to discuss with you and the dwarf winter melon. I wanted to know how I should adjust the game to make this popular!”


  “YOU SHOULD RE-MAKE THE ENTIRE GAME!”


  Uehara-kun and I yelled at the top of our lungs. However, for some reason, Chiaki seems to have taken that as a joke and gave us a “Haha, don’t give me that” look. In a sense, this guy is lonelier and way more twisted than I do! I should’ve seen this coming!


  Chiaki just said, “Well, I’m continuing.” Although we would like to file a hundred complaints right now, but then there will be too much for us to cover if we are going to pick on her game.


  So, we looked at each other again before nodding and swallowed all of our comments and listen to her.


  Chiaki doesn’t seem to have realized our solemn and stirring determination. She promptly continued.


  “Then comes to the experience-gaining part. This part follows the traditional RPG route. You can rob the staff’s cash after killing them while raising your murdering abilities.”


  “Chiaki, do you know what “traditional” means?”


  “Keita, you’re annoying. To put it simply, you can get money and XP from them.”


  “Then why don’t you just say this at the start?!”


  “But then, I think a good game should bring individuality to the unit of the in-game currency.”


  “I guess I can understand that…Right, what’s the currency for this game?”


  “Good question, Keita. The currency will be…”


  Uehara-kun and I saw Chiaki smiling mischievously, and we’re like, “Here she goes, again.” We bet that she’s trying to say something controversial. If we had to guess, based on the fact that the name of the protagonist and the way of murdering people consists of “peony cakes,” I think it’s something related to red beans-


  “G R E E N P E A S!”


  “You should be using red beans!”


  We were shocked by the baffling setting of the currency.


  “The name of the protagonist is based on peony cakes, and yet the currency unit isn’t red beans! N-No, not to mention red beans, are you trying to prank other people by using different types of peas?! Chiaki, you did this on purpose! Just use red beans!”


  “R-Really? Red beans…”


  Chiaki mumbled before looking down upon us.


  “But then if the currency unit is called “red beans,” don’t you think that doesn’t match with the setting of the world?”


  “You’re not saying that until now?!”


  “Think about it this way, GREEN PEAS can be shortened as GP, isn’t that awesome?”


  “…Oh, really?”


  We lost the energy to complain after seeing her being so confident.


  For some reason, Chiaki seems to have interpreted our reaction as “Ha! I got you two now!” before explaining the game mechanics even more confidently.


  “Then, it’s time for the most crucial part, the game mechanics. I plan to implement a traditional turn-based system here.”


  The “traditional” coming from her mouth sounds so distant to us. Even so, there’s not much ground-breaking potential for a turn-based system. So, Uehara-kun and I just heard what she had to say casually-


  “The protagonist will attack from behind the enemy lines at night with his weapon, and then purges the enemy in a one-sided bloodfest with an “Endless My Turn System”…or EMTS for short. I’m putting that in the game.”


  “Don’t.”


  Uehara-kun and I instantly tried to turn her down. Chiaki then titled her head and gave us another “Hmm?”


  “But then, this is a super fun combat system where you can enjoy the feeling of invincibility…”


  “That’s not even combating anymore. That’s merely killing people!”


  Uehara-kun yelled furiously, but then Chiaki didn’t give up.


  “But then, it’s always going to be a one-sided slaughter when an armed character is attacking ordinary people with basically zero strength, they have no hope of struggling…right?”


  “Why are you giving me a look of “why can’t you two have some common sense!” Who cares about you! Why are you only making that part realistic!? You should be going after whether the game Is fun or not!”


  “Eh, if we can ignore the authenticity part, I will design the image of the enemy staff as clumps of meat with a bunch of eyeballs and tentacles on them…”


  “Why are you doing that!? Does authenticity sound the same as sanity to you? I’m asking you to widen the setting based on the situation!”


  “Oh, I get it. Then why don’t we make a compromise? The enemies can attack as well…and the reason for that is because they have eyes behind their necks, so it’s hard to sneak up on them, that should do it.”


  “The sanity’s even lower! It’s like when aliens invaded when you’re going on your daily life! I-It’s just a game, why can’t you just let them combat normally!?”


  I paused Uehara-kun with a bright look on my face.


  “Wait, Uehara-kun. I feel like you shouldn’t use nukes-graded logic like “it’s just a game” casually.”


  “Huh? Hey, Amano, which side are you on…?”


  “Keita’s right. Uehara-kun, the game will be more immersive to players if you can explain subtle details like why a pack of medicine can cure wounds immediately.”


  “Eh? Um, I don’t really care about that…”


  “No, I do think you care. For example, if the game as a revival item, don’t you feel bored If the starring characters died accordingly to the plot? Like, “Bruh, why can’t you guys just revive him?”, right?”


  “Hmm…I-I guess you’re right. Can’t say that I haven’t…”


  “See?”


  Chiaki and I gave him a proud smile. Uehara-kun stared at us for a few seconds before he seems fed up and yelled at us.


  “YOU DAMN OTAKUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUS!”


  “That’s rude!”


  Chiaki and I screamed innocently. We started arguing with each other for a couple minutes.


  “…Phew.”


  When we were tried, we picked up from where we left off after we calmed down and brought the topic back to Chiaki’s new game.


  Chiaki cleared her throat after grabbing her paper again.


  “Then, moving onto the plot development after the prologue…”


  “Right, you haven’t mentioned, where Peony Eater will end up going?”


  Uehara-kun asked, and Chiaki confidently answered: “That’s a good question.”


  “I think you guys should know from the clues already, this story’s selling point is with its dark and detailed setting as the opening, but it won’t go deeper and deeper. Instead, there will be plot twist after plot twist.”


  “There’s already a few since the prologue…”


  I stated my opinion. “That’s right!” Chiaki seemed to have interpreted it as a positive comment, so she continued.


  “So, the plot will advance shockingly, it’s hard to even try to sum it up simply. I’m sorry, just when the plot has finally gained your interest.”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  Although Uehara-kun and I acted like we don’t mind, I didn’t want to dive deep into a story that will lower my sanity at the start.


  “Peony Eater will get an unexpected ending, anyway.”


  Uehara-kun and I prepared ourselves mentally. To be honest, I’m getting used to Chiaki’s jumping tone. Why do I feel that? Is it because I have played similar games before…?


  “I can spoil the ending.”


  I snapped back to reality when Chiaki started to talk.


  Just when Uehara-kun and I imagined the surprise ending of Peony Eater and waited for her answer caringly.


  Chiaki, who already can’t her excitement, told us the ending of the game.


  “After a long battle, the Galactic Federation has finally defeated “Waltex,” the invading evil lord.”


  “Where’s Peony Eater!?”


  Uehara-kun and I screamed upon getting the ending. I think the entire high school heard it.


  Chiaki tilted her head before giving us another “Hmm?”


  “Peony…Eater?”


  “Why are you acting like you heard that name for the first time!? Chiaki! That’s bullshit, no matter how you put it! This far exceeds our imagination, we are freaking out at this point!”


  “Right!” Chiaki gave us a smug look.


  “Amano is not even praising you! When did Peony Eater join that Galactic Federation thing!?”


  “What are you talking about, Uehara-kun? No person with such a weird name exists in the Federation.”


  “What are you talking about? Where did Peony Eater go then!?”


  “Peony…Peony…Eater?”


  “How can you forget the name of your protagonist!? Are you one of those female main characters with amnesia that forgets your friends every few seconds!? Are you cursed!?”


  “…Oh, ooh! Right! I was still wondering what you guys were talking about. Yes, Peony Eater exists! I’m feeling quite surprised, you know, he’s only in the prologue of the prologue and would become irrelevant for the remaining 99% of the plot, after all.”


  “PEONY EATER IS IRREVALENT EARLY ON!?”


  We freaked out upon the reveal of the truth. Chiaki continued with a smile on her face.


  “Yeah, that’s right. By the way, isn’t Peony Eater a strange name? It’s weird now that I’m thinking it. Hehe, I guess I don’t take naming seriously.”


  “Apologize to Peony Eater!”


  “Eh!?”


  Chiaki doesn’t seem to understand why Uehara-kun and I were so furious at all. W-We don’t know why we are mad either. But, Peony Eater’s fate was such a tragic one. We were already in tears as we tried to fight for a better position in the plot for him.


  “Chiaki! Give more love to Peony Eater! I beg you!”


  “Hoshinomori! I’m begging you as well! Let Peony Eater…Let “The Tasty Peony Cake Eater” become a strong man!”


  “W-What’s wrong with you two!? It feels disgusting to have that many feelings towards a random villager that disappears as soon as he appears!”


  “Give Peony Eater a bit more hope!”


  “What was that!? Are you two really giving me helpful suggestions?”


  “Are you even taking your game seriously!?”


  The scene fell into chaos again. This feels weird, the Game Hobby Club should function just like the student council in the next school. We are supposed to mess with each other and have fun, while we are messing with each other, something doesn’t feel quite right. Ehm, I’m not that familiar with what’s going on in Hekiyou anyways.


  We argued over the Peony Eater incident for a while-


  When we spent all our energy once again, to the point that we can’t discuss with each other anymore, Uehara-kun suddenly looked at the door of the classroom and said:


  “Oh! Hey, Tendou!”


  “Eh?”


  Chiaki and I looked in the same direction. Then, right there, we can see a cute blonde girl who felt anxious for reasons unknown, coming from the door.


  She, the student that ranks above the entire school – Karen Tendou, fiddled with her hair gently before she continued.


  “Hi…I just happened to pass by, and so I “slightly” checked out what’s happening here.”


  Tendou-san explained before we even said anything.


  Uehara-kun gave her a mischievous grin and said, “Oh, right.” Then, he waved at her as if he got a good idea.


  “I’m halfway through my Game Club activity…”


  Tendou-san stepped into the classroom obediently as she said that. After she took a seat, Uehara-kun robbed the paper that Chiaki is holding and passed it to Tendou-san.


  Although Chiaki complained embarrassingly, Uehara-kun continued.


  “Can you read that and give her some feedback? It’s the concept of Hoshinomori’s new game.”


  “Hoshinomori-san wrote this?”


  Tendou-san looked at Chiaki. She stared at the ground embarrassingly before giving her a nod. Tendou-san gave her a warm smile.


  “That’s great. I really wanted to help…But, I’m not a game developer, so I don’t know if I can help you with that…”


  Tendou-san is incredible, being able to come up with a sophisticated reply like this. Chiaki got her courage out of this gentleness and nodded her head vigorously before answering.


  “P-P-P-Please! I-I really wanted to receive feedback from a serious person like Tendou-san!”


  “Hey!”


  Tendou-san ignored our complaint, even giving Chiaki a bright smile back.


  “Oh, thank you. I’m starting now.”


  Tendou-san started reading the paper. Then, in front of Chiaki, who’s shivering from her excitement and hope, Tendou-san…


  “Ehm, the more she read this, the more awkward she feels…!”


  Although Tendou-san still has the perfect customary smile plastered on her face, maybe it’s because we are in front of Chiaki, after all…we immediately knew what she is thinking. But then, she is still superior to us. Tendou-san proceeded to probe Chiaki euphemistically while she’s in the middle of the reading.


  “H-Hoshinomori-san? Is this…Is this an out-of-season April Fool’s joke…?”


  “No! I’m serious! I wanted to give everything I got to create this game!”


  “O-Oh, I got it…”


  “So, I wanted to hear what Tendou-san has to say to make this popular!”


  “R-Really…”


  Uehara-kun and I looked at Tendou-san’s face that is full of embarrassment, we can’t help but feel guilty. We felt terrible for her, really. A person that is not that close to her just made something awkward and is now asking her to give comments…that’s the worst situation possible!


  [image: img350.jpeg]
Just when Uehara-kun’s face is wrinkled together when he is guilty of not thinking about this ahead.


  Tendou-san managed to finish reading the paper and looked at Chiaki, who’s smiling excitedly and waiting for feedback – and I’m afraid she’s looking for a positive one, before giving her a smile.


  “The content is really intriguing. This is a fascinating work full of originality and creativity…I look forward to your diligence and pursuit of excellence in your next game!”


  “Holy shit you killed her gently and subtly dude ────────────!”


  Tendou-san tried! She gave it her all! That comment was like something I’ve heard from the internet when the editor got a boring draft from the writer, I can’t believe Tendou-san have the courage to say that in front of Chiaki!


  Uehara-kun and I throbbed at Tendou-san’s response. It suited her style perfectly. She is still shivering dazedly after giving that comment. As for Chiaki who just heard that-


  “I…I’m excited! I never thought I will be thoroughly praised like this! I will give it everything I got!”


  “SHE DOESN’T GET IT AT ALLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL!”


  Her unexpected optimism freaked us out.


  Tendou-san ran out of options, she can’t help her anymore. She gave Chiaki a pale smile before returning the script to her. “Farewell, everyone.” She turned around and said.


  Then, while Chiaki is happily reading her text, Tendou-san…mumbled silently to the point where only Uehara-kun and I heard her.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “We should be the one to say that!”


  We looked at Tendou-san, who’s still shivering while running away before apologizing to her loudly in our hearts. We’re really sorry! We meant that, Tendou-san!


  After that, Chiaki, who’s still oblivious to what’s happening, gave us a proud smile.


  “Hm-mmm, how’s that? Did you two see that? I found someone who’s truly appreciating my game!”


  “You…!”


  How should I describe this emotion that’s erupting in both Uehara-kun’s and my heart? Oh, it’s like watching those light novels that sold well only because they had a good illustrator, something like that, I guess.


  Honestly, I really wanted to tell Chiaki, and I don’t care whether I will destroy her will to live or not.


  Your game sucks even worse than the broken vacuum cleaner in my room.


  I really wanted to tell her no matter what! But then, there’s no way for Uehara-kun and me to do that. Since…that would entirely invalidate Tendou-san’s solemn and stirring effort! She is being so considerate towards Chiaki to the point that she just took all the bullets for her!


  Just as we are biting our teeth out of our sheer frustrations, Chiaki continued proudly.


  “Come to think of it, while Keita and Uehara-kun did complain a lot, you two never said that it was boring. I get it now. While I certainly hate moe characters, but this is what they call tsundere, right?”


  “…!”


  Uehara-kun and I were biting our lips to the point that they’re about to bleed!


  This…This doesn’t make any sense! Just because the creator is sensitive and talented, does that mean ordinary people like us can’t say what we wanted to!? Is this the society we’re living in!?


  So, Uehara-kun and I tried our best to suppress our anger that Is about to erupt furiously.


  Chiaki’s paper was blown by the wind coming from the window of the classroom, and it fell onto the floor of the entrance.


  “Oh.”


  “Chiaki immediately stood up and went after the paper. But, the script beautifully slipped pass her hands, and it ended up on the hallway.


  Uehara-kun and I stared at what she is doing, dumbfoundedly.


  Chiaki is chasing the paper all the way to the door, she rested a bit on the wall. Meanwhile, the thing ended up landing next to a girl.


  “Hmm? What’s this?”


  The girl mumbled as she picked it up. Chiaki seems to have known the fact that a stranger picked up her script, so she hid at the corner of the wall to prevent the girl from noticing her, but Chiaki can’t see the girl either.


  However, the girl’s face, with wheat-coloured skin and brightly coloured hair- she is Aguri-san, Uehara-kun’s girlfriend. We can see that clearly from the classroom.


  To this unexpected situation that is about to unfold strangely, Uehara-kun and I held our breaths as we watch.


  Aguri-san read the script, and then-


  -She laughed hysterically and gave us her unbridled thoughts.


  “This sucks! What kind of game is this even? This feels super boring!”


  “OUR LORD IS HEREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”


  Uehara-kun and I saw a depressed Chiaki slowly curling herself up near the wall. At the same time, we hugged each other tightly from the heart-throbbing development.


  Suddenly, just as we are hugging each other to the point that actual homosexuals are ashamed of…I saw Uehara-kun’s girlfriend, which is Aguri-san looked towards us.


  “…Oh.”


  …Aguri-san, who lost all hopes of living, ran away with Chiaki’s script.


  “W-WAIT UP!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”


  Uehara-kun and I immediately scrambled and ran after her. Chiaki is still curled up at the corner of the classroom, and mumbled to herself depressingly, “S-super boring…” Well, I guess it’s still too harsh for her even if this is just an accident.


  “Oh, now is not the time to be worried about Chiaki. Aguri-san will scold at me if I don’t explain!”


  After a series of hassle, the meeting of the Game Hobby Club ended spectacularly.


  Two weeks later.


  A couple days after the meeting of the Game Hobby Club, in the afternoon of a Sunday.


  I’m just browsing aimlessly on the net when I suddenly found out that, NOBE, the game developer that I admire, has uploaded something new.


  “Oh yeah!”


  I immediately downloaded the game. The works of NOBE has always contained a distinctive individuality. To be honest, it’s not for everyone. But that’s why I liked his games, and feel like I’m one of his fans.


  I started the game with high expectations. Let’s take a look at the title screen first.


  “Galactic Federation vs Evil Invading Lord!”


  “…Huh?”


  I’m quite baffled. Um, while it still retained its individuality, I feel like I’ve heard that somewhere. Welp, maybe I am just imagining things.


  After I clicked on “New Game”, the prologue started to roll.


  “In the year 765 of the Kingdom’s calendar, the two countries that have been engulfed in constant wars for the domination on the continent of Gorugon, the Republic of Berufurau has signed a truce with the Baochishiu Empire.”


  In the dirty slums ruled by the soldiers disbanded from the Empire, a man who is destined to change the world was born from an emaciated prostitute.


  “Hmm?”


  I felt like I saw this somewhere before. Still, I’ve always played a couple games at the same time, such ordinary plots like this are literally everywhere.


  But then, I realized that according to my memory, the protagonist should have something odd within him…


  “His name is, Glenn Andalusia.”


  Looks like everything’s normal. Yep, it’s just my imagination, after all.


  So, I started playing the game


  It’s a really traditional turn-based RPG. The protagonist has to defeat the corrupted staff of the Empire to reform its government, he decided to sneak up on them before assassinating- or not. Glenn is an honourable knight that challenges the enemy directly and bring them to justice after every battle.


  The world setting is very typical. The unit of currency is Gold, you gain XP and level after defeating the enemies, HP can be healed after using the medicine.


  Although the setting widens as the plot advances, the main character is just going on his business, punish the evil and bringing them to justice. He joined the Galactic Federation, at last, it’s far from surprising.


  In the end, the Federation defeated the evil lord, and everyone lived happily ever after. The story is quite wild, but the plot managed to keep up.


  Um, how should I put it? Honestly…


  “It’s your ordinary good game…”


  I stared at the ending screen and froze. I-I guess it’s alright, NOBE sometimes did publish less ridiculous works, but he is really playing by the rules this time.


  “…………”


  I turned off the game and opened NOBE’s blog. After every playthrough, I will always give my feedback with the nickname Yama-san.


  “Eh? Strange. There’s a new post on the blog.”


  I read the post, it was about the obstacles he faced when creating the game. While the text is short, it did mention he received the help from two of his friends.


  “Oh, that’s why…”


  I was a genuine fan of NOBE. I really like the originality from this guy’s games, it’s like I am his believer.


  Also, If we are talking about the quality of the game now, I feel like out of all the works of NOBE, this one ranks the top in terms of completeness.


  Three heads are really better than one, after all. Trim out the fat, and you’ll get a game that everyone can play and love.


  That’s not something that you can see every day. Also, NOBE just accepted the suggestions from his friends, I bet that he is a mature and outstanding person.


  Even so, the game that I really like is after all…


  I clicked on the comment sections. First, I wrote down my thoughts as I’ve always done: “This is interesting! It was full of content to the point that it surprised me!”


  Then, after a moment of thinking, I decided to add one more sentence.


  “…Alright.”


  I added what I really felt about NOBE in one simple sentence.


  The next day.


  “I should’ve followed my heart!”


  “What?”


  We held the meeting of the Game Hobby Club as usual, and then Chiaki just announced this to us out of nowhere.


  Uehara-kun and I just stared at each other.


  “W-What’s going on? W-What’s wrong with Hoshinomori? I thought she followed our advice…”


  “Yeah, w-what the hell? After Aguri-san trampled her game to the ground, Chiaki lost her pride completely and sincerely took our advice…”


  But then, why did she just reverted back today?


  This uneasy feeling is making us tremble, and Chiaki, who is feeling absolutely confident, loudly announced to Uehara-kun and me.


  “I accidentally listened to your advice! But, this is a free game, not a commercial product, there’s nothing wrong for a creator to shove her preferences into her creation. Isn’t this the reason that made F2P games attractive to players!? I don’t have the strength to withstand you two’s temptation, that’s too weak of me!”


  “Eh!?”


  We felt unfair that she just criticized our comments.


  “W-What’s that? Chiaki, is it because no one downloaded your game after you took our advice?””


  “No, based on the latest data I have, the number of downloads is higher than all my previous games combined! People loved it! Honestly, I felt really proud of that!”


  “See-“


  “But!”


  Chiaki interrupted us and stood up forcefully. She lowered her head for a while, then she gave us a bright smile before mumbling.


  “But…But if I do that, I don’t think I can impress the guy that I really wanted to…”


  “?”


  I don’t understand what she is saying at all. So, I looked at Uehara-kun, but he just glanced at me and said, “Oh, is it because…””


  I tilted my head, and then Chiaki cleared her throat before continuing.


  “I made a small mistake. I just shovelled you two’s input into the game because I lost faith in myself…”


  “What’s wrong with that?”


  We gave her some pretty genuine suggestions, so we are baffled by her reasoning. Then, she answered sheepishly.


  “Um, although I think that it’s good to accept other’s people advice…”


  Chiaki paused for a moment, and then she continued with her eyes filled with determination.


  “I shouldn’t blindly put all those into my game without consideration, that’s the least candid thing a creator could do. So, allow me to apologize to you two, I am really sorry about not utilizing your ideas to the fullest.”


  She bowed and apologized to us.


  “…………”


  Uehara-kun and I lost words. We feel like the girl in front of us is much more mature than she seems.


  “Y-You don’t need to do that!” We immediately responded.


  In the next moment, when Chiaki gave us an embarrassing look, I looked away from her.


  “Chiaki’s awesome..wait, w-where did I get that idea…”


  I rubbed my eyes in an attempt to brush off the thought I just had.


  Chiaki was confused at my reaction as she returned to her seat, and then she continued.


  “Um, but, if you two are okay with it, please give me your suggestions for my next game…”


  Chiaki seems embarrassed. It looks like she thought she pissed us off with her speech.


  Uehara-kun and I looked at each other, we gave each other a bitter smile before we beamed Chiaki a bright one.


  “Sure, don’t expect us to act kindly, though.”


  “Okay! I’m ready for it!”


  She patted her chest, followed by a few loud coughs.


  While the boys just looked at her and laughed loudly-


  Suddenly, for some reason, I remembered the quote I left for NOBE on his blog.


  “I loved your games from the bottom of my heart, they really showed who you are. – Yama-san.”


  Chapter 4: Ero-gamer and Spectator Mode


  “Thanks for today, everyone!”


  The rays of the sunset cast into the Student Council’s office. I raised from my seat and bowed down politely to wrap up the conference as I’ve always had.


  The members are leaving one by one, only the year 3 secretary by my right, Seika Fuusai-senpai, remained. She lost a bit of her temper and is now pouting at me.


  “Konoha, how many times do I have to tell you that you don’t need to act so prudishly…”


  Senpai crossed her arms out of her frustration, even putting her hands close to her face. Her delicate arms wrapped in silky white skin is supporting her plumpy chest, and her hair is glistening like a dark crow’s feather in the rain from the sunset.


  She’s so beautiful. I really wanted to just stare at her forever. Still, I managed to suppress my lust before giving her a usual embarrassed smile.


  “Oh, it’s okay, don’t mind it, Senpai. That’s what I am supposed to do. Think about it, I am a year 1, after all, there is still a lot for me to learn from all of you!”


  I clenched my fist while Senpai let out a big sigh.


  “That’s what I was talking about. Our school, especially our student council, we don’t really care about the hierarchy…”


  “Yes! I understand! That’s why I will train myself even harder, to allow me to work together with all of you. I sincerely look forward to that day, because I love all of you!”


  I grabbed Fuusai-senpai’s hand tightly and looked at her right in the eyes.


  So, Senpai blushed out of her embarrassment before looking away. “M-Man…” She mumbled to herself.


  “Why can’t you listen to us for once…”


  “Haha, just give up, Seika. She has always been like this!”


  Kaga Kaya, the vice-president who’s ready to go home, chuckled while swinging her ponytail.


  During this time, the remaining two members joined in the discussion.


  “Konoha being a hardworking and sincere girl, didn’t we learn that fact a long time ago?”


  “Exactly. Konoha already climbed to the top of the school in year 1 due to her friendly attitude.”


  They are the vice-president, Setsusai Rinn, and the accountant, Mitsunai Sanndenn.


  Rinn-senpai is the composed type, while Sanndenn-senpai is the flirtatious type. Although their styles are different, there is something shared by all the girls in the student council.


  That is – everyone is absolutely gorgeous.


  In the office room painted with a red shade of sunset, four hotties are looking at me sincerely.


  While I…looked at each one of them.


  Then, I clenched my fist once again and loudly announced my determination.


  “Yes! I, Konoha, will fully dedicate myself to being the president of the Hekiyou High School, so please lend me all of your help in the future!”


  
*



  Student Council Office, after the conference.


  I, Konoha, the President of the Hekiyou High School, is now sitting alone in the room.


  My back is facing the window, my ankles are on the table, my arms are crossed over each other as I prepare for the “Real Battle” in my mind.


  After I closed my eyes, my nose was filled with the fragrant scent of the girls that just departed. The smell of innocent and pure girls…


  “…Ha.”


  My mouth curved up mischievously, and I almost exhibited my “bad habit” on my face. However, I covered my face up with my hands.


  “No…not now, Konoha. That’s not your goal today.”


  So, I tried to identify the situation I’m in to clear my mind.


  Firstly, let’s review the unique background of this student council.


  Student Council of Hekiyou High School. It’s a wonderland straight out of light novels, filled with beautiful girls every year.


  In reality, starting from 5 years ago, the council started recording their daily lives and turned them into light novels. However, I have read none of that out of my lack of interest. I have nothing to do with seniors that are 5 years older than me. Especially the ones that left their normie, youthful records behind, how am I even supposed to read them? I don’t plan to, anyway.


  Basically, the most crucial part is that this student council is really filled with beautiful girls, that’s unbelievable if you ask me.


  Of course, there are reasons for it. It’s not easy for a school to have that many hotties, the election of the council is now more or less a beauty contest.


  To put it simply, the most charming one gets to be the president, and the 2nd to 5th place gets to pick the position they like. That’s the council we’re in.


  With this background, the girl that ranked 1st at the List of Most Beautiful Students in Hekiyou is me, Konoha.


  “………….”


  I turned my seat and looked at the full-body mirror placed at the side of the room, which showed my reflection.


  An innocent face with sparkling blue eyes, a soft and bright skin that is just right that it doesn’t give off a pale and weak aura.


  The glossy black hair is wrapped into a double ponytail, embodying both purity and activeness. A rather petite and thin body compared to girls of the same age, and yet my breast size is not something that you can ignore, this really gives off the “softness” of girls. Together with top grades, for the president of a student council- No, for a female, this is perfection, too perfect.


  Yes, all of these almost seem surreal.


  -I gave a mischievous grin to my “perfect disguise” in the mirror.


  “…Ohoho…this form is perfect…”


  The innocent image of the “lively year 1 President Konoha” is completely gone.


  I walked towards the mirror and reveled at my reflection.


  From the skin to the body and the moe double ponytails, this is too perfect to even have any room for improvement. I’m absolutely not a narcissist. I worked really hard for this image. It’s just that I’m proud of myself. Objectively, when I’m elected as the president of the student council, the goal of the girl named Konoha is already completed.


  “So…”


  After a round of appreciation in the mirror, I looked at the empty room once again before smiling confidently.


  Yes, in reality, I’m not the hardworking, kind, and innocent student president like everyone thought I am. I only pretended I am for my interests and hobbies. Deep down, I’m the complete opposite, and there’s should be no way for me to become the president.


  The only reason that I climbed on the way up here is to satisfy my hideous desires, to gain control of the Hekiyou Student Council, and make it my own property.


  Finally, the day is here, I can finally stay in the student council office alone without raising any suspicion.


  “Let’s begin…”


  I’m going to materialize my dark plans.


  “Let’s find the student council’s dark and sinful legacy. Yes, I’m going to…”


  This is me.


  The unusual and bizarre monster that is supposed to creep under the eternal darkness.


  That’s right, I, Student President of Hekiyou High School, am actually-


  “Let’s find the legendary adult game!”


  -a completely fallen girl who loves adult games


  
*



  Jealousy, curses, contempt.


  The male who once had everything in the world, in a sense.


  “Hentai King” Key‧JC‧Capstone.


  “You want my treasured collection? Take it…”


  “Find the treasure yourself. I left everything that is erotic there.”


  The world is soon engulfed by an era of erotic games-


  -While it’s not as ridiculous, some adult game lovers are actually curious about this, and the location of the treasure becomes a small urban legend. However, it’s not easy to find an adult game lover that can enter the Hekiyou Student Council. So, a few uneventful years just passed.


  Then, finally, a girl with erotic aspirations appeared.


  That’s me – the 37th president of the Hekiyou Student Council, Konoha.


  “Right, let’s get to work.”


  I immediately started searching in the empty student council room.


  Searching the shelves for files, the storage locker, knocking the walls, and even crawling on the floor.


  All of this to find the legendary adult game, affectionately known as “ONE PIECE.”


  …………


  What’s wrong? Did you have a problem? Say it.


  Yes, I know. What I’m doing right now is severely over the line. I literally saw myself crawling around, raising my butt, and showing off my panties in the mirror, even I wanted to suicide when I saw that.


  But, so what? If there’s an exciting adult game wait for me, I can throw any useless dignity I have left. That’s how a true adult games lover should be!


  …………


  Um, I do feel I shouldn’t do this. However, that’s precisely the reason why I am just confessing myself to a random person somewhere (maybe a god or a guardian spirit, some kind of higher entities, I guess.) and making up excuses.


  Whatever. If this is the case, I’m going to keep my mind busy with an autobiography of myself during the search of the erotic game, just so I can forget the unfortunate reality I’m in. Let’s go with that.


  Well, it’s not like I was born as an erotic game lover or anything.


  No, actually, the “disguise” that I’m using right now, the student council president Konoha, is what I used to be like, from the bottom of my heart.


  I got top grades and a somewhat good physique. It’s not all serious, though. When it’s time to play, my once innocent heart will enjoy the time to the fullest. I’m trusted by my friends, feel joyous when the others get the blessing from the bottom of my heart. It’s quite embarrassing for me to say all this myself. But that’s who I was, a sincere girl that is rare these days.


  Then, two years ago, I accidentally entered the realm of erotic games when I’m in junior high.


  The main fuse is a light novel recommended by one of my friends. The book itself wasn’t remotely erotic, it’s just a cliché and traditional romantic comedy. However, what struck my heart is the alluring conversations inside.


  Although I loved it to the point that I rewatched the 4-episode novel five times in total, I feel more unsatisfied the more I rewatched it.


  During that time, I found out that the author was a scriptwriter for erotic games, and I immediately wanted to play that. Though, I lacked the courage and played the console version instead, which removed adult content.


  I feel somewhat satisfied since the game is very compelling.


  However, the one thing that I can’t get it off my head is that it’s easy for me to find out some of the scenes was supposed to be erotic, only for them to be removed in the console version.


  Like, even when I was just an innocent and sincere girl, I can feel something’s wrong.


  After all, I spent a long time reading the part where the protagonists expressed their love for each other, and the content is supposed to be 18+. It’s guaranteed to give players scenes that make them sexually aroused but skipping the real meat, which is unacceptably tantalizing. It’s like describing the boss battle in a few sentences in an adventure manga.


  Of course, I don’t think all works in the world needed an erotic scene.


  However, for a novel that is initially 18+, the readers will certainly get the impression that something’s removed. Put it this way, even if new female characters are added, they simply couldn’t compensate for the missing erotic scenes! Wait, where was I?


  Anyway, the result is the same, even though the content is very fascinating, I don’t feel satisfied at all. So, I started looking for games from the same developer only to find that this is his only game that received a console version.


  However, I still don’t dare to immerse myself in erotic games.


  When I ran out of options, I referenced people’s feedback and the recommendations on the website, from there, I found a couple famous games that had their 18+ content removed. However…


  Now that I’m thinking of it, this decision is my turning point.


  In reality, all those games lived up to their reputation, the content is outstanding and intriguing. Surprising plot developments, exquisite illustrators for the girls, and their eye-catching presentations. All of them provided a refreshing and exciting experience for a new gal game (adult game) lover like me.


  Also, it’s because of this.


  Those fantastic and perfect titles-


  They all gave me indigestion due to all the removed sexual content.


  Eventually, I crossed the line and entered the realm of erotic games.


  After I watched the sex scenes, I realized most titles planned them well enough so that the plot wasn’t affected. The console version didn’t give a part of the story to blatant fanservice. It made the progression of the plot way better in some situations. Still, I had sometimes stumbled on games that can only impress people when they included the erotic part. However, at least I won’t feel uncomfortable with the incomplete plot in console versions. Most importantly, there are still a whole bunch of famous titles out there that weren’t available on consoles yet!


  I’m sinking deeper and deeper into erotic games.


  I’m just after the plot at the start. Before I even realized it, I started to develop preferences for the illustration style of the female characters, sometimes even able to give comments to the illustrator. At last, I abandoned the plot altogether and bought the game just for the drawings.


  While I’m not born yuri, I didn’t realize until now that I’ll be aroused when I’m around cute girls. Therefore, this Hekiyou Student Council is literally a paradise for me, I feel so excited! *cough*


  A-Anyway, that’s how I became the slave of erotic games in less than two years.


  Of course, I never admitted to my closest friends or family that I have dirty hobbies like this. No matter how much you admire adult games, there are still rules and boundaries that you shouldn’t violate.


  In reality, thanks to the model student life I have always been in, none of my friends or family knows anything in that realm. The girl that recommended me the light novel is not even a passionate reader in the first place, and she is definitely not the girl that I will invite to an erotic game discussion panel.


  If we are just talking about average gamers, I can immediately come up with someone in my mind. The problem is, while a person that loves games and a person that loves erotic games sounds similar on the surface, the difference between them is like comparing an elf to a dark elf. Both are in a stringent state that can quickly escalate into an interracial war when there’re misunderstandings. I really don’t dare to come up to them and just chat about erotic games.


  Come to think of it, I guess I’m still a good student deep down in my heart.


  I wanted to be liked, and I wanted to be trusted. The time and effort required for all that is a lot, but I don’t feel like it’s a tough task. The “Konoha” on the surface is not a disguise or acting, it’s just that I’ve never shown anyone my inner self.


  But then, a peculiar hobby is like a fire. The more you tried to suppress it, the hotter it burns. That’s why I tried my best to polish my outer Konoha to prevent that fire from burning everything down. Then, I ended up in an infinite vicious cycle. Well, I guess it’s a positive one in a sense.


  So, that’s the twisted birth of the beautiful student council president that is secretly an erotic game lover.


  “…Phew.”


  I snapped back to reality and looked at the room that I’m still searching with all my power before I mumbled to myself with a confident smile.


  “Sigh, I guess I still had my own goals when I went out of my way to become the president.”


  If it weren’t for this, I would never give up a vast portion of my personal time to participate in student council activities. I already had to work to deal with my hobbies and the spending required to maintain my outer image, not to mention studying hard for good grades. Honestly, I didn’t have time to care about the student council.


  Still, I had put becoming a member of the student council as my goal.


  All of this to find the legendary adult game and to treasure all of the beautiful girls in the world!


  “For an erotic game lover, this is a completely logical decision!”


  I can’t call myself an erotic game lover if I didn’t grab this once-in-a-lifetime chance.


  Luckily, I kept on polishing myself for years, and I already gained everything I needed to get the top 5 in the ranking of beautiful girls. I never thought I get to be no.1, though. The reason for this seems to be that I have gained way more votes from the guys than other contestants.


  Well, I did more or less referenced 2D anime girls when I’m shaping my image. I think that gave me a lot of points. My look is close to the guys’ imagination, after all. To me, I guess the “Konoha” on the surface is like roleplay, a roleplay that takes care of my hobbies and real-life interests. Just to illustrate how perfect my performance is, I sometimes even sighed to myself, “Damn, I’m going to be a popular female protagonist in erotic games, aren’t I?”


  Um, although the image of me that is reflecting off the mirror is an exhausted high school girl searching for erotic games everywhere with dust on her head, it’s too weird for me to become a protagonist. At least I will never try to play as this character, that will scare the crap out of me.


  “…Phew, I’m tired.”


  I paused the search, sat on the presidential chair, and lazily pressed the bottom of my neck.


  I had my reasons to search for an erotic game so tirelessly. It basically boils down to a local urban legend posted on an underground forum.


  The folklore says that there was a psychopath full of motivation in the Hekiyou Student Council years ago. He was also a severe lover of adult games, his collections will make an expert show their horribly stained white feathers.


  However, when that guy graduated from high school, he got a whole bunch of reasons that forced him to deal with his treasures. In the end, most of the games were reluctantly sold. There is one that’s forever not for sale in his heart, though.


  The so-called legendary erotic game, “ONE PIECE.”


  No one knows the actual content of that title. However, if it’s a game that Is treasured by an erotic game lover, do you have the slightest idea how little that narrows it down? The most reliable rumor has pointed out that, “The student council at the time published a few light novels, then they got to meet a famous scriptwriter of erotic games with their connections in the industry. The student council may have received the extraordinary works of that scriptwriter back when he was still writing doujins.


  This rumor persisted, and it is the one that I believed in.


  This situation, together with my original decision to enter Hekiyou and me having the strength to join the student council, I think fate is asking me to join.


  Therefore, after a long and painful journey, I can finally stay in the student council room without raising any suspicions and spending my time searching for erotic games like this. But…


  “…Where is it!?’


  I reviewed my past in my mind and spent an hour searching in the room.


  When I roughly finished exploring this not-so-huge room, I finally screamed out of my frustration regardless of whether there are still people in the school.


  “I-It’s been an hour, why is it not here!? This is just a small room! I looked all over the walls, the floor, and even the ceiling yet there’s nothing, what the hell is going on!?”


  This room is half the size of the standard classrooms with just a few bookshelves and cupboards. I really don’t understand how can an erotic game escape my carpet searching.


  The game could probably be gone, maybe someone took it away before me.


  However, allow me to reject that.


  The reason for this is with the local forum I mentioned earlier, a user that is highly speculated to be Key‧JC‧Capstone himself has arrived and left a message behind.


  “I went to Hekiyou earlier and found that the erotic game is still intact.”


  That is what he posted.


  Honestly, there is always a possibility for impersonations. However, that local forum has already turned into a platform for erotic game discussions midway for some reason, only a few adult game lovers around here cared these days. There’re so few members that there’s less than one message per month, I feel like no one will cast such a shabby prank like this. Moreover, when you consider the naïve motivation that doesn’t come out from an aged man, I can say confidently that the user is probably the guy who hid the game.


  I can’t help but bite my fingernails.


  “But where did he hide it!?”


  Humans have always hide their erotic products since antiquity.


  The hotspot for guys is usually under their beds, the DVD box of movies for a more elaborate option. Me, an intellectual, will hide them in the wardrobe’s bottom shelf where my underwears are. Beautiful girls poking their heads out of a sea of colorful panties, that’s something that even I’m ashamed of when I saw it. However, no one in my family found out because of this.


  Anyway, what I wanted to say is that erotic game lovers are often experts at hiding things.


  “Damn, erotic game lovers are really a pain in the butt.”


  I ignored my identity and stomped on the floor. To be honest, I underestimated the difficulty of finding the legendary adult game. I expected I can find it in under 30 minutes.


  Then, I ended up in an unreasonably hard, real-life room escape game where there’s no hope at all.


  I grabbed my phone from my pocket and checked the time. It’s 6 PM already, which means I have to get going. However, I don’t know when I can stay in the room alone like this if I missed this chance. The members are good girls, after all. They will never allow me to work alone like this. I only managed to get them home when I said I still got a few documents left that I have to sign. They barely resisted helping me, even with such a simple task. This is an excuse that can’t be used twice. God knows when I can stay alone in the room.


  “………….”


  I looked around the dark student council room and bit my fingernail even harder. I really can’t think of anywhere else to hide an adult game. I had already worked off my butt to try and eliminate all possibilities. Still, I can never understand what the legendary guy is thinking.


  Suddenly, I found out the mirror is reflecting an exhausted, dirty, and defeated girl who looks like she’s about to cry. I feel like my spirit is wavering as the room darkens.


  Honestly, this is how I’ve always been.


  A gifted student sounds like a good description of mine. However, this basically means that I don’t have any particular talents.


  I can masterfully finish anything without errors, but I can never get 1st place in vital times.


  I can rank at the top 5, or top 10 regardless of grades or sports. However, I have never been a no.1.


  Since there are always more talented beings that can take all glory away.


  Hence, I freaked out when I ranked 1st in Hekiyou’s most attractive girls. I even felt blessed for a short while before it disappeared completely.


  Why? It’s because even if I didn’t hear it for myself directly, the truthful words from the students of Hekiyou had still passed to me.


  “Sigh, if Karen Tendou from Otobuki is here, she is definitely no.1.”


  This sentence.


  I’ve always heard Karen Tendou-san’s fame from Otobuki. Put it this way, even though I just took a glance at her from far away, I instantly and painfully realized that, “this person is different.”


  Of course, all members of the Hekiyou Student Council are attractive girls with their own unique personalities, including myself. I sincerely felt that even after I eliminated my narcissist's brain and the bias towards my school.


  But then, Karen Tendou is the most extraordinary. In this world, everyone has their preferences for their definition of attractiveness. Even for an idol group where every member is outstanding and cute girls, there is still a wide range of favorites based on people’s desires.


  However, Karen Tendou has some kind of attribute on her that made everyone feel that she’s attractive regardless of their preferences, the qualities that you can’t find easily even in the performing industry. The distance between our starting line is overwhelmingly long. It’s not an exaggeration when I say she’s blessed by the gods.


  The world that she is living in is not one that can be reached with effort or self-improvement alone.


  “…Sigh.”


  I looked at my helpless reflection in the mirror before I let out a self-mocking sigh.


  I deeply realized I’m nothing when compared to that angelic girl. I admitted defeat a long time ago because I love beautiful girls more than anyone else.


  Still, even so, I have to say.


  Admitting defeat doesn’t mean that I’m not upset.


  While there’s no point in being jealous of other people’s talent, but when you face a situation where your hard-worked result was quickly overwhelmed by someone with unique expertise in a single stroke, it’s hard to get over it.


  That is why even when I used the jealousy to fuel my efforts in improving myself, I will often lose when I’m up against the word “talent.”


  So, this time, as an erotic game lover myself, I finally admitted defeat in something that I’m an expert at…because I lacked talent…


  “Ugh…”


  I really can’t let it go. I barely kept the tears from rolling down my eyes.


  My polished appearance is inferior to others, my hard trained physique is nothing when compared to talents, I studied with everything I had only to lose to a genius’s random spark in his/her brain. I can still get myself over all this when I comforted myself that there’s nothing more I can do about this.


  However, if it’s to the point where I was marked “unqualified” for a game that I loved from the bottom of my heart, even I will get upset.


  …………


  “…Sigh, I’m going home.”


  I mumbled to myself depressingly before packing up and heading home.


  
*



  “Damn, I’m filled so much lust right now.”


  Basically, there’s no way for my sentimental, girl-like heart to last for 3 minutes. After I walked out of the school and towards the bus station, I changed my mind and started dashing to the downtown.


  “I can run to the game shop and make it home before dinner!”


  Even if I can’t, I can just say that there are activities in the student council.


  I really needed to find a game to calm down my lust right now. But, I’m still wearing my high school uniform, so I can’t enter the adult game section. That’s fine, a console version will do for now! Console versions are like the promotional videos for sexy portraits that the guys loved, sometimes even more than porn. What makes gal games compelling is that they can really give you the freedom of imagination when you are filled with sexual desire.


  “Moreover, I’m immersed in erotic games for a long time and distanced myself from gal games, now’s the time to catch up.”


  It’s easy to leave the console version behind when you start exploring the erotic genre. However, I never treated adult games as a better replacement for gal games.


  While adult games gained their individuality from their wide range of scales, gal games are for all age groups, the developers have to put more effort into the plot if they can’t rely on the sexually-arousing scenes alone, and that’s a fact.


  Ah, even so, when compared to the ridiculous being that is the legendary adult game, there’s no way for me to deny that it overshadowed other products. Still…


  “Kyaa! Now’s not the time for that! All I need to do now is head to the goal!”


  I started using my entire body’s energy and charged towards the game store. However, I ran into the toilet when I’m close.


  “I need to disguise myself even though I’m not buying erotic games, just to play it safe.”


  I skillfully untied my double ponytails and let all the hair wrap around my head chaotically, then I stuffed the paper tissues into my mouth to puff up my cheeks before wearing a pair of rustic red glasses. If I’m being picky, I would have changed my body shape and perhaps wear a bit of makeup as well. However, since I’m not getting into the adult gamer zone, I guess this will do.


  I walked into the store while feeling relieved that the number of customers and the games that they’re selling has always been the same. To be honest, the price here is quite high, and the quality is not outstanding either. This is just a typical game store. It’s both cheaper and more convenient to buy the games online. Even so, this is still a treasured “typical game store” in a sense.


  To put it simply, you can purchase everything from brand new titles to erotic games.


  “…Looks like there’s no one from our school.”


  I picked up a random game from the new release area near the entrance and used the gaps between the shelves to observe the situation inside the store. Aside from the brown-haired cashier who’s lazily reading his magazine, there’s no one around.


  I put the game back onto the shelf and walked towards the section for gal games like it’s nothing.


  The games are listed alphabetically. There’s no way for me to decide by reading the titles alone. So, I turned to the “Featured” section, which showed the cover of the games…


  “Sigh, it’s all new releases and famous titles…”


  I considered myself to be a gamer. So I can’t help but feel disappointed when nothing is refreshing enough to catch my eye. Usually, when you finished playing all the well-received titles on the internet, you will turn your eyes on games that are recommended by a person. Hence, I’m really interested in the games that the staff has picked out. It looks like I’m out of luck today, though.


  “Well, let’s just start with something I’m interested in…”


  I made up my mind and picked up a box of a game that has a refreshing name and started scanning it. Then, when I’m picking up the fourth box because the first three isn’t really compelling.


  “So…that’s why…”


  “?”


  Someone’s coming from the entrance, I immediately put the game back onto the shelf and started peeking at the side.


  “By the way, you’re really interested in this, Mizumi-kun. I respect you.”


  “That’s enough, Amano-kun. It’s really embarrassing when you are praising others this seriously. Didn’t other people tell you that?”


  I took a glance, two high school boys chatted with each other as they entered the store.


  “Their uniform…they are from Otubuki.”


  Phew, good to know that they aren’t from Hekiyou, I should keep observing.


  The guy called “Amano-kun” looks like a weak and short student. He’s not ugly, but I feel like no one will remember him.


  “Hey, he’s like the typical protagonist in dating sims.”


  He looks alright, but you don’t know where he’s good at. I guess this is what you call a person that is lacking in personality.


  “…Sigh, I shouldn’t complain when I’m a hardworking student myself.”


  I spent a lot of time polishing every bit of me to climb to what I am today. If we were just talking about base stats, maybe I’m more or less similar to him. Now that I’m thinking about it, I feel somewhat sympathetic towards him…


  Anyway, the problem is with the guy next to him, Mizumi-kun.


  Soft skins, cute face, brown hair, a tall body that doesn’t feel give off a fragile feeling, and a balanced physique. Most importantly, the guy gives off a refreshing aura that attracts people.


  “…Crap, he’s so awesome to the point that I’m falling for him.”


  He’s an entirely different character than Amano-kun. He’s not a personality-lacking protagonist born from normality, I guess he is born with a distinctive presence. From this perspective, I think…


  “I guess he’s the boy version of Karen Tendou, right?”


  He’s not as impactful as the blonde Karen Tendou, after all. Boys like him shouldn’t be idolized in the school, but I guess many girls will fall for him, at least I am right now…


  Just when I’m lost in thoughts, I realized that they are heading towards here. Those two guys didn’t even look at the new release area for some reason. Instead, they walked straight into the store, into the gal game area where I’m standing.


  “Oh, crap!”


  I hastily left the area. I walked softly and quickly so that those boys don’t see me. Finally, I got to the RPG zone, where I saw them stopped at the gal game area.


  I observed them from the gaps between the shelves while pressing my chest, feeling relieved.


  “They are from another school, and I’m in disguise. Well, I feel like I shouldn’t take my time and pick my favorite gal game in front of them…”


  So, I just stared at them for a while.


  I can see their backs as they started chatting in front of the gal game area.


  “So, Amano-kun, I wanted to hear your recommendations…”


  “Eh?”


  I am here because I wanted to hear recommendations, so I can’t help but raise my ears as I took a step forward. The guy that looks like a cowardly protagonist gave a weak smile upon facing the question from the cute one.


  “H-How should I put it? I’m feeling quite embarrassed when you are seriously asking me a recommendation for gal games…”


  “I know how you feel bro, but can you speed up here?”


  I’m getting irritated as I grew impatient. Although I’m just releasing my anger on that guy, there’s a reason for me to feel depressed and restless at the same time.


  The handsome guy called Mizumi-kun seems to share my feelings. He smiled bitterly.


  “I’m not going to tease you. I was the one who asked for recommendations, why would I complain about your taste?”


  “Yeah, I wasn’t suspecting you, and I don’t think I have an unusual taste. It’s just that I have never recommended a gal game to my friends, so I’m still not used to it.”


  The average protagonist smile shyly…what a pain in the butt, this Amano-kun guy is so lame! Look at how straightforward Mizumi-kun is! *cough*


  Well, to be honest, I know what Amano-kun is thinking. It’s not easy for you to give recommendations when your friends know that you’re into erotic games. They will found out your preferences of the opposite sex, which would include your fetishes. So, it’s way harder to answer compared to other types of games.


  Just when I’m observing worriedly for some reason, the Amano-kun embarrassingly answered after a moment of consideration.


  “Um…So, Mizumi-kun, are you curious in any gal game here?”


  “Jesus, stop dragging, you’re a pain in the butt!”


  I can’t help but stomp on the floor. Then, the boys turned around and looked at me. I hastily turned around and let off a couple coughs to cover myself. After a moment of silence, they seemed to have misunderstood my signal, so they continued discussing with a suppressed volume.


  The guy called Mizumi-kun looked at the shelf, he appeared frustrated. In the end, he picked up a featured title in the store that is well-received.


  “I did my homework, they called this a legend on the internet, right?”


  He showed this to Amano-kun as he’s talking, it’s the cheaper version of a legendary title from an author who started with doujins. That was so popular that it got remade a few times, I guess it’s unanimously famous. Especially for the writer who’s full of individuality that has a lot of crazed fans, his overwhelming talents are well-known in the anime and novel industry.


  I feel somewhat defeated as I continued looking at the boys.


  “This game got momentum, even a guy who’s not familiar with gal games are interested. Was it made with talent?”


  Like Karen Tendou and Mizumi-kun, who’s in front of me, some covers immediately radiated an aura in the erotic and gal game industry, they just make people feel that “this is different than the other games.” Whether it’s the illustrations, the plot, or the presentation, those titles had always included revolutionary elements. To put it this way, these are titles created with talents that justify the attention they got. Of course, they would, people are literally flocking to buy it.


  While I do agree on this, there’s something that makes my heart tinge for a little bit. However, I don’t know what this feeling is…is it because I expected to hear an unexpected recommendation? I wondered for a while. Then, Amano-kun, who’s seemingly lost in thought for a moment, quickly answered Mizumi-kun’s question.


  “Yup, that’s fun. I loved it so much that I barely slept for a week. I think you can be addicted to it as much as I do, this is a fascinating title.”


  “Really? I’m picking this one if you say so.”


  Mizumi-kun started walking towards the cashier as he’s talking.


  I knew they started moving, so I wondered whether I should go back to the gal game area. Suddenly, Amano-kun grabbed Mizumi-kun by his sleeve gently.


  “Oh, just a second. Although that is an outstanding game, and the content is really intriguing, I never said I recommended that to you.”


  “Hmm?”


  Mizumi-kun looked at him suspiciously as he stopped. I’m feeling a little bit confused as well, and then he started explaining unexpectedly in a clear voice.


  “Mizumi-kun, the reason you wanted my suggestions is that you wanted to know why are gal games appealing, right?”


  “Yep, you’re right. Don’t you think all members of the Game Club are too specialized? Like, no one is familiar with this genre at all…”


  Mizumi-kun laughed heartily. It looks like he belonged to the Game Club. Damn, the more I know, the more I’m falling for him. In contrast to this, the guy called Amano-kun…


  “What do you want? Stop nagging! That game is such a compelling one, why don’t you just recommend that one? Please don’t be so indecisive…


  He’s precisely the coward protagonist in dating sims.


  Just as I grew impatient, Mizumi-kun also gave him a confused look, hinting that he doesn’t really understand what his friend was saying.


  Then, the guy named Amano embarrassingly grabbed a game on the shelf that wasn’t featured by the store, it’s not even a new release or a hot one…its sale figures are mediocre at best. Yet, he recommended that to Mizumi-kun.


  “Actually, I think I will recommend this, Rainbow Court.”


  “Hmm?” “Ehhhh!?”


  Although Mizumi-kun let out a confused noise, I’m far more shaken than he did. That’s because…


  “That game has nothing special going for it!”


  To be honest, I was curious about the game’s illustration as well a while ago, so I looked up the comments for it. I found out that there’s nothing revolutionary with the plot, and it’s not touching at all. It’s really an average game. In reality, the players give it a 5/10, saying that it’s alright. So, I don’t feel that I need to play it immediately and never got my hands on it. Well, no one on the blog strongly recommended it anyway.


  “He went out of his way to endorse Rainbow Court…is he pretending to be a connoisseur?”


  This is the only possibility. I don’t think that game is not something you can recommend before the legendary title.


  Unexpectedly, that Amano guy had the same idea as I do.


  “Oh, this game doesn’t have anything going for it, and it’s not well-received or popular.”


  “Really? Hmm, then why did you…”


  “Um, I guess it’s because I love this game.”


  “Oh, I get it. You mean that this one got a unique charm only understood by gamers like you?”


  “Ah, it’s not like that. Like I have said before, this game is in no way memorable.”


  “Eh?” “Huh?”


  Mizumi-kun and I were confused. What’s wrong with this guy? If he’s not pretending to be an expert and emphasized that “this game has something special that only I know about” thing…What does he want then?


  Amano-kun doesn’t seem to have realized our confusion. He continued.


  “But then, all I know is that I love this game. The content is really detailed.”


  “Oh, so you mean that it’s a great title that has a lot of effort spent on the details, right?”


  “Welp, it’s not as good as you’ve said.”


  “H-Hmm?”


  Mizumi-kun tilted his head in confusion as he asked a genuine question.


  “Um, if that’s the case, shouldn’t I just play the well-received title instead…?”


  “Ah, yes, you can buy that first if you are really interested in it, that’s fine. However, I personally wanted you to check out games like this one as well.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Mizumi-kun threw him a logical question, which is what I wanted Amano-kun to answer.


  Amano-kun scratched his face as he looked gently at the cover of Rainbow Court…and gave his conclusion while smiling embarrassingly.


  “Of course, a famous title created by a genius is impressive. However, I feel the same way for games that are created by hardworking people as well, perhaps I even value the latter more.


  “…………”


  Suddenly-


  Something pierced through my heart.


  “Oh, shit.”


  I really wanted to cry for some reason. I immediately tried to hold it back as I plopped my head down.


  “What’s this? Why do I…have this feeling?”


  I’m unable to process my emotion right now. All I can do is try my best and hold back my tears.


  Just as I’m panicking, those two boys are still chatting over the shelves.


  “Amano-kun…I thought you liked playing unique games like the fighting game we played earlier.”


  “Um, that’s true. I’m lying if I say that I don’t like these fascinating titles. However, even if that’s the case, I feel that there’s a particular genre of games that wasn’t branded with outstanding titles.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Hmm…this is hard to explain…how should I put it? Here’s an extreme example. Let say that a guy becomes addicted to suspense drama when they saw a 2-hour detective TV show, and then he comes up to you and says he wanted to read detective novels. You wouldn’t tell him to read Dogra Magra at the start, even though that is a legend filled with talents, right?” [Note: Dogra Magra, one of the top 3 detective novels in Japan.]


  “Oh, I get it, that’s a good one. But, isn’t that a really extreme example? At least when I compare the famous title with Rainbow Court, I still feel like I can gain more from the former one.”


  Mizumi-kun is a Game Club member, after all. He’s emphasizing on what he can gain from playing that. Amano-kun scratched his face with a smile after hearing his solid refusal.


  “Yeah, it boils down to your preferences in the end. However, I think the value of “a good game that can bring you joy” and “an outstanding title” is the same. Don’t you think the former one can give you a sense of peacefulness? I believe this “relaxed peacefulness” is what I am after when I want to play gal games.”


  “…That’s what makes gal games great, am I right?”


  “Yup, that’s how I think. Therefore, if you want to know what makes gal games fun, I wouldn’t give you an exceptional recommendation. Instead, I hope that you can at least try out these genuine, detailed, and humble titles. Sigh, to be honest, that’s what I love.”


  I saw his embarrassed face as he speaks, and then I finally realized why I’m shaking right now.
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“I got it…it’s because…when I heard what he said, I feel like someone finally appreciated my life…”


  Gosh, I’m just eavesdropping why I am feeling accepted right now. However, at this moment, I think that his words are for me…that’s my thought. I can’t help it.


  I gave everything I could, and yet I’m still overwhelmed by talents. Then, his words made me feel all my effort wasn’t a waste.


  At the same time, that made me reflect on myself, who spent all day trying to find that adult game.


  I stared at my right palm as I closed it slowly.


  “Come to think of it, maybe I involuntarily focused on famous and exceptional titles as well to the point that they narrowed my sights…”


  I was not this self-abased when I faced talented people in the past. I guess my condition has worsened because I became so narrow-minded.


  This time, I clenched my right hand tightly.


  Being unexpectedly corrected by a cowardly boy that I used to look down upon, and even letting him to save me. Never before have I been so offended by something I one hundred percent agree with…


  “Come to think of it, the light novel which I found compelling at the start didn’t even have anything unique going for it. The content is universal, detailed, and genuine while appealing and gentle at the same time. That’s the cliché romantic comedy it is…”


  A nostalgic and warm feeling brightened my heart. Maybe, there’s something I should do before I spend all time trying to find the legendary erotic game left by someone unknown.


  They started moving as I am lost in thoughts.


  “Hmm, alright. I’m buying this then.”


  Mizumi-kun answered gently. I can hear his footsteps as he walked towards the cashier.


  Which one did he buy? I’m curious.


  However, I will never know what choice did he make.


  That’s because-


  I’m not looking at him at all, even though he’s handsome and straightforward.


  “…It’s not like I care about this guy. Why am I…why am I..falling for him!?”


  I bit my fingernails hardly as I stared at the weak protagonist in dating sims – Amano, and his face.


  
*



  “I’m home.”


  I opened the door to the living room, and lazily greeted the house. I’m exhausted.


  Then, my sister, who’s wearing her pajamas, answered while focusing on her phone.


  “Welcome back. Wow, you’re late, Konoha.”


  “Yeah. I’m a bit busy today. It looks like I caught up to dinner, though.”


  I looked at the kitchen, mom’s almost done cooking. Dad’s… probably in his room, I don’t see him in the living room or the kitchen.


  I pulled the chair in front of my sister and hung my bag on the back of the seat before I sat down, and then I started watching the riddle TV show blankly. Sis stared me after the host asked a trivial question.


  “…Why aren’t you changing your clothes?”


  “Right, I need to. I really needed a break, though.”


  “Konoha, it’s not easy to see your exhausted face, is the student council tough?”


  Sis put her phone on the table before looking at me worriedly. Her face makes me feel relieved.


  Speaking of my sis, she’s pretty bad at everything. Honestly, I’m way better than her when it comes to academics or sports. But then, she is still a well-qualified sister. I really appreciated that.


  So, even though I never went out of my way to grumble to her, I really wanted to say that today. Of course, my love for erotic games has to remain a secret for my family.


  I looked at Sis face to face and started talking about how pissed off I am today, vaguely.


  “Um…how should I put it? I met a person who’s totally against me today.”


  “Oh, really? What a coincidence. I was pissed, so I never told you, but I encountered a similar situation not long ago.”


  “Right. It’s not every day that you get to hear my introverted sis be mad at others. Oh, but mine was really ridiculous. How should I say it? That person is fundamentally different than I am. But then, we shared something subtle in common, which really irritated me.”


  “Wow, that’s really a coincidence. Me too, me too!”


  Sis leaned towards me. I did the same thing as I’m getting energetic.


  “If we are talking about which part of that person pissed the most of out me, that has to be the fact that I sometimes admire his way of thinking in some situations…”


  “Yeah! That’s it! When you know that from the bottom of your heart that the person sucks, but sometimes he’s really an inspiring figure, that’s precisely why I am mad! I know that feeling!”


  “Yes!”


  I didn’t know that I can chat with my sister this much. When I finally stood up from the chair out of excitement, my bag that was hung on the back of it fell onto the floor suddenly. Everything inside spilled out because I forgot to zip the bag. The textbooks and notes are everywhere. Also, there’s something in the mixture…


  “Oh, crap!”


  I immediately scrambled to clean everything up after realizing something, but it’s too late.


  “Huh? What kind of game is this?”


  “Hey, don’t just grab it away, sis!”


  Sis is only agile in times like this. She took “that” away.


  She deftly escaped my grab and read the title out loud.


  “What is this….Rainbow Court? Konoha, you liked this kind of game?”


  “I-It’s not like that! I-I just borrowed it! Yes, I borrowed it from my friend!”


  “Eh? But it still got the plastic coat on, I feel like you just bought it…”


  “Damn…!”


  I…I can’t say it out loud! I bought the game because of that guy’s words! I’m literally acting like a tsundere right now! I don’t want to explain it! Kill me! Shit, my face is flaring up! I-I need to take that back right now!


  The more I tried to take that back, the more my sister, who’s supposed to be a slowpoke, can dodge my attacks. She gave me a mischievous grin as she ran all around the living room.


  “Ooooooh, never seen this side of you before, that’s rare!”


  “Ugh…t-that’s enough, sis, give it back to me, please?”


  “Hmm…what should I do?”


  I got agitated.


  I’m frustrated with my cowardly sis’s smug face…Finally, I took off my model student disguise and showed just a tad bit of who I am as I screamed.


  “G-GIVE IT BACK! CHIAKI!”


  The 37th President of the Hekiyou Student Council – Hoshinomori Konoha.


  This is only the start of her painful journey.


  Chapter 5: Tasuku Uehara and Half Their Life Game


  Amano and Aguri married each other.


  They snapped together as soon as they graduated from college.


  We celebrated and wished the couple to head to their next stage of life. However, in reality, our heart is filled with mixed feelings.


  Hoshinomori, who’s a freeter, reluctantly gave her rival Amano his celebration money. As for Tendou and me…while both of us are not poor, but when we looked at our lovers marrying each other, the customary smiles on our faces are stiff, to say the least.


  No, speaking of stiff smiles, the married couple is the same.


  Although they gave Tendou and me an embarrassing look, they still glanced at each other before whispering to each other like they are a destined couple.


  “…Are you an idiot, Amanocchi…”


  “I-I can’t help it…! That’s how things went…!”


  I, Tendou, Hoshinomori stared at them as their clearly-in-love faces. The bride and the groom noticed our sights and finally stopped whispering before coughing a few times to make up for it.


  The spot for this plaintive scene is in the wedding banquet hall of a hotel, several years after our Otobuki Highschool life was over when we parted ways- or not.


  The living room of Hoshinomori’s Home, a while since the beginning of the summer holiday.


  “………..”


  Under an atmosphere akin to Finnegans Wake, five people surrounded a table. A Game of Life board is at the center of the table.
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  The cicadas are calling outside the window. The AC in Hoshinomori’s home seems to have sensed the dense atmosphere and automatically switched on, and cool breezes descended among us.


  I grabbed my wheat tea and poured it into my mouth, the ice cubes are bumping and clanging each other as I re-evaluated the situation.


  The living room, afternoon. Amano and Aguri are sitting shoulder-to-shoulder at the longer side of the table near the window. Tendou and I sat opposite them. Hoshinomori, the owner of the house, sat on the shorter side.


  “…Bruh, why did we assign the couples to diagonal seats? This is already a big problem.”


  Usually, Aguri and I should be a pair with Amano and Tendou on the other side, or it’s boys against girls. However, when we arrived at Hoshinomori’s home, we behaved just like the same as all of us would, because we all exhausted our minds to try and figure out a strategy for proper seats. In the end, we got a result that none of us wished for, as you can see here.


  However, I’m not giving up yet. That’s because…


  “…Phew.”


  I put my cup of wheat tea on the table with a “clang” sound.


  Then, I forced a smile and tried to save the awkward situation.


  “A-Alright, let’s continue and play this – Sweet Sweet Game of Half-Life!”


  If there’s a misunderstanding, the best way to solve this is to gather every relevant person together.


  I, Tasuku Uehara, had realized this truth a long time ago.


  The problem is, it’s not easy to group these five people together.


  In the end, two issues prevented us from sitting down and chat with each other.


  One, there’s a subtle between Tendou and us. Second, we don’t have a 5-player “centralized activity” at all.


  Tendou wasn’t a Game Hobby Club member, to begin with, and she’s far from reaching the threshold for friendship. However, even if we got that part done, we still don’t have a reason for us to gather and talk.


  Then, these two issues were resolved gradually before the summer holiday.


  Firstly, the main one, Amano and Tendou are in a relationship now. With that, we can link ourselves to Tendou. She being Amano’s girlfriend, will have no issue to come and play with Amano’s friends.


  With that out of the way, the only problem is gathering five of us together, which means planning activities. Honestly, Aguri is the crux in this step. All of us but her are gamers, and she has no knowledge of it. Therefore, it’s going to be hard to ask her to play along with our standards.


  Then, this super weird game of life…Love Love Game of Half-Life appeared.


  “Um, this is something that my sister brought home with. I’m not sure of the details, but she said she found it during a treasure hunt or some kind. I’m a bit confused. But then, the game seems fun…”


  Hoshinomori brought this up during a Game Hobby Club meeting.


  With that, I felt a bit hopeful, we can drag Aguri into this with the board game.


  Basically, this is a game of life where you walk forward by spinning a wheel, so it really doesn’t have anything to do with skills. However, the game has small built-in events that are very specific. Reads are pretty much useless here. More importantly, I can see how Hoshiomori, a game lover without many friends and Amano are really into this. So, I took the chance and tried my best to invite everyone. Finally, today is the day.


  After a long negotiation, I forced us to be in Hoshinomori’s place and face each other…


  “S-So…I-I’m next, right? H-Here goes.”


  Aguri reached for the wheel as she speaks. I stared at the roulette, waiting for the result as I’m thinking about what just happened. Then, I let out a sigh in my heart with a smile plastered on my face.


  “Which part is not working? A game of life with this scale is hard to carry around, that’s why we just decided to play at Hoshinomori’s place…This is 100% logical. As for the seats, sitting this way can avoid people from just chit-chatting with their loved ones, this is understandable as well. The rules for Love Love Game of Half-Life is just to do whatever the wheel told you to, everyone can enjoy their time and chat with each other, exactly what I’m looking for. Yes, my plan should be perfect. But then…but then…!”


  Just as I’m overthinking, the wheel stopped. 3. The pink car representing Aguri’s piece walk forwards for 3 spaces, and she stopped at…


  “Your newlywed life is going great! You got a child during your honeymoon! Take 3000 yen from all players.”


  “NO ONE CAN PLAY THIS BS GAME!!!”


  My heart is dripping blood right now as I smiled and gave Amano and Aguri 3000 yen. Hoshinomori, who became a freeter right at the start, stared at them angrily because she’s out of money. As for Tendou, Amano’s actual girlfriend…she gave a fake smile like the one I did as she handed 3000 yen to Amano. Meanwhile, Amano and Aguri didn’t even dare to look at us in the eye.


  “Aguri-san…! Why do you have to give birth to a baby in times like this…!”


  “I-It’s not like we have a choice! A-Amanocchi, you have to take up responsibility as well!”


  They started whispering to each other again as they fell into an argument. However, that just makes the whole thing 10x as worse for Tendou and me, who heard their conversation. They noticed our stares. Then, they coughed a few times to clear their throats. Both of them have synchronized coughs, which really makes us think that they are a newlywed couple…what the hell is this?


  I looked at the entire money exchange process as I re-evaluate which part is the cause of failure of this masterful plan.


  “…Sigh, this Love Love Game of Half-Life has its own issues as well.”


  You can see from all the context, we stayed more or less the same since the start of the game. Amano and Aguri started dating when they were students, Hoshinomori, who doesn’t have a boyfriend in real life, is basically jobless. Now, this evolved into an awkward situation that none of us knows how to deal with. This was followed closely by marriage events, and then, well, you know how it went.


  Marriage events are a part of this type of game, but most of them won’t bind players into a couple. The best that they can do is plug a piece that symbolizes a partner in the car. However, it’s called “Love Love” for a reason, there’re many weird interactions included in the board, granted it can lighten up the mood in bonding events. For us, though…


  “It wouldn’t be a problem if Aguri and I, or Amano and Tendou married each other in events like this. But, our misfortune has really taken a toll on us this time.”


  It wasn’t until now that I regretted picking this BS game of life. I put too much effort into connecting these five people and didn’t consider whether the content suits us…crap.


  “W-Well, it’s my turn, then…ahem.”


  Tendou tried to switch up her mood by coughing as she reached for the roulette…she advanced the most spaces so far. However, when Tendou was on the marriage event space earlier, she rolled “decided to not marry anyone and focus on work instead, income doubles,” which have a 10% chance of occurring. As a result, the richest and farthest player is still single. Still, I guess it suits her so we can’t really complain about this independent women’s life.


  Tendou’s wheel stopped. 8. The yellow car walked across the “Loner” road that derived from the marriage event, her speed is as fast as her hastily life.


  “Um, this is…”The person you unrequitedly love marries with another one, you become more focused on work. 50,000 yen granted.” Really…Ahaha, I’m so rich…”


  Everyone turned their faces away from Tendou’s fake smile, this is just unbearable. She ranked no.1 so far, and yet…something doesn’t feel right.


  Tendou’s round is over, my turn. I spun the roulette. 3. Let’s move forward.


  “Oh, marriage.”


  I stopped after advancing two spaces. No matter what number you got, everyone must act on the event as soon as they touched the area for marriage. Most encounters rely on the result of the roulette. Still, they can be classified into three types: marry a player, engage with an NPC, or be like Tendou, a loner. Also, the content of the wheel will have complicated changes based on the number of players, which I’m going to skip over. My situation, though…


  “The wheel is split between 1 to 10, and the marriage will be decided on the numbers. 1 to 2 is Aguri, 3 and 4 is Hoshinomori, 5/6 is Tendou. 7, 8, 9 are NPCs, and 10 is to remain single. Right.”


  Also, this marriage roulette is absolute, and it can drag the target as well. Put it this way. If I’m engaged with Tendou right now, I can pull her all the way back to my space and restart from the road of marriage…most importantly-


  “If I got Aguri’s number…this will be a bride kidnapping!”


  This is what makes the game compelling, or should I say disgusting. When I got Aguri’s number, which is 1 or 2, Aguri has to restart with me, and Amano will be singled out. Honestly, this is what I want, whether it’s in the game or in reality.


  I spun the wheel with emotions overflowing inside me. 1 or 2! 1 or 2, please!


  The long spinning time is over, and the result is…


  “…4. Which means it’s Hoshinomori…”


  “W-Woah, I-I’m honored…”


  Hoshinomori, who was ranked last, was forced to join me in the marriage space. She blushes as she put her piece next to mine. Ouch, Aguri’s sight is stabbing me. What can I do? What do you want me to do!?


  “T-Then, it’s my turn! Alright!”


  Hoshinomori excitedly spun the wheel, her number is…


  “2. Let’s see, “Your couple cheated on you. You have to pay the person 5000 yen as compensation.” Really….”


  Hoshinomori and I hastily paid 5000 yen to the bank (where all the money from the game is kept)…What’s wrong with everyone? Why are y’all staring at me this way? Especially Aguri and Tendou, I can sense the hostility from them like I really cheated. What the hell!? Also, why is Hoshinomori disappointed at this? I feel so guilty right now, my sweat won’t stop…D-Did I do something wrong?


  “W-Well, it’s my turn! Alright, w-what will happen next…?”


  Amano tried to smooth things over with a joking manner that didn’t fit him and made everyone focus on him instead of me. Amano, no matter how you put it, you’re a nice person…


  Also, when everyone is spinning the wheel with full-power, Amano, who probably doesn’t want to take up too much time, turned it a bit less forcefully. I feel like this is his style, after all.


  Then, Amano’s number is-


  “5. Um, what is it…”Your sweet newlywed life reaches high-tide! You got busy and busted the bed. The couple each pays 6000 yen.”…”


  -He screwed up from his modestness. This guy is undoubtedly energetic in the game. Amano ana Aguri immediately blushed. They lowered their head and quietly handed 6000 yen to Hoshinomori, who’s managing the bank. Aguri knocked Amano slightly with her ankle.


  “Amanocchi, you need to turn it down a bit…!”


  “W-What do you mean by turning it down! I don’t care! I’m just doing what it said.”


  “Eww, Amanocchi, you’re nasty!”


  “N-No, that’s not what I meant-“


  “Ahem!”


  Tendou, Hoshinomori, and my cough stacked with each other. Those two then said “sorry” and lowered their head…Sigh, what’s this? How can I even continue to watch them play like this?


  After that, Aguri quietly turned the wheel. 2. She got the same spot as Amano, coincidentally. Of course, the event is-


  ”Your sweet newlywed life reaches high-tide! You got busy and busted the bed. The couple each pays 6000 yen.”


  “………..”


  Just when everyone lost their words, the husband and the wife whose face is practically green at this point paid their 6000 yen mournfully…They get my sympathy. I don’t even have the energy left to be jealous.


  Now, it’s Tendou’s turn. 9. The event of the space she landed is…


  “The person you’re in love with doesn’t even take a glance at you, but you are popular with your clients. You get 100,000 yen.”


  “…Yay…”


  That’s the most apathetic “yay” I’ve ever heard in my life. The talented blonde who’s in the lead and has the most cash. Perhaps this is just out of my imagination, but she seems thinner than when she just started to play. Is this person cursed with regret whenever she interactives with anything related to Amano?


  I can sense the dark aura radiating from the blonde girl next to me. I spun the roulette as I’m trembling.


  “Um…7. “You cheated with your couple’s sister. There’s bloodshed. Rest for one turn.”…Um…”


  Everyone’s stares are like knives at this point. Suddenly, there’s a “BANG!” sound coming from someone opening and closing the door in the corridor. I can’t help but freak out. “Ah.” Hoshinomori told me, leisurely.


  “My little sister went for the toilet.”


  “Y-Your sister is at home…?”


  I sweatdropped as I asked, and Hoshinomori smiled bitterly.


  “I-I’m sorry, I wanted to bring her here to say hello to all of you. But then, she said she was not ready to show her face today, and she shut herself in the room.”


  “R-Right…”


  Although I don’t see her at all, I would’ve probably stabbed by her with a knife…N-No, it’s just a game, it has nothing to do with reality. Yes, but for some reason, I’m already extremely terrified by Hoshinomori’s sister, even though I never saw her.


  When everyone is staring at the corridor via the matte glass door, Hoshinomori, who probably wanted to get our attention away from her sister, coughed loudly before reaching for the roulette.


  “W-Well, I’m spinning it. Go!”


  The wheel spins. 7. As for the event…


  “Let see…”You realized that your soulmate is another person. You even found out that you and that person are linked by fate. Your mood begins to swing. Lose 300 yen because you’re less attentive to your job.”…Really…I feel like this event is entirely unmoving.”


  Hoshinomori tilted her head as she pays 300 yen. Amano, Tendou, and Aguri didn’t show much of a reaction either…only my face is twitching so hard right now to the point that I can’t smile.


  “THIS EVENT IS A COMPLETE HEADSHOT!”


  Straight to the core! Although it’s hitting me so hard right now, only I knew what’s going on, so everyone didn’t react at all. Sigh, this is too much! Hoshinomori, that space you just landed on is giving me goosebumps! You should be more surprised by this miracle! But then…


  “Haha, Chiaki doesn’t suit this kind of high school girl’s plot at all.”


  “Shut up, Keita. You’re not qualified to complain about me.”


  What!? What’s wrong with you two!? Don’t just joke this straight-to-the-crux event off like it’s nothing! Realize it! Even though it’s hard for both you! Jeez, I’ve had enough!


  During this time, Amano looked at me worriedly.


  “Eh? Uehara-kun, what’s wrong? Why are you acting like you really wanted to tell something that only you know it but you can’t…so you ended up with such a “my heart is so itchy right now” face?”


  “You’re still as keen as you’ve always been! What the hell!? Do you have superpowers!? Um, but…whatever! It’s fine! I don’t care about you two! Play the damn game!”


  ‘I still don’t understand why you are mad at me. A-Alright, I’m continuing.”


  Amano gave me an unacceptable look as he unwillingly reached for the wheel. He is still spinning it lightly. The number is…4.


  “Oww, same as Chiaki. What the hell? That’s lame-“


  “YOU TWO ARE BOUNDED BY DESTINY!”


  “!”


  I stood up abruptly and screamed at the top of my lungs because I can’t take it anymore. It freaked everyone out, even Hoshinomori’s sister, who just came out of the toilet, just stood there since I scared her, I can see that through the matte glass.


  I cleared my throat before sitting back.


  “…Nothing, let’s move on.”


  “E-Eh? Um, Uehara-kun…Well, if you really wanted to say something…”


  Amano is genuinely worried about me…Sigh, although it’s quite annoying in this situation, he is really a nice person and is sincerely concerned with me. However…


  “…There’s no way for me to say it now.”


  I realized these two people are still bound for each other, so I can’t help but yell in excitement…But then, I feel like I shouldn’t leak this piece of intelligence.


  “Tendou and Amano are dating, after all, no one can benefit from this information.”


  If they weren’t a pair, not even like the ones you see in a romantic comedy. I, as a spectator, can still egg them for joy. However, if I explain everything right now, this will do nothing aside from causing ripples between Amano and Tendou’s seemingly-loving relationship. Hoshinomori will feel bad too.


  “…Yep, I should keep this secret to myself.”


  I made up my mind and tried to joke it off.


  “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m too excited from us five people having so much fun together. Please, forget what I’ve said.”


  “Really? Um, this is my first time playing games like this as well, I’m happy…”


  Amano replied embarrassingly. Well, at least this guy made Tendou and Hoshinomori believe what I’ve said. However, Aguri is still staring at me, wondering if something’s wrong.


  “…Aguri can see it immediately, we dated each other for half-a-year, after all…”


  Although we often argue with each other nowadays, she can still see me right through like it’s nothing. It seems that only Aguri can tell something’s not right. Perhaps, she even knew what’s happening between Amano and Hoshinomori. However, Aguri is just…


  “Oh, it’s my turn then! Right, when will I get…?”


  She continued like there’s nothing wrong…I used to treat her like an idiot in the past. It looks she could be terrifyingly smart, though…or should I say an intimate and caring woman…Crap, I’m falling for her again.


  “Hey, it’s 8! Yes, I can advance so many spaces! Let see what’s on this one…”Your ex confesses to you.”…Wow, what a situation we have here!”


  Aguri glanced at me, and I beamed her a bright smile back-


  “And then…”However, your love for your current partner is unmoving! You firmly turned your ex’s temptation down and reaffirmed your love for each other! You got another kid!”…”


  “…………”


  Aguri silently put the piece representing a child onto her car. She stared at Amano fiercely. In reality, Amano didn’t deserve this, so he stared back at Aguri directly…However, this just looks like they are looking at each other loving to us…


  “Ahem!”


  They soon turned away from each other when Tendou coughed loudly.


  “My turn.”


  She turned the wheel with a creepy smile on her face. She got 10. Tendou left us behind and walked further and further ahead. The event she got is…


  “You became famous. Get 100,000 yen.”


  “They aren’t even trying at this point!”


  Finally, her life turned into nothing but money and fame. What is this? The game’s treating single players too unfairly. Indeed, this is what Love Love Game of Half-Life is. From her life which is only filled with money and fame, I can feel the depth of the game, or hatred. But, I guess her life is way better mine whose marriage only consists of cheating and bloodshed.


  It’s my turn, but I need to rest due to what happened earlier. I skipped, and it’s Hoshinomori’s turn.


  But then…


  Oh, sorry. My sister seems to be calling me…”


  I looked at the corridor as she said that, there appears to be a figure outside that looked like Hoshinomori’s sister waving at her. We decided to take a break. Just as Hoshinomori stood up, everyone started to stretch their backs and or press their shoulders.


  “What’s wrong, Konoha?”


  Hoshinomori started talking as she walked outside. I can briefly see her sister as the door opens. I can only know that she’s wearing home clothes. She looks like a girl that would be chased by many guys, though. But, I don’t know if her face is similar to that of Hoshinomori’s. Other people reached the same conclusion as well.


  “I’m kind of curious in Chiaki’s sister…


  “Oh, Amano-kun, what do you mean by that?”


  The blonde beauty gave him a bright smile. Amano instantly tried to find an excuse frantically.


  “N-No! I don’t mean anything! I’m only curious to see if they looked the same, sir!”


  “Oh, really…”


  “…Sir?”


  Although Aguri and I were quite confused, we feel like we shouldn’t ask them what’s going on. So, we just left it there.


  An eerie silence fell onto us, and I can hear the sisters talking to each other on the corridor.


  “…There’s an e-mail with a weird title, I saw its notification on the browser. I didn’t look at the content, but I feel like I should let you know.”


  “Eh, really? This should be important. I’ll check it out…oh.”


  Hoshinomori’s abruptly stopped. At the same time, Amano’s phone vibrated for a second. When he grabbed the phone to confirm its content, the sisters started talking again.


  “Hm? Your phone’s ringing, that’s rare…Eh? Meh, it’s just the game’s notification.”


  “Eh?”


  During this time, Amano looked away from the screen of his phone with a confused face. Just as we are trying to figure out what’s going on, we heard Hoshinomori’s explanation from the corridor.


  “Oh, right, this period is filled with special activities, I need to complete the missions…”


  “Huh? I need to do that too.”


  Amano looked at his phone and the corridor over and over again. At this point, only I realized the situation before Tendou and Aguri.


  “Right, both of them play the same mobile game and should get the same notification.”


  While this is entirely logical, the problem is…


  I immediately knocked my chair without meaning it.


  “Oh, shit. If Hoshinomori and Amano began to chat about the mobile game…!”


  Perhaps they will realize their shared bond of destiny. I immediately grew nervous. But, I guess I’m worrying too much.


  Someone’s moving, I can see that via the matte glass.


  “I wanted to read the e-mail, though. However, I don’t think I should make everyone wait…”


  “Oh, I can do the missions for you, sis. I saw you playing a lot, so I guess I know the basics.”


  “R-Really? Thanks, I’ll go to my room then.”


  “Understood.”


  The sisters chatted as they walked into the room. It looks like Hoshinomori won’t recognize who Amano really is soon.


  I secretly glanced at Amano. Although he grew curious for a moment, perhaps it’s just like what Hoshinomori said, the time for the mission is tight, and he immediately started to click on his phone. I guess he will forget his curiosity conveniently.


  When I pressed my chest in relief, Tendou left her seat and went around the table before looking at Amano’s screen from behind.


  ‘Wow…I didn’t touch this because I’m biased before, but it looks like this game’s combat got some action going for it.”


  “Yeah, it’s like that! Oh, sorry, I don’t have time to explain now.”


  “It’s okay. Just play your game, I’ll watch from here.”


  “Hey, that’s making me nervous.”


  Amano smiled bitterly, but he continued happily. Looking at the couple, Aguri left her seat and went to me and whispered.


  “…Hey, Tasuku. Don’t you think they have gone quite close to each other without realizing it?”


  “Yep.”


  Now that we’re looking at the couple staring at the same screen, they look very intimate physically, as well. If it was the past, Amano would freak out when Tendou got so close to him, but now…it looks like he can purely feel excited to recommend his favorite game to Tendou. Amano is getting along with Tendou in his own way.


  Aguri spoke gently in a way that I’ve never heard before.


  “…I feel happy for Amano when I saw him got what he wanted.”


  “…Really?”


  “Don’t you feel the same, Tasuku?”


  “N-No, not at all. I meant it…”


  While I do feel glad at Amano’s success. I feel a tinge a pain in my heart when Aguri is gently glancing at him, no matter what she is thinking.


  …Usually, I would just hide all this in my heart. Today, though…


  “…I’m here because I wanted to explain everything and unfold this whole misunderstanding!”


  I clenched my fist and made up my mind.


  So…I took a deep breath and asked Aguri, who’s staring at Amano and Tendou.


  “Aguri…Um, Aguri, how do you feel about Amano?”


  “Eh? How do I feel about Amanocchi? Hmm…”


  Aguri tilted her head dumbfoundedly as she thinks.


  Then, she smiled brightly, just like the one I’ve always known and answered.


  “I feel like he’s a troublesome little brother. He grew a bit annoying after he got a girlfriend. But then, basically, I think I’m happy for him.”


  “…Really.”


  I don’t think she’s lying at all. More like, she meant that with all of her heart. I can see that clearly.


  “…!”


  I can’t help but plop my head down. I feel so ashamed of myself right now. I just went ahead and decided what feelings does Aguri have for Amano, even getting jealous of it and started overthinking. I’m disgusted by myself, I’m ashamed of me who didn’t trust his girlfriend.


  I grabbed Aguri’s hand tightly. She freaked out and instantly blushed.


  “Eh? W-What’s wrong, Tasuku?”


  “No…nothing. What’s wrong with grabbing my girlfriend’s hand?”


  “Um, of course, you can, I would love to…but we are in front of Tendou-san right now…”


  “Tendou? What does that mean? This isn’t related to her, right?”


  “Eh? R-Really? It’s not related to Tendou-san in the slightest...”


  Aguri suddenly became happily embarrassed for some reason. Although I’m not sure what’s going on, I can guarantee you that I have the world’s cutest girlfriend.


  I grabbed her hand, this is the most secure moment I’ve had in a while.


  So, after we immersed in our loving moment, Amano, who seemed to have finished his mission, let out a big “Phew.”


  “That was close…I would’ve been toasted if my in-game friend wasn’t there…”


  He let out a big sigh again. Then, the door to the corridor opens, and Hoshinomori is back.


  Tendou, who’s been staring at Amano’s phone this whole time, asked.


  “Oh, the friend you’re referring to, is it this MONO person?”


  “Yeah, you’re right. While I think MONO’s actions are a bit different today, but we still cooperated with each other perfectly. It’s not easy to gain a friend like that. He sometimes even send messages to me, which really showed me his support.”


  “Huh. I just found out that someone’s that close to you on the internet, Amano-kun.”


  “Hmm…it’s like he’s a replacement for my actual friends whom I lacked, I’m really sorry…”


  Amano scratched his head embarrassingly. The door suddenly opens, and Hoshinomori is back. Aguri and I disconnected from reality as we are dazing out.


  During this time, Tendou seemed a bit jealous and asked Amano with a smile.


  “Amano-kun, do you have any other friends on the internet?”


  “Um, welp. I do differentiate in my alias…”


  Amano didn’t notice the way that Tendou is looking at him. He even started to think sincerely.


  At the same time, Hoshinomori quietly apologized as she entered the living room before she quickly sat back to where she was, which is next to Amano’s.


  “I only have two aliases, though. Or should I say, I only interact with certain people.”


  Amano embarrassingly answered Tendou’s question as he put his phone on the table, in front of Hoshinomori. In a sense, this is quite logical, but Hoshinomori looked at his phone without meaning it. The screen is still showing that mobile game-


  “OH SHIT!”


  I didn’t realize it until now. I really didn’t until now. This is dangerous. I hastily released Aguri’s hand, and- it’s too late.


  When I noticed this, Amano already said the most crucial piece of intelligence.


  “Firstly, my alias is “Tsucchi” in this game, and I only played with this player named MONO. Then, there’s this F2P game developer called NOBE which I admired, I use the name “Yama-san” whenever I’m giving him feedback, that’s all.”


  “------!”


  Suddenly, the time between Hoshinomori and I froze.


  Just when we were struck so hard that we began to lose sight, Amano and Tendou continued.


  “Oh, really. I guess you don’t really have friends on the internet either.”


  “Um, of course. I’m still an introvert on the internet. It’s just that MONO and NOBE are really special to me. This is why I really treasured them.”


  “Yeah, you prioritized that over my invitation to the Game Club. They’re vital to you.”


  “Ouch, s-sorry.”


  There’s no way Tendou is really jealous of this, so she chuckled. However, I couldn’t, and my forehead is sweating so hard.


  Aguri asked worriedly, “What’s wrong? Tasuku?” But I don’t even have time to answer my girlfriend. Instead, I secretly glanced at Hoshinomori.


  Then, I saw something terrible that I’ve always feared.


  “………….”


  Hoshinomori glanced at Amano passionately and lovingly. On the other hand, her mouth slightly clamped when she saw how much closer are Amano and Tendou than before as she tried to suppress her emotions down.


  This scenery hits me hard.


  “…Damn, shit…if…only…if only I paid attention before…!”


  After all, this looks like…


  The worse timing for a person to arrive at the starting line.


  Put it this way, I saw a poor and helpless girl who started her new game of first love too late.
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