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  Chapter 1: Chiaki Hoshinomori and Account Hack


  I started making my first game when I was in 4th grade.


  It’s nothing surprising, really. I checked out the Beginner’s RPG Game Maker in my console, a very traditional way to enter game development. I can say that all gamers have once walked along this path.


  However, if you have to differentiate me from other gamers, that would be I actually “finished” a game.


  This is just my impression, but I feel like most people will be bored with tools like these halfway. Even when they tried their best to make a wild RPG with their preferences, 9 out of 10 people will lose the will to continue after making their first village. Their hobbies will soon move to other things, I think most people are like this.


  The reason that I am saying all this is because I’m that type of person. Just like the rest of the gamers, I spent my time creating my first RPG while I’m watching the tutorial. I ended up with no energy left after making the plot for the first village.


  Things were supposed to stop here, but then…


  I realized something afterward.


  ‘Eh? I spent too much time creating this village’s plot, I think that would work as a story already…”


  Exactly.


  Yep, although this isn’t what I’ve expected, I polished a part of the plot so much that itself can be a story when you look at it independently.


  If that’s the case, I ended up utterly abandoning the whole full plot setting, and used the content I have to create a “pocket version”…This tricky idea is what made me continue making games.


  As a result, this RPG is Chiaki Hoshinomori’s, or NOBE’s debut.


  I can still remember the process of making my first game. I guess I really liked creating things.


  This is entirely different than when I tried to draw a grand blueprint. Then the RPG making sucked because of high bars and various limitations.


  When you set the goal to a range where you don’t need to put a lot of effort into it, it feels more relaxed both physically and mentally. I can be the one to control whether there’re plot twists and the time and energy put into detail. Finally, I finished a pocket version under a joyous and relaxed attitude. I really felt great about that.


  However, even so, I didn’t merely mean that “Hey, I’m going to continue creating games!” While creating is undoubtedly fun, but when you consider the investment needed, it’s hard to say that game development is the best entertainment for me.


  The only reason that I’m still a developer for all these small F2P games now…Put it simply, it’s because there are players that are willing to click on my games and give feedback on them.


  The first catalyst is from the RPG that I spent several agonizing days making using the beginner’s tool and uploading it to the net. I’m in no way confident with what I’ve made. Although I put a lot of effort into it and was satisfied, I’m not arrogant enough to think that my work is the most outstanding when compared to others.


  In reality, the game has nothing special going for it. If you had to pick something exceptional, I guess you can say it still got my style - a strange world setting for the general audience. I think it’s appropriate, though.


  Even so, if I spent time making it and there’s an anonymous “Submit” function, I will do it, for my own satisfaction.


  So, the problem isn’t whether or not I can get into the rankings, it’s a wild wish to even get feedback for games like this. I don’t even think anyone would play what I’ve made.


  But, there’re always people with strange tastes in the world.


  A few days after I submitted, that game suddenly got a comment …”It’s a little funny.”


  Objectively, this is a really subtle comment, at least I won’t take it as a praise. I won’t feel surprised if the guy meant it negatively.


  However, for some reason…


  When I got that feedback, I’m so excited that I wanted to dance across the floor.


  I’ve never felt such excitement in my entire life.


  If I’m cruel to myself, it’s because he satisfied my desire to be accepted, probably. Honestly, I’ve always been a friendless introvert. The type that won’t get bullied on the surface, but was taunted or hurt behind more or less. So, I do look for entrustment on the internet or a place to fulfill myself.


  But then, I don’t really care for the commotion that this background brings me. Some kind of pure happiness is blessing my heart at that time.


  It’s like what your crayon doodles as a kid was praised by your parents with a smile.


  The creator is happy, the players are willing to play the game as well.


  I’m really attracted to delighted interactions like this.


  I immediately made my second and third game, they got some responses, and I’m reveled by them. But then, the console version of the beginner’s tool fell out of popularity, so I had to switch to the PC version. I registered an account on a F2P games submission website, even making a blog to receive feedbacks.


  Then I realized, I’m already a “F2P game developer.”


  However, if you ask me if I thoroughly enjoyed the experience, my answer is a definite no.


  It’s natural for a game development process to slowly fall into anarchy. Moreover, the most crucial part of creating things is that it’s impossible to maintain this kind of friendly interactions as the scale of the game increases.


  Put it simply, there will be harsh comments. The excellent feedback will undoubtedly make me jump in excitement. In the same way, I will be really hurt and depressed whenever I got a negative comment.


  I think the damage that this will cause varies from person to person. However, I’m more of a fragile type. Just a “boring” will make me depressed to the point that I’m surprised by it.


  The reason is probably, I’m making games out of my “goodwill.”


  Just like the example I’ve given earlier, that is like giving your mother something that you drew. All you wanted is to make someone happy, an extraordinarily innocent, and personal motive. That’s why if say there’s an art teacher comes up to me and comment. “You need to work harder on this part.” Even though I understand his/her reasoning, I’ll still be very discouraged.


  Of course, if I am putting my stuff on a public platform, it’s unrealistic to hope that there will only be positive comments. I knew this a long time ago, no need for you to remind me. I’ve already realized this from my school life to the point that I don’t want to anymore.


  However, that’s the reason that I wanted to go after times that can be enjoyed by both parties within the game development community.


  But then, seemingly inversely proportional to my amount of investment, the longer I’m active as a F2P game developer, the less I can enjoy simple times like that.


  Learn programming to prevent the same content every time. Revolutionize the gameplay mechanics while maintaining my individuality. I started to face requests after requests.


  Of course, that’s the price I have to pay if I wanted to reach the next level. I understand.


  Even so…even so, sometimes…like when a game that I’ve dumped months into was mercilessly complained by someone, I just don’t understand why am I continuing.


  No one will accept things like this, after all. Yet, I spent months working on it out of my courtesy. This is just tragic, really tragic.


  I’m here to heal my exhausted mind that dealt with everything in school so that I can have to encourage to face what is to come tomorrow, that’s why I’m interested in entertainment like this. But, once I snapped out of it, I realized that I’m being strictly and cruelly judged, even forced to compete with others. This is just…taking the branch before the root.


  However, although I kept being pessimistic, the reason that I never gave up on publishing games as NOBE is because-


  It’s all because of a single person.


  A person that has always shared my emotions, sense of distance, warmth, and frolicked with me.


  That guy will stroll around my blog. I’m always waiting for his ordinary, a bit awkward yet warm comments.


  Being able to understand each other mutually but not to the point where it’s an interruption, only solidly sharing the “joyous” part. I feel really free in this relationship.


  I sometimes even felt it’s okay to take harsh comments, as long as I get to play with this distant person.


  Now, in a way, this person is closer to me than to my family. He’s sometimes a reliable partner, sometimes a spoiled friend whom you can tag along and do bad things together. I will undoubtedly treasure this person forever.


  And, this person is – Yama-san.


  
*



  “Ugh…ugh…ugh…”


  “Sis, listen to me. I’m sorry to interrupt your depressed desk-slapping session, but your writhing technique doesn’t look cute at all.”


  I immediately raised my head when I heard my sister, Konoha, said that. Then, I realized the window blinds of my living room is already closed without me looking. The room was filled with the LED lamp’s warm lights.


  Although I feel like someone pranked me hard, I still asked my little sister dazedly.


  “Um…I was playing that game of life with Uehara-kun and his friends since the afternoon…”


  “Yeah, you did that. Five normies occupied the living room. I feel like this doesn’t fit your style at all, so I just hid. Man, I can use the holiday for rushing my progress…”


  “Hmm? What progress?”


  “The progress for my hentai- I-I mean the progress of my studying, sis.”


  “Wow, Konoha, you’re still a model student. I can never catch up to you.”


  “I-It’s alright. A-As the president of the student council, this is my responsibility. Yep.”


  Hoshinomori Konoha, the beauty who wore flimsy clothing and glanced at me uncertainly while sitting on the leather sofa. She is my outstanding sister.


  Konoha seems to have just taken a bath, she wiped her hair gently with the sports towel hanging on her neck while pouring the wheat tea in the glass down her throat. The room is filled with the clear sound of ice cubes clanging into each other.


  I glanced at the TV in front of Konoha and realized it’s playing the prime time variety show. While I freaked out at how many hours have past, I still asked my sister, who doesn’t look happy, while trembling.


  “Um, when did Uehara-kun and his friends went…”


  “Around 4pm, I think.”


  “…Eh, strange. I don’t remember anything during that time…”


  I’m not kidding, my memory just paused in the middle, and I’m scared. Suddenly, I suspected whether this is the “blank time” that the victims of alien kidnapping had experienced in supernatural shows. Still, I immediately calmed down after I heard what Konoha said.


  “Yeah, sis. The second half of the game…lasted for almost an hour, I think? You seemed out of it, though. Welp, I just assumed that based on what I’ve heard from the living room.”


  “T-That’s why…”


  Finally, I felt a bit relieved. I realized something that caused my entire world to flip over when I’m halfway through that game of life.


  Yes…


  Yama-san, my savior and Tsucchi, my dearest mobile game partner, their true identity is actually my rival…Keita Amano, this is the truth.


  Although I think I didn’t just freak out and ran with tears on my face, I just went soulless instead. My brain just disconnected from reality.


  Konoha continued explaining.


  “Also, when your friends got home, you just laid down there and made weird noises…So, I watched some manga before I went to the bath.”


  “Hmm, weird, how should I put it? My little Konoha, after your sis heard what you’ve just said, I realized there’s something strange that we can’t ignore.”


  “Oh, about that part where you made weird noises? To put it precisely, the sounds that you made were “Hnnnnnng…” and “Fufufufu…” I can’t remember the rest.”


  “T-That was quite embarrassing! But, Konoha, there’s something even more important! I can’t believe you just left your tangled sister alone and just go to watch manga and bath!”


  “It’s not my fault that today is hot.”


  “What about our kinship?! Konoha, can’t you just give a bit more love to your sister?”


  “Sis, is there a problem with your brain?”


  “Weird, what is this, this is unbelievable. I’m still pissed even when you cared for me.”


  “Ah, sis, maybe that’s because you are already terminally ill.”


  “Hey, don’t call your sister terminally ill.”


  “Alright, Chiaki, I will call you not terminally ill, then.”


  “Eh? This is weird. I somehow felt even madder.”


  I went around the sofa as I spoke and mustered all my strength to clamp my sister’s head with two of my fists. After some screaming, I sat next to her, and we watched a variety show with half of our heart. The humorous interaction of the celebrities did make me smile a little. Then, when it’s ad time, I spoke to my little sister again.


  “Konoha, I want to ask you something.”


  “Hmm?”


  Konoha took a sip from the wheat tea, which turned bland after the ice melt. She didn’t even bother to look at me.


  I polished my words before speaking.


  “Remember that there are always plots in mangas, the female protagonist found out that the mischievous boy protagonist helped a puppy in the rain. Then, she can’t help but fall for him? I don’t like this scenario. Don’t you think it’s unfair for those who behaved themselves?”


  “Why did you bring this up so suddenly? Ah, but I do understand your point.”


  “Of course, I understand that’s the standard plot setting so I won’t go nitpicking. However, what I wanted to say is that I think I will probably fall for the same trap.”


  “Right…Um, so?”


  “…S-So…”


  Then, I blushed while clenched my fist that’s on my lap and started mumbling quietly.


  “How cunning…impressing people with a surprise change of their character. I-I’m sure that this emotion is only temporary. There’s no way I’m actually falling for him; that’s the point I’m trying to make…!”


  “Sis, I’m sorry. I don’t have the slightest idea of what you’re saying.”


  Konoha’s confused. I almost pushed her over on the couch in excitement and even forced her to agree with me.


  “A-Anyway! I…I will still maintain my hatred towards “him,” Is this alright!? There’s nothing wrong with this, right!?”


  “Huh!?”


  Konoha’s brain is still clouded as she rolled her eyes. But, I guess she felt that she should make a half-assed conclusion. So, she suddenly nodded at me with a smile.”


  “Y-Yeah, sis, I think you’re right!”


  “Yeah, right!”


  “Y-Yes! Although I’m not sure, um, how did that unknown person show their good side to make my sister fall for him…?”


  “You mean Yama-san?”


  “I think that’s fictional, or the guy’s only pretending-“


  “I-It’s not like that!”


  “!”


  Suddenly, I pushed Konoha over without her expecting it and pressed her on the couch with a stern look on my face. Konoha freaked out at her sister’s sudden swift in attitude. However, I had already forgotten what I’ve said earlier and yelled at her impulsively.


  “I-I won’t let you speak ill of Yama-san even if you are my little sister! Take back what you’ve said!”


  “S-Sorry. Ah…t-that Yama-san is a total genius!”


  “Very good!”


  I’m satisfied with my little sister’s change-of-mind, and I nodded furiously…Eh?


  …Hnnnnnng.


  “…Ugh…ugh…”


  “Uh, Chiaki, can you not switch to your weird noise-making mode after you crushed on me immediately?”


  “…Ugh…”


  At the end of the day, my noises kept bothering the whole Hoshinomori family until midnight.


  
*



  Two days after the game of life gathering, early August, and the middle of the summer holiday.


  “…Sigh.”


  I, Hoshinomori Chiaki, is still locking myself in the darkroom where the sunlight is blocked by the filtering blinds. I wrapped my hands around my feet while sitting on the office chair as I stared at the bright PC screen.


  The screen is showing…NOBE’s blog. It wasn’t frequently updated, but I tend to make a development progress report on my games once a week.


  However, it’s been 10 days since the last blog update.


  I felt like I should write something, so I forced myself to get up and turned on the computer. I logged into the blog…and yet all I have typed is a “Long time no see” before stopping completely.


  Another reason for this could be that there’s no specific progress made for this week, so I can literally write nothing. But, if that’s the case, all I need to write is “I’m having trouble developing my game this week.” To be honest, I have written that down on the blog a couple times in the past.


  This time…I can’t even do that, and it’s because of…


  “…I feel like…I’m writing a letter to Keita…”


  I plopped my head between my feet as soon as I realized this again.


  When Yama-san is still a distant and unknown person, I can chat with him freely on the blog.


  Now that I realized who Yama-san really is. Yet, I have to pretend like it’s nothing and continue writing to Yama-san…I’m not calm and resilient enough to do that.


  “…Ahhh, that’s enough!”


  I spun the chair around and stepped onto the floor loudly. Then, I walked out of the room.


  I stepped into the bright living room and opened the fridge aimlessly, only for me to close it because I’m bored with it. I glanced at the digital clock above the utensil shelf at the corner of my eyes. 2:03pm, and the date-


  “…Oh, right.”


  I stood there for a moment because I realized something. Then, I decided to lighten my mood by wandering around the streets. Right, I made up my mind, let’s not hassle.


  I groomed my hair in the mirror and changed to my usual clothes, not modern but good enough to take to the streets. Got my bag, put my phone and wallet in it. Then, I walked to my sister’s room, who’s very quiet, probably studying hard like she’s always has been. I knocked on the door.


  “Konoha?”


  There’s a loud “Bang!” coming from the room. It sounds like someone’s legs accidentally hit the table. After a moment of silence, I can hear slow yet heavy footsteps are coming my way. Then, the door finally opened.


  My little sister poked her head out of the room…She’s probably tired, her breaths are out, and she looks exhausted. Looking into the room via the gap of the door, I can see that her laptop’s green battery light is blinking. Wow, she’s hard-working to the point that she needed a computer. My little sister is really different from me. She’s an elite. I would just open my notebook and copy whatever’s on the blackboard to give people the impression that I’m studying.
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“W-What’s wrong, sis?”


  Konoha asked. She still got the dark circles around her eyes today. Konoha looks way more worn out in the summer holiday, it’s almost like she’s a different person than the perfect student she is. However, her eyes are giving off a strange sparkle. This tells me that she’s cutting her sleeping time to do something that she’s passionate about.


  “Sigh, my little sister is always giving her best, and now she’s even become the president of a great high school. Yet, I’m still here…”


  Although I’m a bit depressed about the situation, I managed to muster up a smile at Konoha while concealing some of my personal information.


  “Hey, I’m going to the convenience store to get some stuff, you want something?”


  “Sis, you’re going to buy the Fami magazine, right?”


  I just said I want to get some stuff! She saw through it immediately. My elite little sister already knew that I’m a loser that only contacts sunlight when the new edition of Fami or games is out. Oof, I’m so ashamed right now.


  However, my kind-hearted little sister didn’t look down upon me even though she’s studying so hard. Instead, she asked her sis politely.


  “Um…if you are going out, I might need some energy drinks. Ah, b-but, you don’t need to buy it if you’re busy! Just get it when you have time!”


  She seems very sorry when she frantically asked me that. This child…! You don’t need to feel guilty when you’ve worked so hard. This isn’t a problem for your Fami-getting and lazy sister! Konoha is really an angel! She’s way ahead of the gaming otaku in front of her!


  I patted my chest even though it’s not my style and answered, “I got it!” Then, I choked and coughed as I walked towards the door.


  During this time, I heard Konoha’s voice again.


  “Right, sis, can I borrow your PC while you’re out?”


  “Huh? Um, sure, but why? How about your laptop?”


  I tied my shoelaces as I asked, and then Konoha answered with a sigh.


  “Right. Actually, I wanted to watch videos, but my laptop won’t behave when the video got too much action happening in it.”


  “I got it. By the way, Konoha, what videos are you watching?”


  “Oh, I’m watching the BALDR series’s OP-“ [Note: Not sure what that is, but probably hentai.]


  “BAL…?”


  Strange. Konoha just said something that a model student probably wouldn’t know. I turned my head to her, and then Konoha freaked out for some reason. She explained to me once again while blinking weirdly.


  “I-I want to watch my favorite band’s new promotional video! Yes!”


  “Ohhhh…a band’s promotional video…”


  My little sister’s hobbies are entirely different than mine. She’s relaxing from all her hard work by watching promotional videos from a band. I feel like we don’t even have the same parents.


  “A-Anyway, sis, stay safe!”


  “Ah, okay…then I’m off.”


  She hurried me out of the door. Right, I guess it’s hard for her to immerse herself in the world of music while there’s a procrastinating sister at home. *sobs*


  Once I’m outside, the sunlight from midsummer is blasting onto me. I immediately sighed while putting on my straw hat. However, perhaps the concrete below is too reflective, I don’t feel that much cooler.


  I guess this is what it feels to be on the receiving end of an attack that penetrates your DEF stats. My imagination started to run wild as I walked across the steaming concrete road slowly.


  Even though it’s just a walk to the nearest convenience store, but in a remote and rural area like this, it’s going to take 15 minutes with my walking speed. It’ll be a bit faster if I’m riding a bicycle. Still, after it was stolen for once (that was retrieved back immediately), I don’t really want to go cycling anymore. This is far from emotional trauma. However, whenever I remember how depressed I was when my bike was gone, I can’t help but feel that this isn’t a situation where I need to take the risk.


  “Sigh, I’m just as apathetic as I’ve always been, I hate myself.”


  The game developer that wishes people to accept her by publishing her work while being extremely repulsive to intrusions in her daily life. This is who Chiaki Hoshinomori, or I am.


  Anyway, I can never deal with things when I either didn’t expect or mentally prepared myself for them. This is not just things that will get me in trouble, even joyful and exciting events are the same.


  For example, even when there’s a close friend that invited to me go out, I will still reject once out of my reflexes. No matter the causes, I just hate disruptions in my daily routine. However, after I think for a while, my mind will suddenly change to “Hey, it’s not wrong to go out for once…” But after my first rejection, I don’t dare to say that I want to go. I ended up being the girl that no one can invite her out.


  That’s why I spent a lot of time alone. I filled up my schedule with either gaming or making games. Now that I realized it, not even I know when did I surround myself in such a towering fortress.


  A fortress that I don’t know how I should walk out, both externally and internally.


  My inner wall is so tall that even I’m scared of it. That one guy who shared my personalities and yet he entered my fortified heart bravely and found me, Amano-


  “No! That doesn’t count! None of that counts!”


  My brain is starting to go haywire under the hot weather.


  I pulled the straw hat onto my head tightly once again as I walked along the road while trying to polish my ideas for a new game in my head.


  I ended up not coming up with a single idea before I arrived at the store.


  “Welcome.”


  I was greeted by the lazy cashier and a wave of freezing wind coming from the AC unit as I walked into the store.


  I turned right after a couple steps before I cheered myself up and dashed to the magazine area. The reason I’m acting like this is that this store doesn’t have that many Fami magazines in stock, sometimes it’s sold out even on the release day. There’s no way I can withstand the heat while walking to a far-away convenience store.


  So, I observed the magazine shelf intensely and found the Fami book mixed between others. I reached my hand toward it.


  But then, suddenly…


  “Oh.”


  Someone tried to reach for the Fami as well, his hand overlapped with mine.


  My white and pale hand is cover with his (which is just as white and pale).


  “…Eh, Chiaki...?”


  “K…Keita…why are you here…?”


  The rival who looked at me nervously, Keita Amano, is standing right in front of me.


  “………….”


  Both of us are ultra introverts with practically no social skills, so none of us know what to do besides staring at each other silently as if the time has stopped.


  In summary, the scenery is a boy and a girl reaching their hands for the same book, while this seems like what you’ll see in a romantic comedy…


  In actuality, it’s just two otakus fighting over the Fami magazine, what a ramshackle scene.


  
*



  “I’ve been suspecting this before, you really have the potential of becoming a stalker…”


  On the road back to Hoshinomori’s home after I quickly bought my stuff, I’m enjoying my double freezie while holding a bag with energy drinks and a magazine.


  “Um, I’ve said this before, it’s not like that! You overly self-conscious seaweed girl! Ah, but thanks for the freezie.”


  Although Keita spoke ill to me like he always had, he still thanked me nonetheless while chewing on the freezie I gave him.


  I didn’t bother to turn my head to him before replying sulkily.


  “Don’t get it wrong. I just want to try out this brand of freezie, but two are too much for me. I just had to give one to you, it’s too hot for it to last all the way until my home, anyways.”


  “Yeah, I understand. Although its portion is the same other popsicles, I feel guilty to just swallow the entire double freezie. Perhaps I’m used to sharing them with my little brother.”


  “Exactly! Um, ahem, you’re annoying, stalker.”


  “Hey, I-I told you it’s not like that…”


  Bean sprout short winter melon, or should I say bean sprout short winter melon stalker walked next to me depressingly. He’s wearing a pair of loose jeans with a polo shirt. Looks pretty casual to me, doesn’t look like what a boy will pick when he’s heading to a girl’s room…I can’t stand it.


  “No, wait! I-I’m not hoping for him to dress appropriately!


  That will probably just make the whole situation more awkward. From this perspective, this is the most appropriate dress code for the guy. But, I’m irritated for some reason. After all, he’s going take his dress code more seriously if he’s heading to Tendou-san’s place. No, whatever, it’s useless to be trapped in all these thoughts. He’s my rival, and he’ll piss me off no matter what he does, anyways.


  Keita is holding his freezie while mumbling. I think he’s trying to explain something to me.


  “It’s true. It’s just that this isn’t the best moment. Honestly, I knew that this is an unpleasant situation, so I won’t retort back. However, think about this. There’s a reason for this, just like my simplified explanation.”


  “…You’re saying that you forgot something at my home from the last time, right?”


  “Yeah, e-exactly.”


  I stared at him fiercely. Keita started to rub his arms like he’s cold on a summer day and even looked away from me as he answered.


  “Um, I get it. It’s weird for me to take something I forgot from a girl’s house without contacting beforehand. But, allow me to explain.”


  “What? I’ll really call the police if I feel offended-“


  “Let me ask you this. Chiaki, did you turn on your phone?”


  “-Eh?”


  After I heard that, I snapped back to reality and slowly grabbed my phone out from the pocket before I pressed the power button for a few seconds. No response, the battery ran out completely.


  Keita let out a big sigh after he saw what I was doing.


  “I wanted to contact you from the day before. I texted you at first, but I didn’t get a reply for a day. Then, I tried to call you to no avail. I thought there’s no way for a situation like this to happen, but here we are…By the way, Chiaki, I can’t believe you just left your phone uncharged for two whole days. Perhaps it’s because you don’t have any friends, but don’t you play mobile games as well?”


  “Eh? Welp, um, no, how should I put it…”


  “?”


  Keita tilted his head dumbfoundedly when he saw I’m stuttering. While I just stared at my dead phone’s black screen, it is reflecting my startled face clearly.


  “Crap…! After I realized that Yama-san and Tsucchi are both Keita, I distanced myself from mobile games entirely to try to calm myself down to the point that I didn’t touch my phone…!”


  “Um, b-beauties like me has to date many boys during the summer holiday, so I don’t have time to check out my phone. I’m busy going to the mountains, to the beaches, and to the theme parks. Phew…”


  “Um, your excuse is kinda bullshit.”


  “Keita. D-Don’t act as if you know me!”


  “Your body.”


  “Wha-“


  I blushed at his bluntness and nearly dropped my freezie, while Keita gave me a cold stare.


  “Your unhealthy and pale skin doesn’t look like someone who’ll play everywhere during the summer at all…”


  “W-Why are you so sure about that!”


  “…It’s because I’m proud of having the same skin as well…”


  The friendless, bean sprout boy looked at the far-away clouds.


  “I feel like…I should apologize.”


  I apologized, no matter how fierce our rivalry is. We just chewed our freezie depressingly while walking silently for a minute.


  I tried to make small talks again.


  “Let’s move on from my phone! To be honest, I have no idea what did you forget at my home.”


  “Hmm?”Oh, about that. I initially thought that you’ll realize what I’ve left behind immediately when you’re at home…But after a while, maybe this is not the case.”


  “You mean you forgot something tiny? Like a 1:1 Keita Amano’s stand board or something like that.”


  “You just had to insult me whenever you got the chance. You’re wrong, it’s not tiny.”


  “An object with a medium volume that I’ll miss…what is it? Don’t tell me it’s your sealed devilish magic remnants in your body that can only be seen whenever you opened your third eye.”


  “You don’t insert some half-assed edgy settings in me. Is that a new way of messing with me?”


  “Actually, I think it’s almost time for you to prepay for some simple little magic.”


  “Prepay?”


  “Isn’t this what people kept saying? If you are still a virgin by 30 years old-“


  Keita slapped my head lightly when I said that. To be honest, tis but a scratch since he managed his force very well. However, I’m still pissed at the fact I was just hit. So, I slapped my hand on his weak arms as well. Keita Amano turned unhappy as he armed himself with his tricky theories.


  “I slapped you because I wanted to quickly halt you from saying something nasty in public. I don’t understand why I should be hit by you.”


  Keita quibbled as he gently knocked my head, this is pissing me off.


  “Yeah, while I can tolerate you picking on me verbally, there’s no need for me to tolerate your violence as well.”


  I slapped his arm as I spoke. His face twitched for a second.


  “The only rather violent thing I did was touching your hair. Comparatively, you just violently contacted my skin.”


  “But, a girl’s life depends on her hair.”


  “Your’s are just dry seaweed.”


  “The short winter melon next me, you’re really violating the taboos now. This is sexual harassment. Sigh, what a pain in the ass. This is what a bean sprout little winter melon stinky otaku that talk down a girl looks like…”


  “Then, you should be conscious of you speaking ill of me as well! By the way, you exerted a bit more energy in your counterattacks! It’s hard for me to complain about this kind of “1.2 times more powerful” retaliations, you do manage your strength well!”


  “Ayyyy, you really are a narrow-minded guy in every bit…O-Of course, I bet your size below is just as narrow as well.”


  “That’s too nasty! You even flinched after you made that comment!”


  “Oh, I wanted to say something irrelevant, don’t you think your tone of “nasty” sounds like “publishing on time” a bit?” [Note: I have no idea what’s the context of this, so I just translated it literally.]


  “That’s too irrelevant! Do you really need to mention that now!?”


  “So, where were we? I remembered you were saying something along the lines of “If you wanted to know how powerful my bottom is, you have to witness it yourself!”. Then, you prepare to sexually assault me, right?”


  “Woah, this seaweed head is finally making slanderous accusations.”


  “…Ah, I’m sorry. I went a bit over there, that one doesn’t count.”


  “Yeah, I think my reactions are too ridiculous as well. Sorry, I was complaining too much.”


  “…Then, Keita, please stop attacking immediately!”


  “Nonono, that’s my line!”


  Although we were bickering, our hands never stopped at slapping each other. This is going to hurt my brain if it evolves into another misunderstanding. Still, I’m not usually the type of girl that has physical contact with boys frequently. Keita is the only boy that I dared to, which I guess it’s the same for him. If Tendou-san is in my position, Keita will never react like that. In this sense, Keita and I are meant for each other.


  “Oh? W-What’s wrong, Chiaki? You are not…fighting back anymore?”


  Keita just yelled, “don’t fight back” a while ago. He suddenly started freaking out when I stopped.


  I turned my head away from him and mumbled.


  “W-Welp, I-I found out that it’s so disgusting to touch you for the sake of hitting you, I stopped because I can’t take it anymore.”


  “A-Am I an Lv.1 enemy that counterattacks with poison…!? You know how damaging a girl is when she yells that “he is too disgusting to even touch on” to a lonely otaku!? …Ouch.”


  Keita plopped his head down depressingly.


  …Honestly, I didn’t mean that, at all. But, I accidentally won the argument. That’s rare…what should I do now?


  We ate our freezie silently as we walked for a while. Almost not a single person could be found in the residential area during the day, and the cicadas are not even singing today. So, the silence is so heavy to the point that it gives me a headache.


  At this moment, Keita finished his freezie and began to swing the stick leisurely before speaking again, seemingly trying to sweep the negative mood away.


  “R-Right, I feel like we went off-topic there. So, about the thing that I left at your home.”


  “Y-Yeah, we were talking about that. What did you end up forgetting? I really have no clue.”


  No matter how insignificant that object is, I should at least notice that there’s something that doesn’t belong in my house.


  Keita gave me an unexpected answer, as I’m thinking.


  “I forgot my IC transport pass and its holder.”


  “Your pass holder? I should be able to see right away if there’s something like that in my house…”


  Someone’s pass holder showed up in my home. It’s only logical to be able to tell right away.


  Keita only said that while what I said was true, then he told me this embarrassingly.


  “I’m just guessing here, but I feel like that thing will not stand out in your home at all.”


  “Hmm? What do you mean by that?”


  “Well. Chiaki, although I’m extremely unwilling to admit this, don’t you think that you and I are alike in every way aside from a couple differences? So…”


  “…Oh, I get it…”


  I suddenly what Keita was trying to say. So, I took the last bite of the freezie before leaning towards him slightly and try to confirm.


  “…Don’t tell me your pass holder is deep blue and foldable-“


  After I described the appearance of my pass holder, Keita nodded at me while smiling bitterly.


  I put my hand on my forehand as I mumbled.


  “…What the hell, even the scratches, and the marks are the exact same…”


  “Really. Although I did kind of expect this at the start, I still can’t believe what you’ve just said. What do you think then? Is my pass holder in your place?”


  I started thinking after he asked me.


  “…Now that you’re mentioning it, I did remember finding one in the living room and putting it away earlier. I think I discovered that on the utensil shelf. Well, I realized that I never took public transport since the summer holiday began, so it’ll be strange if my real pass holder isn’t in my bags…”


  “Right. Ah, it could be left somewhere else as well. But, I guess it’s right to look for it at your place first. However, I should apologize for the sudden intrusion.”


  Keita lowered his head and apologized. While we called each other rivals usually, we often behaved politely in times like this. Both of us are nobody.


  I started provoking him out of my awkwardness.


  “B-But, a lonely otaku like you don’t need to use the pass in the summer holiday either, why do you want to take it back that urgently?”


  I meant to start a fight with him, but then he didn’t take the bait. Instead, he scratched his head embarrassingly.


  “Yeah, you’re right. But…I think this year’s summer holiday will be a bit different than last year’s, so I wanted to take it back ASAP.”


  “What do you mean by different than the last year- Oh.”


  Right, Keita belongs to the “Couples” class now, so I shut my mouth. Keita looks like he still isn’t used to mentioning that, so he got too embarrassed to say anything. A subtle silence flowed between us.


  I secretly glanced at Keita’s face before thinking again.


  “…By the way…looking at the current situation, I feel like this is different than what I’ve expected…about Keita and Tendou-san’s relationship.”


  I thought Tendou-san accepted her role as girlfriend reluctantly out of sympathy, to let Keita escape the evil grasp of that she-devil Aguri.


  However, when everyone gathered in my place to play that game of life, I feel like it’s something beyond that, and that’s a fact.


  “Aguri-san is still there, after all. Keita could just be pretending…but it’s really natural for an act.”


  At least from what I know, Keita Amano can never act that perfectly. I don’t know the perfect role model, Tendou-san, though.


  “This plot…don’t tell me they grew closer to each other when they are pretending to be a couple…”


  I never thought that such a cliché plot for a romantic comedy can exist in reality. Even though it’s just a show, I guess it’s not that weird for both to grow closer when the couple got more time to be with each other by going on dates.


  …Yeah, there’s nothing wrong. Nothing strange’s happening…


  “W-Weird, what’s going on? What’s wrong with this conclusion? The more I think about the interaction between Keita and Tendou-san, the more goosebumps I get in my chest for some reason. What is this…?”


  When I’m trapped in a labyrinth of thoughts, Keita spoke again with a bitter smile on his face to try and lighten up the mood.


  “Sigh, I still haven’t come up with a plan for our date, though.”


  “Really, w-well…Keita, you being overly self-conscious is disgusting.”


  “Y-You’re wordy, Chiaki.”


  While this looks like what’re we arguing typically…this time it feels awkward for some unknown reasons. So, Keita and I kept arguing as we walked through the desolate residential area.


  I unintentionally grabbed out my phone and sighed at the dark screen.


  Keita looked at me confusingly as I’m doing that. Then, he seemed to have realized something and asked me abruptly.


  “Ah, right! I don’t have the chance to ask you while we were arguing. Chiaki, are you playing the same mobile game as I do?”


  My heart skipped a beat. My whole body turned stiff as Keita’s sudden jump to the main point.


  “W-What are you talking about?”


  I pretended that everything’s fine while freaking out intensely inside as I asked. So, Keita grabbed his phone out of his pocket and clicked on a mobile game.


  “Ah, it’s hard to remember the title of the game. So, I just opened it for you. Ah, this one.”


  Keita conveniently showed the title screen to me.


  It shows the mobile game that connected Tsucchi and NOBE…Keita and I together.


  Although my heart is beating vigorously right now, I turned away from Keita and took a second to calm down before I-


  “N-No, I’ve never played this! Yes, I didn’t play it in the least bit.”


  -I just accidentally said no to him.


  Keita frowned confusingly.


  “Eh, really? Hmm…but I remembered you received the notification at the same time when we were playing with everyone…”


  “I-It’s just the one from my other game, that’s all.”


  I don’t understand why I am lying either, and I’m not even sure this is a good or bad thing for both of us. But, at least I can tell that I’m not ready to reveal the truth to Keita yet…


  “Hmm…really, that’s a shame.”


  Keita stopped asking and turned off the screen of his phone…


  “S-Strange, what’s going on? I felt so regretful just then…”


  …N-No, that’s wrong! I-It’s got to be due to my desire to chat with other gamers! T-This has absolutely nothing to do with my hope for Keita to discover his fateful bond with me. There’s no way I will have a girly idea like that. Yes, it’s totally impossible!


  “W-What’s wrong, Chiaki? You’re suddenly clenching your fist!”


  “It’s nothing, everything’s fine! I’m just expelling my feebleness away!”


  “Why are you suddenly so hyped up in leisure times like this? What’s happening?”


  Keita seemed to be confused with what I’m doing and even looked at me like I’m a ghost…That’s what you get. It’s unfair for me to feel flustered only…


  “But then, if that’s the case…is it better for me to just explain everything?”


  I started reviewing how viable this option is.


  In the past, I will just hide everything as the situation evolves…In actuality, there shouldn’t be anything to hold me back from telling the truth.


  While I do feel a bit uneasy and embarrassed since a close friend is a fan of my games, but it’s nothing to me already. If there’s a chance to chat with Keita…to chat with someone that understands me about creating games, mobile games, or NOBE’s works, the benefits should far outweigh the consequences.


  But I…I just can’t take a step forward no matter what.


  “Why…?”


  When I’m struggling as I walked, the distance from my home is gradually closing in. 2 minutes after and I’ll be there. Then, I will return Keita’s pass holder to him and say goodbye. There wouldn’t be any opportunities for us to see each other alone until the end of the summer holiday.


  After all, this is the relationship between Keita and me. We will gather around in the Game Hobby Club with other people and pick on each other when we meet, but that’s all we do. I think we barely count as friends, not to mention couples or BFFs.


  Rival. Opponent. These are the closest terms to portray our relationship. However…


  …With a situation like this…I…I…


  “I wish to change where we are currently as well.”


  “!”


  Keita faced forward and started talking suddenly. My heart skipped a bit since I thought he read through my mind, and I didn’t answer back. So, he scratched his cheeks embarrassingly before continuing.


  “Exiling your feeble side…Chiaki didn’t you just mention that you are weak or something?”


  “T-That’s what you mean…”


  I realized what Keita just said isn’t about me, and I sighed in relief.


  He’s clearly embarrassed, but he continued.


  “Just like the pass holder. It’s like what you’ve said, that wasn’t something that I need to use right away. Moreover, I just mentioned that I don’t have a plan yet. So, honestly, there’s no need for me to just barge into a girl’s house this suddenly. But, even so, I still mustered up the courage and did something that doesn’t fit my style…”


  Keita turned back and looked at me as he finished, his face seems a bit different. Although it still looks unreliable, he’s giving off some kind of strange mettle.


  My heart is starting to beat quickly…So, the guy gave me a bitter smile.


  “It’s because I want to…get closer with Tendou-san.”


  “…With…Tendou-san…”


  I can feel a tinge of pain is stinging my heart. Keita seemed to have interpreted my reaction as “being pissed off because someone’s showing off that they’re a loving couple.” He freaked out and continued.


  “Ah, no, you got it wrong! Um…I-I guess you’re right. Well…I-It doesn’t matter much to me when I don’t have my pass holder. After all, I might use that as an excuse to not go out with Tendou-san or just straight-up rejecting other’s invitation…The only reason that I’m taking the pass holder this deliberately Is because I don’t want to have an excuse. Haha, to be honest, even I felt that was a shitty reason.”


  “…I…”


  I don’t feel like that at all- I immediately stopped myself from spewing that out…It’s because no matter how you think about it, that’s not something a rival would say. But…but…


  “Being able to admit your weakness, and even trying to overcome it…that’s not something a true coward can do…”


  I sincerely and truthfully admired the boy in front of me…But, it’s difficult for me to express my feelings with such a relationship between us.


  Keita sighed helplessly and lowered his shoulders.


  “Chiaki, I mustered up the same courage to come up to you earlier.”


  “Oh, you mean the time where you tried to talk to me? You were quite sneaky back then.”


  “H-How annoying. You should know how hard it is to send a friend request to someone from the opposite gender when you haven’t interacted with them at all, right?”


  “…It’s true. I’m already trembling when I think about it.”


  “See? While I was just doing that because Uehara-kun pushed me, I still can’t believe I completed the mission…”


  “Yeah, Keita, that doesn’t seem like what you would do, now that I’m thinking of it.”


  “You’re right. Sigh, luckily, it was you…”


  “Eh?”


  I slowed down my pace, and Keita continued like it’s nothing.


  “After I saw how much you are enjoying yourself in that game, I just forgot how hard it is to talk to a girl. Honestly, I was thrilled there, it’s like I’ve finally found my soulmate.”


  “…………”


  “Ah, but then I immediately realize that was a misunderstanding- Eh? Chiaki, what’s wrong?”


  Keita looked back at me confusingly since I’m falling way behind.


  After I snapped out of it, I looked at him and quickly brought out the usual, vicious words.


  “Hmph. I-I felt harassed there. Keita, do you know what it’s like to be stared by a disgusting male when a girl’s enjoying gaming?”


  “Ouch! The damage! You just went ahead and completely ruined my glorious little moment there! I’m really hurt! I’m sorry, Ms. Chiaki! I feel like this is my fault!”


  “Well, I did meet with Uehara-kun, so I guess I can forgive you.”


  I laughed as I saw Keita mumbling while pressing his chest. Suddenly, I made up my mind.


  “…Perhaps…I still…wanted to change myself…”


  I clenched my fist in front of my chest. From the looks of it, I have to admit.


  I still wanted to chat with a person like Keita Amano more.


  Right now, I can’t think of where this mindset will bring me to at last. However, I believe this feeling can’t be easily categorized into things like love or friendship.


  But, I’m sure of my hope of going forward. Although I don’t understand whether that’s right or wrong, I still wanted to follow my heart, maybe it’s because I can’t explain this feeling.


  “If that’s the case…now that we have time to be alone, I have to act fast and not waste this precious chance…”


  I have to act fast, right. The only trump card that I have, the one that can cause a sudden change to our relationship. Yes, I have to tell Keita who NOBE and Mono really are before we reach home…!


  “…Right!”


  I made up my mind and raised my head. I won’t be at a loss anymore! Keita is the same type as me. If a weakling like him can show this amount of manliness! I can explain everything to him before we get home if I put in the effort-


  “Hey. We’re here, Hoshinomroi’s home.”


  “Eh?”


  I snapped back to reality when Keita said that.


  So, I looked at where he pointed and realized the sign wrote “Hoshinomori” in front of me.


  …………


  I silently pushed the door open and smiled blanky before urging Keita to come in.


  “…Welcome…please come in…”


  “That’s the least welcoming “welcome” I’ve heard since I was born!”


  Well, I’ve also never felt more disappointed with seeing my home since I was born.


  
*



  “E-Excuse me.”


  Keita Amano politely greeted as he took off his shoes.


  I, the one who entered first, turned around and told him.


  “You don’t need to be so nervous, none of my parents are here right now.”


  So, Keita suddenly stopped walking to the corridor for some reason. I glanced at him, thinking that is there a problem. His face suddenly turned serious.


  “…Although we are talking about seaweed here, does this constitute as being disloyal to Tendou-san when a guy enters a girl’s home alone…?”


  “W-What do you mean by disloyal…Sigh, relax, my sister’s in her room as well.”


  “Oh, really. Phew, I’m in luck. Then, excuse me.”


  Keita pressed his chest in relief as he stepped to the corridor and put his shoes down. Then, he followed me to the living room.


  “…Actually, if a guy walking into the home of two young ladies, that’s even worse than just me alone. But, it’s a pain in the butt if I brought that up anyway, I should keep it to myself.”


  I can’t go off and imagine things now.


  I put the bag with the magazine and the drinks on the table. Keita kept looking around suspiciously after he entered the room.


  “Uh, Keita, you can take a seat.”


  “Um, but, as I’ve said before, you don’t really need to go out your way for me. I will go home right away after I got my pass holder.”


  Keita looked for his pass holder as he said that…Hmm.


  “I-It’s going to be a big problem if you leave this early! I have to tell you everything, at least!”


  I silently took away Keita’s pass holder on the utensil shelf and hid it behind me. Then, I suggested to him with hands behind my back.


  “K-Keita, why don’t you get a cup of wheat tea before you leave?”


  “Eh…? Let’s see, where did you put your chloroform…?”


  “I’m not going to prank you by adding that! Do you really dislike me that much!?”


  Our relationship is hopeless! I didn’t really care in the past, but now that I wanted to close our distance, this is a tricky situation.


  Keita smiled bitterly and apologized.


  “S-Sorry, I really don’t know what I should do here…”


  “Please just be yourself.”


  “Heh, seaweed.”


  “Correct, that’s what you sound like usually- I’ll punch you in the face if you do that again.”


  “Sorry.”


  Keita sat down with his back straight after he said that. He looked at the balcony, and then he turned away suddenly, he seems embarrassed.


  I looked outside as well since I’m confused. Then, I realized…


  Our family’s clothes are drying outside. Of course, that includes me and my sister’s underwear as well…


  “Don’t look, you hentai!”


  “I-I’m sorry! Uh, I should just grab my pass holder and leave-“


  “You know what, I’ll allow it! View it to your heart’s content!”


  “That doesn’t make any sense! N-No, I won’t look.”


  Then, we stared at each other silently for a few seconds.”


  “…Oh, Keita, s-so you don’t want to spend even a second looking at my underwear, is that what you are thinking right now?”


  “Dude, what drugs are you on right now? You are going haywire today.”


  “N-None of your business.”


  “Honestly, I would rather see that you’re drying kelps outside.”


  “Being a seaweed isn’t my feature! You’re the same, Antman has been getting all your fame lately.”


  “I’m not proud of how tiny I am!”


  We just stared at each other before turning away angrily.


  …………


  “..Eh, weird! Didn’t I want to get along with Keita!?”


  Why are we so incompatible with each other? It’s just as natural as breathing for us to start fighting each other, but is it still too difficult for us to play nice?


  I took out a glass from the shelf and reached for the fridge. But then…


  “No, if this goes on, Keita will just chug the wheat tea and go home…But, I haven’t made up my mind yet…I-I need to drag this out first…!”


  I exclaimed upon the realization, “Oh, right!” Then, I looked at Keita again.


  “C-Can I go back to my room to charge my phone first? Um, there could be some important messages waiting for me!”


  “Eh? Oh, okay, that’s fine…Um, if that’s the case, I really don’t need any wheat tea or anything, I will leave after I got the pass holder…”


  “Then, please wait here for a moment! I promise it’ll be quick!”


  “Eh? Hey, Chiaki-“


  I ignored Keita, who’s clearly confused and left the living room while secretly carrying his pass holder.


  I opened the door to my room in the middle of the corridor, it’s still just as gloomy as usual.


  The bright screen illuminated the dim room due to the filtering curtains.


  I calmed down immediately. At the same time, I can feel that I’m incredibly depressed now.


  “Do I really…want to show…who I really am?”


  I walked towards the computer desk frustratedly and put my phone on charge. Then, I looked at the screen saver on the monitor.


  This room basically symbolizes who I really am. Usually, this is not something that I wanted to show to the others actively. But, if the person in question is Yama-san or Tsucchi…


  “…If the person is Keita…”


  My mumbling voice gradually disappeared in the darkness.


  …………


  I pressed the power button of my phone and waited for it to turn on. Then, I clicked on that mobile game.


  “…Oh, I missed the daily login reward.”


  In the past, I’ve never abandoned the game. I would always complete the missions even if that meant I need to reject my friend’s invitation. That’s who I truly am.


  Now…Keita Amano is slowly taking my time away in all aspects, and my heart as well.


  I clicked on the menu of the game and opened the messages with Tsucchi.


  “Give it your all!” “Thanks.” “We’re saved.” “No problem.” “Sure.” ”Yeah!”


  Concise words. Extremely simple. An interaction with as few letters as possible.


  However, for some reason-


  “…Haha.”


  My mouth curved as I stared at the screen, and my chest is feeling a tinge of warmth.


  “…Alright, I shouldn’t tell the truth right now.”


  Naturally, I made up my mind.


  “…This is because I treasure everyone, no matter its Yama-san, Tsucchi, or Keita Amano. While I’m unwilling to say this, but they are really precious to me. That’s why I should treat them differently. The worst thing I could do is to put our relationship on the bet for the sake of closing our distance, right.”


  I didn’t back down from my passiveness. Instead, I…made this decision myself. Right now, I’m not going to push myself…I should follow my own pace.


  “…Yes, I’ll wait for the day…where I can smile naturally at him and reveal who I am…we can do it at that time. So, this is enough for me right now…I need to prepare for that day in my own way, with a pace that suits both of us. Then, I can slowly grow closer…with Keita…with Keita Amano-“


  I cherished at my phone’s screen as I made up my mind. Suddenly-


  “Hey, Chiaki? It just rained for a bit, I think you better get all your clothes back first…”


  “!”


  I got startled as I turned around because someone suddenly talked to me. Then, I saw Keita peeked inside sheepishly from the opened door-


  “Ah? Uh, ehm, I-I-I…I got it!”


  To block the screen, I quickly flipped my phone over and put it on the computer desk. However, it seemed to have moved the mouse, which caused the screen saver to stop. As a result, the monitor showed NOBE’s half-edited blog…


  “?”


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  Why does this happen right after I decided to keep it a secret!


  I swung my arms violently to block him from seeing the monitor. However…


  “Oh.”


  This time, I accidentally threw my phone outside.


  So, I sent the phone flying which caused the charging cable to disconnect, and it even sild across the smooth rug towards Keita-


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  I cursed all the gods as I scrambled after my phone. However, I accidentally tripped over and was temporarily paralyzed on the floor.


  “A-Are you okay, Chiaki?”


  Seeing a friend in such a miserable state, Keita picked up the phone naturally as he walked towards me to try and help me out.


  “Wait, um, t…t-t-the phone, and the PC, don’t…”


  I gaped and told Keita not to look at my phone and the computer. However…


  “Eh? Oh, you want me to make sure your phone and PC are fine? Alright, just a second.”


  That became the last push needed.


  “Oh, n-no, don’t do that…!”


  Before I even finished my protesting, he kindly checked my phone and computer screen. So…


  “…Eh?”


  Keita seemed to have realized something and just stood there, frozen.


  “NOBE…and Mono…? Eh, these are…”


  …It’s over.


  “…!”


  How can things be this ridiculous? This is literally out of a romantic comedy…No, stupid miracles like this are even too rare in romantic comedies, not to mention that this is reality!


  I blushed as I plopped my head down. Keita is looking down at me, hoping for an explanation.


  “There’s only one way left…now that things have taken a turn like this…!”


  I have to tell Keita the truth…Yes. Perhaps this is a good chance. I’m scared to interact with people from time to time, this had to be God’s attempt to push me to talk. This situation doesn’t allow me to slowly build up the relationship with Keita anymore. After all, all of this seems a bit too late anyway. Even though I’m not sure what I feel, I have to step on the gas and drive our relationship to the next level.


  That should be God’s instruction.


  …Alright, I got it. I’m a woman, after all.


  Now’s the time to show a woman’s bravery and pride!


  I stood up immediately…and grabbed my phone from Keita’s hand as I stared with him, my eyes are filled with determination.


  “…Keita!”


  “Y-Yes! W-What’s the matter…?”


  Keita got scared and straightened his back right away.


  A boy and a girl are staring at each other in a gloomy room. It’s raining outside, but those washed clothes are no longer relevant…Just like Keita’s pass holder, I don’t want to use that as an excuse to escape from this situation.


  I took a deep breath. Then, I showed my phone and computer screen at Keita clearly before I spoke.


  “I don’t want to say this initially, but you found out already. It can’t be helped. Now’s the time to clear everything up.”


  “A-Alright…”


  “Keita, I think you’ve realized already…It’s just like what you see, the true identity of NOBE, and Mono is actually…”


  “Yeah…”


  Keita came to his senses and gave me an “I’m ready!” look. I glared back at him confidently-


  “…Hmm? Phew…that was a good nap…”


  -Suddenly, at the corner of my eye, someone yanked the quilt away and woke up slowly on the bed at the dark side of the room.


  Just as Keita and I are staring at each other shockingly, that person...even when she’s wearing pajamas and looks tired, still retained a sense of cuteness that’s different from me. My sister, Konoha Hoshinomori, stretched her back with a big “Phew…!” and started mumbling without bothering to look at us.


  “Hiya…Sis, you’re back. I’m sorry. I wanted to watch videos initially, but I got too tired from playing hentai- I mean studying. So, I borrowed your bed to take a nap-“


  Konoha finally noticed there’s someone other than me, …which is Keita. She let out a gasp right away.


  “Why…are you…”


  Then, while I’m not sure of the reason behind, but Konoha showed a subtle reaction to Keita that indicates she has met him somewhere before.


  At this moment, my brain is operating rapidly.


  Then, after I snapped out of it, I turned towards a startled Keita quickly and told him everything.


  “Yes, my sister – Konoha Hoshinomori, she is both NOBE and Mono!”


  “-Wha?”


  The boy and the girl’s confused voice overlapped each other. Also…


  “…Ha…ahahaha…sigh…”


  …There’s a clown who’s hollowly laughing because she’s freaking out at what she just said.


  -So, during a random day of the summer this year, in Hoshinomori’s home under showers.


  Unfortunately, we witnessed the birth of yet another misunderstanding here.


  Chapter 2: Tasuku Uehara and Plot Intervention


  “The true identity of NOBE…is Hoshinomori’s sister!?”


  I, Tasuku Uehara, screamed loudly at the bustling burger joint.


  The guy that’s sitting in front of me – Keita Amano sipped his 100 yen iced coffee as he looked around the shop curiously. Then, he answered me slowly and calmly.


  “Yeah, that’s surprising, don’t you think?”


  “Um, while I’m surprised…Eh, no, but you…”


  I took a big shot of my coke to calm myself down, and then I grabbed a single piece of fries on the table and chewed it for a long while.


  “I thought something went wrong when Amano suddenly said he wanted to meet…”


  This guy…Keita Amano, who looked just the same as usual, proceeded to blast me with such a shocking fact that I’ve never expected.


  “The progress between them has twisted this much already, just when I’m hesitating on how I should help Hoshinomori for these couple days…”


  I chugged the coke to flush the fries down to my stomach. Then, I chose my words carefully before asking Amano for a detailed report.


  Amano spent 5 minutes explaining everything up to the part where Hoshinomori’s sister showed up on the bed. Then, I laid back onto the chair and mumbled. “That’s why…”


  From what I’ve heard, it seems that Hoshinomori’s identity was almost revealed unexpectedly to Keita. Then, she came up with a dumb excuse in a hurry.


  Just as I’m lamenting over the stupidity of this pair of babies, Amano continued even though he’s clearly confused.


  “But the litigant NOBE…Konoha-san didn’t show much of a reaction. Although she’s probably still sleepy, how should I put it? I feel like she doesn’t understand what’s going on at all.”


  “I guess so.”


  After all, that girl is not NOBE. How can she understand?


  I’m feeling sympathetic to Hoshinomori (sister), so I grabbed some more fries and urged Amano to continue.


  “Then? What followed that?”


  Amano grabbed a handful of fries as well.


  “Um, Chiaki dragged me out of the room. I initially wanted to tell her it’s raining only. Moreover, I guess it’s not nice to force a first-met girl to face us in her home clothes, right?”


  “Sigh, I guess you’re right.”


  “Then, Chiaki took all her washed clothes back and commanded me. “Do not leave the living room. Don’t even try to move a single step. Understand!” She retreated to her room after saying that…I told her that I’ll leave after I got the pass holder back…But, for some reason, Chiaki insisted she wouldn’t return it now, perhaps she’s pranking me.”


  “Right…”


  I knew what’s Hoshinomori thinking exactly. There’s no way for her to just let Amano go home without letting him know at least a bit of the truth.


  “Then…I guess it’s around 10 minutes later? Chiaki dragged her properly-dressed sister out…Konoha-san to the living room and introduced her to me. She said her sister is both NOBE and Mono.”


  “Mm-hmm, Hoshinomori’s sister…is called Konoha, right? How’s she acting like?”


  “Well, let me tell you.”


  Amano leaned towards me and stretched his face as he spoke.


  “Initially, my first impression for Konoha is she is completely unaware of what’s going on. Also, perhaps it’s because she just woke up, I feel she’s a bit sloppy. Then, she completely changed after she appeared again. The girl answered everything I asked correctly.


  “Correctly?”


  “Hmm. How should I say this? Um, it’s like talking to the latest AI girl. While her answers are correct, I don’t feel she’s giving off any emotions…”


  “…Right.”


  This guy…Keita Amano is still just the same. His insights are through-the-roof in weird times like this. To be fair, his first impression is very accurate. Although I don’t know if Hoshinomori (sister) is acting on her sister’s behalf, she was pretending to be NOBE and Mono anyway.


  …Even though Amano is more or less suspicious about this whole incident, but the girl can show a perfect AI response when she has just woken up and only had 10 minutes to prepare herself. This little kid can undoubtedly put up an excellent performance. Hoshinomori (sister)’s impressing me.


  “Well, I still don’t really know what I should do with Konoha-san. When our conversation died in the middle, Chiaki helped and gave us some explanation. She told us that she just discovered this relationship recently and that she got so sneaky because of her hesitation on how to convey her thoughts…”


  “Yup, what an explanation…”


  An explanation for something that was entirely made up by her. Other than that, I’m sure that she wanted to clear her sister’s confusion as well.


  “Then, I went home after a simple greeting…That’s the end of the story. As a result, Konoha-san and I didn’t get to chat about gaming like I wanted to.”


  “Really. Well, I guess so…”


  In actuality, Amano can never “chat about gaming” wither her. She is not NOBE and Mono, after all. Based on what I’ve heard, she’s just an irreverent, normal girl.


  Amano looked at the burger joint and sighed as he stared at the group of teenagers happily chatting with each other.


  “I feel like…I’m still confused.”


  “…I guess you’re right.”


  No shit, you’re just talking to the fake one. It’s natural for you to feel unsatisfied.


  Amano leaned on the back of the seat and looked at the centre of the table blankly.


  “…Well, I didn’t expect to become BFFs with her as soon as we see each other, anyway. Hmm, but what’s with this feeling…”


  Perhaps Amano couldn’t give an answer to himself. He looks embarrassed now.


  “…What do I want…what should I do…”


  “Well…”


  I tried to say something, but ultimately I remained quiet because I can’t really give any advice now.


  “…If Amano knew that Chiaki Hoshinomori is who NOBE and Mono really are, I guess he’ll be genuinely happier than he is now.”


  It’s hard to say from the past. But, recently, Amano and Hoshinomroi’s aren’t that bad anymore. Perhaps it’s because both sides realized that the only point they couldn’t agree on is with moe characters. So, they won’t really pick a dumb fight nowadays. That is why Hoshinomroi doesn’t feel disgusted explicitly when she knew that Amano is both Yama-san and Tsucchi.


  Amano must’ve felt the same. If he realized Hoshinomori is who he had talked to on the internet, I say he’ll be 20% surprised and 80% glad that to know the truth.


  However, Amano is different from Hoshinomori, he didn’t acquire this sense of joy.


  Instead, a completely different person replaced his hard-earned relationship with some fake conversations.


  “…………”


  As his friend, I felt terrible for Amano, it’s like watching an idiot got persuaded to buy counterfeit goods. Although he’s suspicious of what he just bought, the guy ended figuring out that maybe it’s just his problem.


  However…I can’t reveal the truth to the poor soul now. It’s because this is Hoshinomori’s choice. Hoshinomori carried the same complicated emotion that Amano does, if not more. Still, she decided that this is the best for both worlds.


  I rubbed the back of my neck and hesitated before mumbling.


  “Um…hmm…so…well…h-how do you feel about Konoha as a girl?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Welp…for example…is she cute…?”


  “…………”


  “Hey, what’s with that look?”


  “No, it’s nothing. Uehara-kun, you sure are energetic…”


  “Eh, what do you mean by that!”


  “Uh, I really respect you. Honestly, as a man, you’re really fascinating. To put it this way, Uehara-kun, you’re really an ant if you are in that Ant and Cricket fable…”


  “Yo, don’t try to paint me as a lewd dude that only puts in the effort to chase after girls. Also, please don’t refer to The Ant and Cricket in situations like this! That was meant to be a “good story” between us!”


  “Well, how about…The North Wind and the Sun, you’re like the Sun, Uehara-kun!”


  “Oi, you just picked that fable because it involves undressing people!”


  “How about The Tortoise and the Hare? If a hare is sleeping in an adorable position, you’ll be the tortoise that slowly and silently creeps on her.”


  “What kind of metaphor is this!? Why are you treating the tortoise as if he’s a rapist!? Picking on me with all these twisted Aesop fables analyses, what do you want from me!?”


  “If you’re in The Bat, the Beast, and the Bird…”


  “Stop! The Bat that pretends to be in the same league as the Bird and the Beast. I can’t think of a good metaphor, no matter how you put it!”


  After I barraged him with a wave of complaints, Amano finally stopped his Aesop-style attack and asked.


  “Then why are you asking me how do I feel about Konoha-san’s appearance? She being cute or not has nothing to do with this. Right?”


  “W-Well…”


  I-It’s hard to explain. After all…


  “I’m considering the possibility of Amano falling for Konoha…how can I say this.”


  In reality, Hoshinomori certainly felt in love when she knew that Amano is Yama-san and Tsucchi…I mean, I’m not 100% sure, but at least she looked like she has a similar feeling.


  Then, if Amano’s the male counterpart of Hoshinomori…I thought that he’ll more or less be moved if the girl that he’s chatting on the internet with is cute…


  “Um, think about it, Hoshinomori brags about her sister from time to time. I wanted to know what’s actually going on.”


  Amano answered my question reluctantly after I gave him a far-fetched reason.


  “Ay…in terms of appearance, you’re right. I think Konoha-san is an adorable girl, so cute to the point that it’s not exaggerating to use the term beauty.”


  “…Then, are you falling for the girl?”


  “Huh?”


  Amano tilted his head explicitly. He even gave me an “Are you an idiot?” vibe. A sincere reaction. Good, I’m going to punch someone later.


  “Did you even listen to me? Konoha-san and I just chatted for a little bit.”


  “Even so…she’s still both NOBE and Mono, which are really meaningful to you, right? This means that you two have abundantly interacted with each other on a spiritual level. Then, you found out that she’s a beautiful girl of your age when both of you meet…It’s unnatural to not have any feelings for her, right?”


  If the guy likes the girl’s appearance and personality, it’s weird to not have any feelings. But, Amano pulled a long face for some reason.


  “Well, I do like NOBE and Mono, and I think Konoha-san’s pretty cute and responsible…”


  Then, Amano frowned and crossed his arms as he mumbled.


  “Sigh…you’re right, Uehara-kun. You have a point. Usually, I would fall for her in a situation like this, at least if we’re in a rom-com.”


  “Right?”


  “Yep…this makes sense in every way possible…”


  Amano scratched his head, he found that it’s unbelievable for himself as well.


  “…How should I say this? Hmm…but the great premise of all of this is that Tendou-san already had the only sublime place in my heart.”


  “Alright.”


  Someone just showed off their love to me, but whatever.


  “To be honest, I’m both glad and honoured to know that the identity of NOBE and Mono are shared by the same person. But…I can’t seem to project those emotions towards Konoha-san. So, she’s only “Chiaki’s sister” to me right now…”


  “…………”


  Amano scratched his head like he’s reconsidering as he said that.


  “Ah, but I guess I’m being really fickle. After all, the girl is basically my saviour, whom I chatted frequently…while being the game developer that I respect from the bottom of my heart. Then, I only carried this kind of uncertain feelings towards her when we get to meet face-to-face. Sigh, how much of an introverted and weak coward do I have to be…”


  …I still can’t say anything to Amano.


  “Amano…no doubt you can’t project your feelings to the girl. Your idea is exactly right.”


  Honestly, I wanted to tell him that, but…


  “…Can I really complain about Hoshinomori’s decision when I’m in a position like this…?”


  I chose to spectate when I knew their relationship from the start. Then, at last, under the influence of this bastard named Tasuku Uehara…the situation evolved into what can only be called unfortunate for both of them.


  “I’m not allowed to intervene. Right now, my grasp on the situation is the exact same as Hoshinomori. If that’s the case, the problem should be handled by the person in question. If there’s anything that a spectator like me can do, that’ll be…”


  I drank the cola and made up my mind. Then, I spoke solemnly.


  “Hey, you already got an incredible girlfriend named Karen Tendou. Now’s not the time to be wordy with other girls, right?”


  “Eh? No, I don’t mean that at all…Ah, but I guess you’re right. If I had already found out that the girl is the same age as me, it’d be problematic to just interact with her in the way that we did on the net…”


  I paused Amano’s mumble and continued.


  “Don’t you think this part can be kept as it is? You can directly treat NOBE and Mono like you used to be. Then, you just avoid contacting the actual Konoha, that'll work.”


  But then, Amano tilted his head confusingly at my suggestion.


  “Eh? Personally…I liked your idea. But, although that’s just getting closer to a girl you know on the internet and in real life, I still feel like that’s a bad thing for a guy with a girlfriend to do, right…?”


  “What’re you talking about, Amano? I will often chat with girls other than Aguri as well. Not to mention that you’re still chatting with Hoshinomori and Aguri.”


  “That’s because I know both people already…”


  “It’s the same. If you can accept that, it’s nothing for you to chat with people on the internet, right? Just keep the relationship. You’re not looking for anything else, anyway.”


  “Um, hmm, eh…really? It’ll be fantastic if I can keep it as it is. Ah, but, I guess I need to explain this to Tendou-san first-“


  “No, no, you don’t need to. I think Tendou will just get upset if you went out of your way and tell her.”


  “…Really? Um, yeah, I guess this feels a bit too self-conscious…”


  Just as Amano felt distressed, I finished all my fries at once and lifted my plate before leaving my seat.


  “So, you just keep chatting with NOBE and Mono as you’ve always been! Don’t meet with Konoha! Don’t report to Tendou! Everything will be fine that way! Alright, dismissed!”


  “Eh? W-Wait a second, Uehara-kun, I still haven’t finished my coffee-“


  “Just go, Amano.”


  “W-Wait for me!” *chugs coffee* *coughs loudly*


  Amano didn’t have time to question my conclusion, so he finished his coffee quickly and stood up.


  I gave him a mischievous grin before I put the plate back onto the recycling area and walked out of the burger joint.


  The slightly malfunctioned auto-door is reflecting the bitter face of a despicable bat.


  
*



  A week after that.


  You asked what I am doing during this time? Well, to put it simply, I just cherished this beautiful summer holiday.


  I worked in a relaxing part-time job for a while and went out with my girlfriends and others. I stayed home and played games when there’s no schedule for the day. I even decided to go on an overseas trip with my family a few days later.


  It’s relaxing, joyous, blessing, and cheerful, …which is why I feel a sense of longing sometimes. I have to game even more just to get this out of my head to go through a typical day.


  “…It’s over.”


  I mumbled while I sat on the bed of my room. The screen is showing credits that are presented boringly. I let out a sigh as I put away the game.


  “…………”


  I caressed my slightly-longer beard as I stared at the credits screen with names that I’ll never remember. While I spent 40 hours to reach the end, I don’t really feel anything at all.


  This game is not that boring, though. The relaxing combat and training system is quite compelling, I can’t help but finish all content before I won the game.


  However, because I’ve already done everything, this made the boss fight not exciting in the least bit. Although it’s purely because my team was too overpowered to the point that it turned the combat into a slaughter, I can’t really immerse myself in the mind of the protagonist. Mostly because I left the main story to finish side quests.


  Also, when the full-level protagonist and his friends are facing the practically useless final boss-


  “Ow! He’s too strong!” “How can we even defeat him…”


  Lines like this really ruined the game for me. If I’m challenging the boss on the standard level, I guess it’ll be quite exciting. Then, I realized this is just a game. There’s no way for me to feel excited about the main story with a mindset like this.


  I can tell the credit scenes aren’t over yet from the BGM, So, I grabbed my phone just to kill time.


  “…Come to think of it, I didn’t contact with Amano and Hoshinomori recently at all…”


  Well, I mean we don’t really message each other often. But, our relationship has weakened because we don’t get to see each other at school in the summer holiday…no, wait.


  “…I’m hiding from them. That’s perhaps the reason…”


  Usually, I would hold a Game Hobby Club meet-up in times like this. However, I don’t feel like doing that at all right now…


  …………


  “Oh, it’s over already…


  Once I snapped out of it, the credits on the TV screen has already finished playing, and the game went back to the title screen. But, if it’s going back to the title screen at the end without an epilogue, why did I just spend a few minutes staring at a bunch of strange names?


  I turned off the console, and the room returned to silence.


  “…Jeez…”


  I decided to go out and take a walk to get the depression out of my head.


  Most of the thugs around here are my friends- that’s obviously not true. But, I, who know a bunch of people, should be easily able to meet up with people in downtown, not to mention we’re on a summer holiday.


  “W-Why I can’t see anyone today…?”


  Aguri’s date with me will often be interrupted by my friends. Then, they disappear when I’m looking for them. What is this madness?


  “The enemy encounter system for my life is way too broken…”


  This sounds like a metaphor Amano would say. I guess it’s because I’ve been playing RPGs lately.


  I wiped the sweats from my forehead with the back of my hand. Then, one of the drops fell onto my rather-new sneakers. I can’t help but frown and walked quickly to ease my anger.


  “…I ended up feeling even more pissed, this walk didn’t help at all.”


  My mood isn’t going to lighten up by wandering around aimlessly. But, it’s not like I have a clear goal anyway.


  After a while, I decided to head to the arcade.


  “Playing games while I’m at home, still playing games while I’m out…was I like this in the past?”


  While I did like gaming from the start, but this is clearly under the influence of Amano and Hoshinomori.


  Well, I did have a good time with them in the Game Hobby Club…


  “Also, I don’t feel like gaming is as fun as they’ve described.”


  Amano and Hoshinomori are gamers from birth. Although they aren’t experienced, they are the type of players that love gaming indiscriminately.


  So, the default line of their conversation is, “That part of the game is fun!” “This part’s awesome!” “This plot is certainly touching!” They’ll become more and more excited, and would often skip away from the negative aspects. So, I will naturally feel, “Hey, that seems interesting!” and try to play it. Then, I will find out that it’s not that compelling at all.


  After that, when I’m expressing my dissatisfaction with them, those two will just pretend there’s nothing wrong and say, “Um, you’re right. That game is not that famous nor outstanding.” Honestly, while I’m pissed, they really meant that in a kind-hearted way.


  That’s the one thing I’ve not realized until recently. Amano and Hoshinomori’s gaming commentaries are several times more interesting than the actual game that they’re talking about.


  This is like a veteran movie fan recommending a B-grade production. It’ll be hilarious to complain about it, but when you actually watch it…sigh, it’s a dull movie. This is the feeling I’m getting.


  However, when the fans that shared the same hobbies are chatting, they’ll get so excited to the point where others will be envious of them.


  I smiled without realizing it when the memories of the Game Hobby Club showed up In my mind.


  “Man, I really wanted to listen to their recommendations again and watch them talk-“


  -But then, I immediately realized.


  “…Perhaps the two wouldn’t have a chance to chat like this anymore…”


  Hoshinomori kept her huge secret and lie.


  Amano will hold back on talking to other girls when he got Tendou as his girlfriend.


  They…can never happily chat like they’ve used to be.


  …Then I…


  “…No, this is wrong. This isn’t something that I should worry about. I’m too arrogant. The two are the ones who get to decide, I must not intervene.”


  I shook my head to try and clear all these thoughts away. Then, I dashed towards the arcade, seemingly to try and escape from something.


  
*



  I usually play fighting games when I’m alone in the arcade.


  After all, I’ll be in the claw crane section when Aguri is here, and my friends will usually play whatever our mood wishes. However, I’ll always go for fighting games when I’m alone. Although I don’t play that much at home, I find it compelling for some reason once I stepped into the arcade.


  “This is THE arcade, after all…”


  To be honest, fighting games are no longer the head honchos of arcades nowadays. However, I still feel like “Hey, I’m in an arcade” the most when I’m sitting in front of a fighting game machine.


  After I entered the building, I searched for a familiar face as I walked towards the electronic toy area. There’re only a few customers, not to mention friends.


  As for the fighting game machine area, all I can see is a person wearing a short-sleeved hoodie with the hood covering his face only. He is controlling the joystick masterfully while radiating a professional aura, though.


  I went around the person quietly and picked my machine somewhere a bit further…I don’t dislike combating other people, but I never went out of my way to try and challenge someone other than my friends.


  So, I found a machine for a new game that’s out of that customer’s sight.


  Perfect. I immediately sat down and took out a couple 100-yen coins to play.


  “Right, Amano did combat me on fighting games before, even though it’s not this game…”


  That day is what made us talk to each other often like we’re right now. I’m sure yearning over that even though it was just a couple months ago.


  “…But, that guy surely sucked.”


  People often say that love is what makes you improve. However, I don’t see that at all on the dude and his games. Amano seems to play combat games with his little brother as well, so he shouldn’t be extremely inexperienced by any means. Why does he still suck then?


  I started playing even though I’m thinking about all this. I pick my characters based on their appearance. This time, I chose a teenage boy who’s playing cool. Well, I’m not here to hone my skills anyways. I’m here to switch up my mood. If that’s the case, I can abandon all ground rules at the start and just play as I wished to. This is my personal opinion.


  This play-cool teenage guy is unexpectedly easy to use, though. The game mechanics are very traditional as well, so I went through the levels smoothly.


  However, I’m starting to feel stress once I reached the 4th round. While I’m not as weak as Amano, I’m not that confident or talented. Moreover, this is my first time playing this.


  I somehow managed to go through the 4th round with a lot of luck. However, if this continues, I’ll probably lose at the 5th round.


  In this two-wins-in-three-rounds system, I got demolished by the AI in the first level, who still got over half of its HP remaining.


  With a no-retreat second round, my spirit heightens, and I managed to chip half of my opponent’s HP away, but my character is about to die. It’ll lose HP gradually even if I go full-on defence. In dire situations like this, my only chance at victory is with a sudden and intense attack. Just as I’m about to do that, suddenly-


  “Hmm?”


  The screen suddenly changed. I thought something went wrong, but then it was nothing. Someone just inserted a coin and challenged me. I guess it’s the guy with the hoodie. Moreover, there’s no one nearby.


  I guess he helped me a little. Then, just as this thought appeared in my head, I heard a loud greeting coming from the opposite side of the machine.


  “Nice to meet you.”


  “Eh? Oh, okay, nice to meet you too…”


  I responded while feeling confused, but not because I was greeted by a stranger. While that is quite rare, I have more or less encountered that situation when I’m in the arcade.


  What I’m baffled about is that…


  “…A girl?”


  The greeting is short, but that was really a girl’s voice. Come to think of it, the arms coming up from her hoodie is slim and beautiful. But, I just treated her as a guy because I saw her controlling skills earlier.


  “Well, it’s not like I’ll hesitate anyways…”


  This is not one of those situations where you have to hold back because she’s a girl. I’ll do that when I’m up against Aguri to make both of us happy. However, my opponent is clearly an expert. There’s no room for me to do that.


  I still stuck to the play-cool teenager even though I can re-select my character. On the other hand, the girl chose a hilarious looking teddy bear.


  “Yo, is she showing mercy to me instead?”


  Although I’m not sure of the abilities that the teddy bear has, that doesn’t look like a standard character no matter how you look at it.


  I glanced at the moves table on the machine and found out her character has a bunch of moves with weird names. Also, the combos are tough to pull off.


  “…Bruh, what the hell?”


  I’m a bit pissed. I’m just here to try and lighten the mood. Yet, I’m about to be slaughtered by an expert stranger in a despising manner. You’ve got to be kidding me.


  I sat tight on the chair and straightened my back.


  “…Alright, I’ll focus and fight.”


  Somehow, I’m miraculously feeling a sense of hype swarming in me. I’ve never felt this for a while. I don’t want to lose. No, even if I will, I won’t go down without a fight.


  I entered the field with a high spirit.


  “FIGHT!”


  So, I rapidly pressed the controls as soon as the first round started and spammed energy balls far-away. Don’t have time to care for my image.


  “I’m sorry, this is going to be lame, but I have to keep my distance from you!”


  Spamming wide-range attacks to a melee character certainly looks lame, but it’s reasonable.


  Just like what I’ve expected, the opponent’s bear can only choose to defend, its HP is slowly decreasing under my attack.


  I kept using the same moves. I knew that this isn’t fun for both parties, but I really need to take my anger out on someone right now.


  “Well, to be honest, she’ll immediately figure out a way to close in our distance anyway…”


  This tactic is pretty cliché. Games nowadays will more or less consider the balance. So, if this isn’t an invincible strategy, professionals can easily breakthrough this cheap move. It was supposed to be like this.


  “Strange?”


  Surprisingly, the teddy bear can’t attack smoothly. Thanks to this, I was able to chip away 1/3 of my opponent’s HP.


  At this stage, I can’t help but feel baffled.


  The big pretence for me to use this tactic is that it’ll be countered within a few seconds, so I feel pretty insecure when it looks like I’m dominating over her.


  “Don’t tell me this game doesn’t consider balance at all. If that’s the case…”


  I stopped spamming my attacks. Suddenly-


  “WHA-“


  The bear broke through the stalemate and started rapidly closing in with its agility and defence.


  “Shit, she knew how to combat this all along!”


  I immediately switched the energy ball to a melee move, but the teddy bear blocked all my attacks spectacularly.


  Right away, my character lost a bunch of HP as it was punched repeatedly by the teddy bear with its melee attacks.


  “Crap, she’ll win if this continues!”


  I can tell she is a veteran from her smooth actions. I’ll lose if she hits me a couple more times with this distance. Although I’m prepared for this outcome…


  “Huh…?”


  The teddy bear moved away from my character again, I still don’t understand what the girl is trying to pull off. Is she underestimating me? But, she’s showing off her incredible skills after we started fighting again. She’s obviously giving it her all.


  We repeated this strange style of fighting for a couple times. Of course, I lost the first round. The teddy bear is jumping happily on the screen.


  However, surprisingly, I’m not that angry anymore. Also, I don’t feel as hopeless with the giant gap between our skills.


  “Well, I chipped away half of her HP after all.”


  I can still win. Although my opponent used a strange strategy, I don’t feel like I’m disrespected.


  So, I entered the 2nd round, feeling somewhat unbelievable…


  “…I…won…”


  I managed to beat the teddy bear with only 1 HP left. To be honest, the girl is clearly superior when it comes to accuracy and other aspects. However, it’s still not impossible for me to win. How should I put this? Her battle style is erratic.


  “Ah…right, this person doesn’t follow the meta in the slightest.”


  There are a bunch of moves in fighting games that are deemed the meta. Just like Go or Chess, you’ll be somewhat successful if you followed a specific meta. For a more extreme example, there are a bunch of cheap/infinite tactics that can obliterate your opponent without giving them the chance of retaliation. Of course, you’ll have to execute the commands correctly. (All of them would be more or less fixed in a later patch, though.)


  So, my impression for a “fighting game expert” is that they can recite all these metas at the back of their head. They knew a bunch of reliable ways that can give them the upper hand and use them effectively based on the situation.


  There’s no way for a newbie like me to defeat a person with skills like this. So, that’s why I’m prepared to be slaughtered when I knew that she’s an expert. However…


  For some reason, this girl entirely abandoned the meta.


  “She’s still a professional, though. I feel like she’s not holding back utterly…”


  This feeling of combat is unbelievable…Nah, I’ll just say it.


  To be honest, I’m having a great time. This is different from what I’ve experienced with Amano or Hoshinomori…This is what you call tryharding, I don’t dislike it at all, though. Instead, I’m honoured to be able to face off an incredible expert seriously.


  So, here comes the final round.


  Once I snapped out of it, I realized that I’m smiling while challenging that bear. Right away, while I’m not utterly pinned down, but I’m getting rekted painfully right now.


  “…Haha.”


  I stared at the screen showing my character’s defeat as I let out a laugh…This is the first time that I enjoyed losing a fighting game match.


  I stood up from my seat and grabbed my belongings as I prepare to leave. I gave the girl a goodbye when I passed the opposite position.


  “Thanks for the match. Hey, you’re incredible. I really enjoyed it.”


  “Ah, no sweat.”


  The hoodie-wearing girl gave me a trained response before immediately looking back at her fight with the AI.


  I wanted to leave directly. However, the girl unexpectedly called me instead.


  “You’re not bad as well. That was a good round. Thank you.”


  “Eh? It’s really not…”


  Honestly, my skills are definitely not worthy of being praised by an expert. That’s why I stopped walking and asked her confusingly.


  She moved the joystick to combat the AI as she explained to me, who’s dumbfounded.


  “It’ll be an excellent practice to compete with a gamer that evaluates his/her attacks.”


  “Um. But I’m a beginner.”


  “That’s fine. If we’re just talking about an opponent for training, you’re even rarer than those who call themselves a veteran while being a slave of the meta only.”


  The girl in a hoodie affirmed simply. This person looks cool, to be honest.


  I suddenly felt like now’s not the time to leave, so I went around to the girl’s back and watched her fighting the Ais…Eh?


  “…Wow, you’re awesome…”


  The girl beautifully knocked down the AI opponent’s character. Her moves are so fascinating that it made suspect how did she lose one round to me before. She didn’t give me a mean attitude. Instead, she replied calmly.


  “Honestly, I’m not really focusing right now.”


  “You’re tougher when you’re not focusing? Isn’t that strange?”


  “Nope. This is just using what I’ve learned already. On the contrary, I’ve to focus when I’m learning new things, and I’ll make mistakes as well. It’s all trial and error. That’s why I was weaker.”


  “R-Really…that’s why…”


  She didn’t destroy me with a series of metas while maintaining this seriousness. That’s why I don’t feel disrespected on.


  I was sincerely convinced as I mumbled.


  “I feel like…you’re invincible. That’s why you’re an expert…I can never hope to match you.”


  She didn’t feel particularly excited and just answered plainly.


  “Do you? Basically, I should have the same attitude as you when it comes to gaming. It’s just that our time spent and level of passion are different. If we’re talking about the difference in skills, you should probably ask my junior…”


  The girl suddenly paused as if she remembered something.


  She asked me this after a while.


  “Right, I haven’t asked for your name yet.”


  “Eh? You mean…name?”


  I didn’t expect someone who I just knew for 5 minutes to ask for my name, so I freaked out a little bit. Then, I stammered my name out because I didn’t really have time to think.


  “I-I’m U-Uehara…”


  “Umehara? Going with such an alias, you sure are not afraid of anything…” [Note: Daigo Umehara, “the god of 2D fighting games,” the most successful player in major tournaments of Street Fighter in the Guinness World Records.]


  “It’s Uehara! My name is Uehara! It’s not my alias…”


  I tilted my head dumbfoundedly. The girl turned her head around when she’s taking a break.


  “Oh, sorry, that’s your actual name? Ay, I thought you were referring to your alias because you’re giving me the impression that you spent a lot of time in the arcade.”


  “Oh, t-that’s why…”


  “I’m really sorry. Sigh, I can’t continue like this. I’ve been utterly poisoned by the industry.”


  “It’s fine, I should be the one to apologize…”


  I’m just embarrassing myself to give her my real name in this setting. I scratched my head regretfully. So, the girl gave me a smile and took her hoodie off.


  It’s a surprisingly beautiful girl. Just as I stared at her because I lost words, she gave me a suspicious look while smiling gently.


  “I’m Oiso. Nina Oiso. That’s my real name. It’s fair now.”


  
*



  “Eh? You’re my senpai, and you’re from the Game Club as well?”


  “Yeah, you’re right. By the way, you’re in Otobuki as well, Fake Umehara?”


  10 minutes after that game. We’re now chilling at the vending machine area of the arcade. Both of us are leaning against the wall while drinking from our cans.


  I chugged my ginger cola while watching the 6th graders yelling around the card combat machine that has gained a lot of popularity recently.


  “Yep…what a coincidence.”


  “That’s too much. It’s easy to meet someone from the same school when you’re hanging around the streets on a summer holiday.


  Nina-senpai drank her Dr Pepper as she said that depressingly. This is just a side note, but she asked me to call her Nina-senpai. She seems to use the alias “Nina” when she’s in the arcade.


  Also, speaking of aliases…


  “Fake Umehara, you’re from year 2 right.”


  “Yeah, you’re right…Uh, by the way, can you stop calling me that please?”


  “What do you mean? Oh, Fake Umehara? No, I’m not changing that. It’s easy to remember.”


  “But that’s not giving people a good first impression at all, right? I don’t want to be remembered with a fake alias…”


  “You’re not convinced to be an imposter? Then, how about…the True Umehara, the Original Umehara, or True Hit Umehara. Pick one.”


  “What kind of options are these? You’re making it sounds like we’re in Yo-kai Watch right now. My real name isn’t even Umehara. No sane person can call themselves with that. Sigh, whatever, just call me Fake Umehara.”


  “Really? That’s good…Yep, that’s a nice alias, it’s easy to memorize and fun.”


  Nina-senpai answered me calmly. She just decided to call me the Fake Umehara because she heard it wrong for the first time…Aliases are scary.


  I poured more ginger cola down my throat and began to speak again.


  “Compared to senpai studying in Otobuki, I’m more shocked to know that you’re in that Game Club.”


  “You’re shocked because I’m in the Game Club? Why?”


  “Uh, my friend had some issues with the Game Club. His name is Amano…”


  Nina-senpai’s eyes bulged a little as she gave me a suspicious look after my answer.


  “So you’re his friend. That makes sense, you two are both in year 2.”


  “We’re in the same class. Also, I’m surprised to know that you remembered the guy, Nina-senpai. You and Amano should have only met each other once during his visit to the club, right?”


  “Sigh, he’s now our Tendou’s boyfriends after all.”


  “So that’s why…but then…”


  “Tendou often shows off her love in the club innocently…”


  “R-Right…”


  I can imagine the picture. I’m sorry, senpai.


  “Ah, but even if that wasn’t a thing…that guy is still giving me a big impression.”


  I was quite shocked and found this unbelievable. So I can’t help but ask for more details.


  “You mean Amano? I know this isn’t nice to say, but don’t you think he doesn’t stand out from the crowd at all?”


  “Ah, you’re right. The guy’s really humble. The same goes for his gaming skills, dull and incompetent. He’s like those guys that wanted to play but can’t get good at all that are everywhere.”


  “Hmm…”


  She’s not wrong, but I can’t really respond to her. As a friend, I wanted to support Amano, but he really sucked, so…


  Just as I’m feeling tied up for the moment-


  “However, I’m…a bit envious of him.”


  I can’t believe Nina-senpai just said what I’ve always wanted to. When I’m surprised, Nina-senpai glanced at the 6th graders that are cheering around the arcade.


  “…To me, the best part about gaming is the moment that you knew you’ve improved. So, I really don’t understand people that own others with a single meta or people that taunt after they smurf. These people aren’t trying to improve at all. I really wanted to ask them: Is that even fun?”


  “Yeah, I get it.”


  I go to the arcade often, so, naturally, I’ll have a couple bad memories. To be fair, that’s something that you get to experience in an arcade only.


  “But, when that Amano guy mustered up his courage and rejected our invitation, while our reaction is not as ridiculous as Tendou’s, Kase and I were quite shocked as well. How should I put it…To be honest. We kind of…despised his gaming style.


  Her words hit me, it hurts a little. Nina-senpai then continued.


  “A person like this carried a firm belief that can rival ours just rejected the invitation. This is weird now that I think about it, but we only started seeing who the guy really am after that. To put it this way, I realized that I subconsciously became so focused on other people’s “gaming skills” only, this feels embarrassing. But, that was too late in every possible sense. As a result, Kase and I don’t get to meet him at all. It’s giving me goosebumps when I think about Keita Amano every time.”


  “That’s why.”


  I felt the same way. By the way, although I’ve heard the guy rejecting the invitation, I didn’t know that his sharp rejection was under the stares from such bold members. What’s with the weird courage?


  “Even so, my gaming style didn’t really change at all. Although I can accept the guy focus on entertainment, I feel like I shouldn’t reject my own way for enjoyment.”


  “Oh, I think Amano will understand as well.”


  “I guess so. That’s precisely why Kase and I felt a bit pissed.”


  “I know that feeling. I feel pissed whenever I was convinced by a guy like Amano.”


  “That’s right.”


  Nina-senpai and I smiled at each other. It was not until now that I realized this person is a beauty. I can’t help but to flustered for a little. That’s why…


  “By the way, why did I just randomly chat to a beautiful girl and enjoy it? Isn’t this the exact reason that made Aguri worried about me?”


  “What’s wrong, Fake Umehara? You are scratching your hair so intensely.”


  “It’s nothing, I’m just scared that I’ll turn into a celebrity completely…”


  “Sorry, what? You sound disgusting. Please tell me that was a joke, Fake Umehara.”


  Nina-senpai is terrified. I switched back to my standard expression as I spoke nobly.


  “I’m just kidding.”


  “Uwah…then, you aren’t talented at all.”


  “Ah, so senpai’s affection for me will drop no matter what I say.”


  “Yeah, you were stuck after you said that.”


  “Hmm. What should I do to save…”


  I just suddenly realized in the middle of my speech. Uh, what the hell am I talking about?


  Why do I have to fight for girls’ affection other than Aguri? Tasuku Uehara, isn’t this your biggest issue? You really need to stop being so smooth and slick. Being kind and gentle to everyone will just cause you to owe someone that is the closest to you. You hurt…Aguri.


  -During this time, perhaps it’s because I looked down on the floor with a serious expression on my face. Nina-senpai, who loses her cool rarely, freaked out as she apologized.


  “Ah. S-Sorry, Fake Umehara. I didn’t mean to hurt you this deeply…”


  “Eh? Oh, it’s not like that. I’m just thinking of a girl that has nothing to do with senpai.”


  “…Oh. Fake Umehara, should I treat you like an enemy character?”


  “Why would you! My hobby isn’t hurting girls’ feeling! I’m not Amano!”


  “Dragging your friend down in times like this, don’t you feel like you’re a scumbag?”


  “No! You misunderstood! Please believe me, Nina-senpai.”


  “Fake Umehara…”


  “Ah, but please don’t fall for me who’s too handsome at this point!”


  “Don’t worry about it. Fake Umehara, your reputation in my heart couldn’t be any lower right now.”


  “Phew, that’s great. It’ll be a big problem if senpai fell in love with me, after all!”


  It’s because Nina-senpai is really beautiful, and a kind person. That’s why I wanted to smooth things over and say that. However, senpai is trembling for some reason…is it because she remembered how she broke up with someone?


  “…Fake Umehara, you’re incredible. This is the first time in my life that I’ve felt such intense emotion in my heart.


  “Oh? Is it an omen for love? That was dangerous.”


  “Yeah, I agree about the dangerous part. Luckily, I don’t have a knife with me.”


  “Knife?”


  Is she meaning that it’s lucky that her red strings of fate weren’t cut apart? Nina-senpai is so caressing. But, I won’t be moved since I have Aguri already.


  However, I can’t continue chatting with senpai so intimately. I finished my canned drink and tossed the can to the bin next to the vending machine. Then, I looked at Nina-senpai.


  “Well..I think that’s all for today. Thank you very much, senpai.”


  After I said this, Nina-senpai, who just crushed her empty can with his hand, immediately calmed down and answered.


  “Oh, really? Yeah, thanks for combating me. No one is showing up today, you’re a great help.”


  I was a bit shocked at senpai’s sudden appreciation. Suddenly, I can’t help but ask.


  “Um, can I ask one last offensive question?”


  “Yeah. Nothing can be more offensive than what did you just said.”


  “Thank you, senpai. I wanted to ask…Nina-senpai, how can you be so immersed in gaming?”


  “Hmm?”


  I promptly continued after I saw Nina-senpai tilted her head in confusion.


  “N-No, I don’t mean to disrespect video games. But, while that’s true, it’s just games after all. We treat them as entertainment. So, I was thinking, a beautiful girl like you should have a lot of alternatives for entertainment, right…?”


  My current situation is that I almost lost everything because I was too smooth and slick. To try and look for a hint that can break this status quo, I asked Nina-senpai sincerely, who had a completely different experience than me.


  So, Nina-senpai threw her empty can to the trash bin as she gave me a “Hmm…”


  “…Do I really have to answer? I feel that’s already up in the air all along.”


  “Up in the air? Um…do you mean…you have nothing else to do?”


  “No. Even I like enjoying gourmet food, watching mangas, and chat with my friends. I’m just an average person, after all.”


  “If that’s the case…then why do you spend so much time in gaming…?”


  “Please, of course.”


  Then, Nina-senpai gave me a shy smile before answering.


  “It’s because I love it. I love it to the point that I won’t feel regret to sacrifice something for it.”


  “…………”


  “It’s regretful now that I’m thinking of it, an ordinary person like me can only get so many resources. I’m not strong enough to grasp everything in my hand. So, if I wanted to chase after the things that I liked sincerely, I’ll more or less realize the costs that come with it.”


  “…So, the reason that senpai likes gaming so much is it because you’re talented in fighting games after all?”


  Nina-senpai laughed loudly at my answer.


  “Not at all. I think I’m not talented at all. The evidence is that my win rate is horribly low when a new game comes out, I can’t even bring myself to look at it.”


  “Then, why will senpai…”


  “I said it already. It’s because I love it.”


  Nina-senpai answered firmly. For some reason, her face reminded me of Amano and Aguri.


  “If you wish to get 1st place of something you love, is talent really all that important?”


  “…………”


  Suddenly, Aguri’s image came into my mind. Even when I’m suspecting her falling for Amano, did I really think of admitting defeat and quit?


  Nina-senpai continued.


  “That way, the only option left is to advance forward, right? You have to find someone more durable than you and let him defeat you to improve. You don’t have time to be excited over winning someone weaker than you. It’s because I knew that this temporary victory isn’t something I wanted. Instead, I wish to win over my success. The thing that I absolutely wanted the most is to acknowledge that the current me is tougher than the one in the past.”
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  Wanted to acknowledge that the current me is stronger…really…currently, can I identify myself with that? Up until a moment ago, I can guarantee that I’m a thousand times better than the nerd that I was in the past. In reality, I admit that my appearance looks way better now.


  However… is this really the case? Have I lost the edges that I only had when I was a nerd?


  Just as I’m trapped in this labyrinth of thoughts, Nina-senpai kept on talking about her views objectively like she has nothing to do with it.


  “So, if there’s a summary for my gaming style. It’ll probably be winning something that I wanted via realizing the cost that comes with it and never painting a limit for myself. Well, to be fair, I didn’t really go out of my way and analysis it.”


  “Realizing the sacrifice, and then don’t paint a limit for yourself as you chase after something you want…really.”


  At that moment, I feel like…I found out what I’ve been missing lately.


  Nina-senpai is already leaving as I raised my head up.


  I immediately shouted at senpai’s back


  “Um…thank you very much, senpai! I had my lesson there!”


  “Alright.”


  Nina-senpai only raised her hand as a response before leaving chicly.


  I glanced at her back, then…


  “…Right.”


  I made up my mind as I clenched my fist.


  
*



  “So, Uehara-kun, what’s wrong? You suddenly said you wanted to meet with me…”


  “Yep…”


  The afternoon after the day I talked to Nina-senpai. On the contrary of last time, this time I was the one who wanted Amano to meet me at the park instead. I sat on the bench that oversees the fountain with my arms on my legs. My hands are crossed in front of my mouth, along with a serious expression on my face.


  Amano asked me worriedly after he looked at my unusual behaviour.


  “I-Is there an accident between you and Aguri-san…?”


  “No, it’s not that. Aguri went on a trip with her family. There would be no accident if we didn’t meet.”


  “Oh, really.”


  “Didn’t Aguri tell you?”


  “Of course, I never meet up with her after we played that game of life.”


  “R-Really.”


  I let out a sigh as a relief. Although I’m not genuinely suspicious of these two cheating behind me, I’ll still feel uncomfortable when the two are talking to each other intimately.


  Amano then followed after I feel relaxed. He’s dumbfounded.


  “If we’re not talking about Aguri-san…Ah, is it because you got stuck in a level?”


  “I say…which game and which level will I stuck on that caused me to give you such a serious expression?”


  “Hmm…For example, maybe when you kept trying but just can’t get over the first Goomba in Mario?”


  “That’s horrible! I feel like your brain is alerting you! But that’s not true!”


  “Sorry, I don’t think I’ll be any help if we’re not talking about games…”


  “Don’t be so self-abased! A-Anyway…”


  I felt better after I let out a big sigh. At the same time, I stated why I really wanted to talk to Amano.


  “The only reason that I’m calling you out today…is to talk about your relationship.”


  “…Um, well…?”


  Amano scratched his cheeks embarrassingly as he looked at the surroundings.


  “…What’s wrong?”


  “Eh? I-It’s nothing. I’m just thinking, is there a camera from Terrace House recording us?” [Note: Terrace House, a famous reality TV show in Japan where 3 men and women will live under the same roof while getting to know and date each other.]


  “Uh, I’ve realized this myself. As your male friend, the topic that we’re talking about foolishly sentimental. However, there isn’t a TV show that’s willing to let us appear on the camera.”


  “Eh? Then why are you arranging us in a scenery of “two guys sitting on a bench and talk about relationships” if we’re not in a show…? Y-You’re incredible…”


  “Hey, why are you chickening out! Don’t distance yourself from me!”


  “No…I’m just shocked by this local normie in front of me. You’re way out of my league…”


  “What do you mean by a local normie! Where’s its origin!”


  “Um, but I wanted to buy something before getting home. Please don’t punch me in the face…”


  “No one is punching you! We’re not starring in a youth drama where we decide to meet up next to the dyke and engage in fist-to-fist galore!”


  “That’s great. So, what are we talking about then? Oh, how to get rid of the Goombas? Just jump and stomp on his head.”


  “Everyone knew that! Moreover, I’m not talking about that game!”


  “Come to think of it, a hostile mushroom that kills you on touch terrifies me.”


  “Yeah…that’s not even a pawn…No! There’s something I wanted to tell you first, specifically about your relationship.”


  “You wanted to say something specifically about my relationship…?”


  Amano gave me an honest “what the hell?” look as he tilted his head to the side.


  This is true, even though we are friends, talking about someone’s relationship without them asking for advice is basically meddling.”


  I knew that…and I reflected on my actions in the past…but there’s something I need to clear up for Amano.


  “…………”


  “…Uehara-kun?”


  …Even so, I’m nervous when I have to say it.


  Now, I’m preparing to make a selfish-as-hell announcement. There couldn’t be a worse one coming out from Amano’s friend.


  However, there’s something worse.


  That is not expressing my thoughts at all, and try to sneak around in the safe zone.


  “This is the exact reason why I’m being fooled over by a bunch of misunderstandings. Well, I deserved it to be honest.”


  But I won’t do that anymore.


  It’s because starting from this moment today…I will express my thoughts and my stance bravely.


  “This is a declaration of war to the God of Misunderstandings!”


  “…Uehara-kun?”


  Amano’s giving me a weird look to me, who just abruptly stood up from the bench.


  As for me, I clenched my fist so that I can remember what Nina-senpai said to me.


  I mustered up my courage and looked back at Amano’s eye firmly before telling him.


  “I can…no longer support the relationship between you and Tendou.”


  “…Eh?”


  Amano’s eyes immediately lost its focus. His face is clenching like he’s having a stroke. Shock, waver, hopelessness, confusion…There are too many emotions interwinding with each other, he doesn’t know what to do…I’m not blaming him. He would feel like he just got abandoned by the friend he deeply trusted.


  Although my friend’s helpless face is hurting my stomach, I have to keep my attitude upright. So, I charged right into it without escaping and continued.


  “To put it simply, I can’t support you and Tendou’s relationship from the bottom of my heart right now.”


  “…Why…?”


  Amano threw a natural question at me. To this, my answer is obvious.


  “It’s because I wanted to support Hoshinomori’s feelings towards you.”


  It’s my responsibility to support her relationship. Also, most importantly, I really wanted Amano and Hoshinomori to date each other.


  “I have to…even if it meant tears on Tendou’s face…”


  Realizing the sacrifice you have to make, never paint a limit for yourself, only chase after the thing you wanted…Just like Nina-senpai, I’m not almighty. I don’t have the goodness to make everyone happy, and I’m not brutally requesting Amano to act as a character in harem light novels.


  However, if that’s the case, I have to follow my heart and select the person I wanted to support. I understand that I shouldn’t be meddling in their affairs. I know, I really know. Even so, I really wanted to see that scene…I wanted to see Amano and Hoshinomroi happily chatting with each other, I wanted to protect them at all costs.


  I won’t allow any people to have an opinion with my tiny wish.


  It’s just that, with all that as the premise, I still feel like…


  I’m immoral if I just stayed next to Amano, who loves Tendou and keep on pretending that I’m his ally.


  “…Uehara-kun?”


  Amano urged me to answer again. He wanted to know why I can’t support him and Tendou anymore.


  Honestly, I wanted to answer him, I wished to explain everything to him with all of my heart.


  However…I can’t, I can’t just respond to the poor soul on my own. It’s absolutely impossible for me to just say what’s on Hoshinomori’s mind without her authorization.


  “…I’m sorry, I can’t tell you why.”


  “…Really…well…”


  Amano touched his chin and nodded imposingly. In reality, he has the right to angry. He’s supposed to be angry. But…Amano didn’t give me that attitude at all.


  “Is it because Amano’s a coward…I guess not. That look…it’s like he expected it already.”


  Don’t tell me Amano already knew what’s going on when I called him out? I can’t speculate his entire thinking, but at least he didn’t reject me explicitly.


  However, that’s why, to be honest, I felt miserable right now.


  “…You can curse me.”


  “Eh, Uehara-kun, you have a fetish like that?”


  “No…”


  “Well, I don’t have a reason to yell at you then…But…let me think about this just a little bit more.”


  “…Alright.”


  I sat back next to him after I answered.


  Amano looked forward blankly as he’s seriously thinking about something. 3 minutes passed.


  “…I understand. Uehara-kun, I won’t consult you regarding my relationship too much anymore.”


  “Too much?”


  Amano didn’t promise to not consult me about his relationship again. So, I threw this question at him confusingly. Then…for some reason, Amano smiled embarrassingly.


  “Well, think about it…if I’m dating Tendou-san, I can’t help but bring her up while we’re chatting.”


  “You’re saying that…you wanted to chat with me.”


  I knew what he meant for a bit, so my eyes bulged. Amano only gave my response a bitter smile, but he told me truthfully.


  “I understand how you feel. However…a significant premise for all that, we’re still friends when we’re talking about other things. It’s more like, I wish for you to continue seeing me as a friend, please?”


  “Amano…”


  I can feel the corners of my eyes are heating up. To be honest, I’ve expected Amano to end our friendship right away. No sane person will go out their way to tell his friend that he can no longer support his relationship. But, even so, I’m satisfied…as long as I get to see Amano and Hoshinomori date each other. I’m prepared for anything before that.


  But, to a shitty person like me, this guy just said he wanted to keep being my friend.


  It’s impossible for me to NOT understand…how much he trusted me, how much he valued our friendship, and how manly he is to make him say such words.


  So, the only response I have to make to his words is to try my hardest and give him a smile.


  “Sure! I’ll keep bothering you with gaming questions! Prepare for them!”


  “Alright, give it your all!”


  Amano punched his thin chest as he smiled. I looked at him…and mumbled in my heart.


  “Amano…even though I felt terrible for you, but I really wish a person that can warmly smile when it comes to gaming like you…can be accompanied by Hoshinomori.”


  I made up my mind again.


  “Now that it’s decided…I have to tell everything to Hoshinomori. Let say we’re chatting on the phone, I have to be careful with my words since it involves the true identity of NOBE and Mono…”


  “Ah, Uehara-kun. I’m sorry, but it’s time for me to leave.”


  Amano raised his head as he stood up next to me, who’s still thinking silently.


  “I’m sorry, I just called you out to here. I…wanted to figure something out before I go.”


  “I understand. Bye, Uehara-kun. See you next time.


  “…Alright..then Amano, we can play games together next time.”


  “…Sure! Right! Then goodbye, Uehara-kun.”


  “Okay.”


  Amano waved at me as he left with a smile on his face…


  “Didn’t realize it until now…that guy is surely staunch…”


  It’s not going to be easy to change his heart for another girl.


  However…I made up my mind. The guy that tried to be smooth and slick while unable to make up his mind – Tasuku Uehara, graduated today.


  I stood up from the bench with all my power!


  “Witness me, god! I will never allow another misunderstanding in this relationship for as long as I can see!”


  I raised my fist to the sky, while the Sun shined brightly, seemingly trying to bless me.


  Keita Amano


  I turned around after walking for a while. Then, I found out that Uehara-kun rose from his chair and punched the sky with a refreshing look. Did he just encounter something good?


  Um, but, now that I’m thinking about it…


  “Well, it looks like Uehara-kun loves Tendou-san as well, after all…Sigh…”


  I let out a deep sigh as I sneaked below the shades of the trees, seemingly trying to escape the sunlight.


  So, to try and hide from the harsh reality, I headed towards the familiar game store depressingly.


  Chapter 3: Konoha Hoshinomori and Character Takeover


  The strong sunlight from the afternoon is reflecting off the asphalt road. It’s unrelentingly scorching my skin to boiling point.


  Early August. Midsummer. As a bean sprout boy, I, Keita Amano, would usually even hesitate to go to the convenience store.


  But, if it’s a game release day, I have no options left.


  Nowadays, you can just buy the game online or pay to download the digital version. There’s a bunch of ways for you to get the software you wanted without leaving your house. However, the former will usually not deliver the goods to on time during the release day to a guy living in a rural area. As for the latter…honestly, I used that quite frequently. But, I guess it’s natural for people to wish for the package and any special physical editions for a series they loved.


  Well, today’s the release day of my favorite series.


  “Ah…I’m too into the hobbies of otakus, perhaps I will become more likely to leave my house after a line is crossed. Right, let’s call this analysis graph the Amano Curve…”


  An otaku is talking to himself, idiotically, while carrying a disgusting smile as he walks alone. Although I feel I’m a crappy person, I can never maintain my poker face in a hot summer like this. That will hurt my heart even more.


  …Sigh, while that’s true, the hot weather isn’t the only reason that I’m going haywire right now.


  “What does Uehara-kun..feel…?


  I turned depressed the moment I thought about that, even to the point that I took back my disgusting smile, which is something that I’m good at.


  I was talking to Uehara-kun a couple minutes ago. Then, he just said that he can no longer support Tendou-san and me. To put it this way, he just announced the fact that he loves Tendou-san.


  “With that, this can no longer be explained as a misunderstanding anymore…”


  The only reason that Uehara-kun told me face-to-face that he can’t support Tendou-san and me…I can’t think of another other than he loves her.


  My mouth curved up as I tried to squeeze a theory out of my head.


  “What if another girl fell in love with me, and Uehara-kun decided to ally himself with that girl?”


  …………


  “…Um, I felt bad about that.”


  I’m ashamed of myself, from the bottom of my heart, that I just associated myself with the plot that only exists in moe light novels as I apologized to the gods.


  Well, you’ll more or less imagine yourself to become popular if you’re a guy. Still, I already have a fantastic girlfriend now. However, I still have the wild idea that another girl is falling for me. This is so disloyal to the point that I hate myself for it! I need to realize my current position!


  “Although an angelic girl is willing to bend over and date with me, I’m still a disgusting otaku loser from the inside out. Moreover, Uehara-kun loves Tendou-san, and he should be the one to match with her in this situation. This is the absolute truth right now. Alright, I will have to accept that with all my heart.”


  …………


  …Crap, while I did accept the fact, but my heart was almost crippled by it. Well, the reality is often cruel, I can’t help it. All I can do is to try and go on with my life.


  I made up my mind and walked towards to the game store…and buy hentai games.


  “…My bad.”


  The guy who, a moment ago, just decided to swear loyalty to his girlfriend, went ahead and try to buy hentai games. What’s wrong with me? Do I want my trust to go bankrupt? Am I an idiot?


  I didn’t stop myself from buying the game while I’m contemplating my life. That’s what makes me Keita Amano. I’m helpless. I have to play the game…even though I don’t know why I’m feeling helpless right now.


  ..B-But, that’s different. Although it’s an adult game, I’m not buying the 18+ version. Basically, it’s still the console version. Well, to be fair, it is infamous for a bunch of hentai scenes. People even commented that “it’s even more erotic when you’re fantasizing over it; the content is way more sexual than an actual 18+ game.” The game is getting such comments by solely relying on CG without nudity and words that make your imagination run wild. This is next-level, as a gamer, I have to play this no matter what…


  …………


  “…This is really all my fault.”


  So, I apologized to someone (A god or my beloved sir) while I dashed towards the game store.


  Then, a couple minutes later, an exhausted me (both mentally and physically) finally reached the store. To try and cool myself down, I walked around the game store and avoided the new release section, even though my target is a new game.


  “It’s going to be nasty if I brought that hentai game to the counter with my face full of sweat…”


  I wanted to more or less decrease my level of disgusting. Although I didn’t put effort into buying matching clothes or decorations, I still wanted to maintain basic hygiene. Well, I guess no one really cares how much I sweat anyway.


  “Crap, I’m even more self-abased today.”


  …Well, I ran here to buy hentai games after I heard a handsome guy just announced that he loves my girlfriend, after all. There’s no way I’ll have any faith in myself right now. However, that isn’t going to stop me from buying the game.


  “If Tendou-san forced me to answer whether she or the game is more important. How should a loser like me answer…?


  Of course, Tendou-san will never ask this based on her personality. Also, after I actually thought about that, isn’t that a strange jealousy scene? The guy’s already dead if he dares to draw an equivalence between gaming and love. Keita Amano, you suck…But I’m still getting the game!


  “…Phew. So…”


  After I recovered my strength in the cold store with air-con, I once again started walking towards the new release shelves.


  I immediately found what I was looking for. I can’t help but let out a relieving sigh as I looked at the package.


  “Wow, what a great design. The logo and the color both adopted a steady tone. Even though the illustration is just the female protagonist leaning against the wall of the corridor alone, why is this so god damn arousing!”


  How should I put it? This is giving off a sexual vibe even if it’s just a moe type illustration, but my heart is throbbing for a bit. This image alone will attract any gal game lover without them realizing it.


  “…………”


  I’m so touched that my feet began to tremble as I stepped closer to the package. I swallowed my saliva and reached for the game with my left hand. Then-


  -I accidentally grabbed someone’s right hand at the same time.


  “…Eh?”


  Our slight grasp overlapped each other, which pulled me back to reality. By the way, didn’t I encounter this exact same situation before…


  Although my heart keeps telling me not to look to the side, I still looked, and I realized it’s the familiar face of a girl. I knew this person. So, I can’t help but ask.


  “K-Konoha-“


  “Y-You are…”


  The girl’s eyes bulged. I stared at that face, which surprisingly resembled her sister’s when viewed up close. Then, I snapped out of it and immediately said.


  “-Konoha…Hoshinomori-san?”


  “…Keita…Amano?”


  We really don’t know what to do, aside from feeling shocked and mumbling. So, we just stared at each other for a few long seconds.


  At last…the scene is a boy and a girl with a subtle distance between each other, trying to buy the same hentai game…This is as embarrassing as a nightmare.


  
*



  “Damn, really, why did I decide to not put up my disguise today!”


  “…………”


  Konoha-san stomped on the floor as soon as she left the game store. I can only scratch my face because I can’t follow up with her sudden change of personality.


  -So, she suddenly turned to me and gave me a sharp glare.


  “You. Why do you have to mess with my life in such a crappy way every time!”


  “Ouch…eh!”


  I was struck by this unprecedented hostility. For some reason, NOBE, who I admired, suddenly decided to hate me. Crap, to be honest, I wanted to cry.


  …During this time, Konoha-san suddenly became alerted to my reaction. She let out a big sigh before changing her attitude helplessly.


  “Ah, well…I’m not saying that to you as NOBE or Mono. That’s my reaction as Konoha, so please don’t mind.”


  “Eh? No…eh? I don’t understand what you are trying to say…After all, isn’t them the same person…?”


  “A-Anyway! Although I’m very pissed at you right now, NOBE and Mono are still your dearest friends!”


  “R-Right…Um…y-you mean something like multiple personalities?”


  “Uh, it’s not like that…Ah…Hmm, but that was a fitting explanation. Not bad. Alright, let’s go with that.”


  “L-Let’s go with that?”


  “So, you need to think of me as a separate entity than NOBE and Mono.”


  “Oh…”


  “Ah, but of course, I’m both NOBE and Mono, yes!”


  “O-Okay…”


  What is this person trying to say? Sigh, I’m not bringing our friendship on the internet to the real world anyway, I guess that’s a proper outcome…Hmm…


  Just as I’m showing a confused look, Konoha-san cleared her throat.


  “A-Anyway, let’s get moving. Amano…kun. We don’t want others to see what we’re doing, right?”


  Konoha-san lifted her plastic bag with the hentai game in it as she spoke. I glanced at my own as well…After all, we both bought the game despite the situation.


  I nodded my head and agreed with Konoha-san before moving. She said she’s taking the bus, so I decided to accompany her to the station.


  “…………”


  There’s a subtle distance between us, we fell silent as we walked along the path.


  …The sound of the few cars that rushed by. The scent of the summer grass that came from somewhere, and the group of ants that are carrying an earthworm’s dried carcass.


  “…………”


  …Crap, this is an overwhelming atmosphere. I forgot about this since I haven’t encountered this situation for a long time, but staying alone with a person that you aren’t friends with is seriously messing with my brain. Especially Konoha-san, who I frequently chatted on the internet while having no idea how to interact with in real life. So, we kept probing each other…and never spoke a word.


  Honestly, I really wanted to get out of here. However, Konoha-san is radiating an aura that implies that she wanted to tell me something…which prevented me from leaving.


  We can’t help but silently walk for a few minutes. Then, after we arrived at the road with basically no pedestrian, Konoha-san spoke to me stiffly.


  “Can I ask…um…A-Amano-kun, you’re my senpai, right?”


  Konoha-san is suddenly respecting me. Come to think of it, last time when we met at Hoshinomori’s place, she’s using this kind of formal, respectful tone as well…


  “Eh? Ah, r-right. If you’re in year 1, then I’m your senpai…a year older.”


  “…Uh, so put it this way, I should be more respectful to senpai, right?”


  Konoha-san leaned towards me to see my face. I scratched my head and answered.


  “No…that doesn’t fit well at all…After all, I just saw who you really are. It’s unnatural for you to change back to your past attitude…”


  “You’re right! Okay, that I’ll just switch to my natural attitude to talk to you, senpai.”


  After that, Konoha-san changed her attitude immediately and stared at me violently. She calls me senpai, but I don’t feel respected at all. Instead, I think her tone sounds like she’s trying to prank me. W-When did I piss her off…?


  Just as I’m freaking out internally, Konoha smiled at me while looked me with her eyes full of hostility.


  “Please don’t tell anyone about me buying hentai games.”


  “Hmm? What do you mean by anyone…”


  “That includes senpai’s girlfriend and my sister.”


  “W-Well, sure…”


  After my answer, Konoha raised her fingertips to her chest and smile as she said, “That’s great! ♪” What the hell? She is reminding me of Tendou-san’s image as the “standard beautiful girl.”


  But, to be honest, she sounds warmer than before. I figured out that there could be a room of discussion, so I tried to add a bit of condition.


  “Uh, then I can mention that while I’m chatting to my friend Uehara-kun…”


  “A-m-a-n-o-s-e-n-p-a-i?”


  Konoha-san, who’s still has a smile plastered on her face, immediately radiated a menacing aura towards me. What is this? Tendou-san knew this as well, don’t tell me all girls know how to switch their smile from healing mode to attacking mode in a second. The girls are incredible.


  I nodded like an idiot while still finding it hard to take in.


  I quickly walked to Konoha-san, who’s far ahead of me now as I asked once again.


  “Uh, but why did you have to hide it from everyone?”


  I’m still using a respectful tone to a younger girl who doesn’t care about me in the least bit…How should I put this…I guess I don’t really know how to close off our distance, even though I realized that being self-abased is an excellent way of pissing other people off.


  Just like what I’ve expected, Konoha-san gave me a frustrated look as she glanced at me. Even so, she didn’t ignore me and answered.


  “My senpai, will you tell others explicitly that you’re playing hentai games?”


  “…Uh, yes, I won’t…But, think about it, this is merely a console version…”


  “Well, then senpai, why don’t you play this in front of your family tonight.”


  I started to imagine the scenery she described.


  My parents and little brother are watching me in the living room as I played that gal game with a lewd smile on my face. The protagonist is licking a devil school girl’s toe. That image is way more tormenting than getting your secret magazines discovered by your family!


  “My bad! I will never reveal your secrets!”


  “Right, good to know that you listened. I appreciate your attitude, Amano-senpai…?”


  “T-Thank you, Konoha-san!”


  …S-Strange? This isn’t right. Isn’t I the one who knew her secret? Why am I acting so humble right now? Uh, it’s because this is the creator who I admired from the bottom of my heart, so I can’t help it.


  Eh? But, come to think of it, I remembered NOBE said that…


  There’s a giant question mark above my head, so I asked her sheepishly.


  “Uh…I didn’t know that NOBE will play hentai games as well, I thought you hated moe elements…”


  “…………”


  Strange, is she ignoring me?


  “NOBE…?”


  “…………”


  “Hey, NOBE?”


  “…………”


  “…Konoha-san?”


  “What’s wrong, Amano-senpai?”


  This person is NOBE, right! Uh, no one will really call someone with their alias online! But, they will at least give a reaction!


  Although my heart is overwhelmed in suspicious right now, I asked again.


  “NOBE plays hentai games?”


  Konoha is somehow confused at my question.”


  “Eh? No, my sis will never play hentai games…”


  “Of course, I know Chiaki won’t play that, right? You’re wrong, I’m asking if NOBE…”


  “I’ve said it already, sis will never-“


  I feel like just as Konoha-san lazily said that she suddenly remembered something as she bulged her eyes and switched her attitude.


  She immediately gave me an energetic response.


  “Yes! Hi, I’m NOBE! Nice to meet you!”


  A radiant Konoha-san is giving me a “V” with her hand in front of her eye.
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“What, why are you suddenly using that tone! It’s as stiff as the self-introduction of a new type of AI!”


  “I-It’s not that. Think about it, it’s because I’m both NOBE and Mono.”


  “I knew that! Why do you have to keep emphasizing that!”


  “I-It’s nothing! Right, where were we? Uh, will NOBE play hentai games, right? Well, it’s hard to say.”


  “You’re already holding a plastic bag of hentai games, what makes it so hard to answer…”


  Konoha-san then crossed her arms and answered me embarrassingly while I’m dumbfounded.


  “…Even if I love hentai games, what’s on the mind of NOBE?”


  “W-Why are you giving an answer like you’re Eikichi Yazawa! That’s quite cool of you!” [Note: Eikichi Yazawa, a famous singer-songwriter in Japan.]


  “Hmph, the girl that can completely differentiate the attitude of a consumer and the emotions of the creator. That’s me, Konoha Hoshinomori. Please just think it that way, Amano-senpai.”


  “Oh, that’s why! I feel like that explains everything! No wonder I can’t see you as NOBE before!”


  Just as I’m agreeing, Konoha-san seemed like she was hurt for some reason.


  “Ugh…! W-Well, A-Amano-senpai, let me ask you this.”


  Konoha-san suddenly started stuttering. This person…her mood can never stop swinging.


  “Uh, you can’t really see me…as NOBE or Mono before?”


  “Yes, completely! To be honest, I thought you were irrelevant to them! While this is impolite, but I have even suspected whether you’re lying or not!”


  “…R-Really…Sigh…I’m losing faith in my acting skills…”


  “Why are you losing faith in that?”


  “…A-Amano-senpai! I’ve heard this before, but you never really miss a single word coming out from other’s mouths even if they are just mumbling to themselves! You’re more annoying than those dense and deaf protagonists!”


  “Why are you being unreasonably pissed at me right now!?”


  The only reason that I listen to what they say is to avoid being impolite.


  “…Sigh. But…really…I don’t feel like NOBE at all…I’m sorry, sis.”


  “W-Why are you apologizing to Chiaki in this situation?”


  Konoha-san is utterly depressed as she apologized to her sister. Although I don’t understand what she meant by that, all I can do is to cheer her up for now.


  “It’s not like that. I admire the way that you can separate your characters! It’s more like you have a strong will than your acting skills! You’re really a creator!”


  “…Really…Thanks for your appreciation…”


  Konoha is saying that while not looking excited at all. H-How incredible. She won’t think highly of herself even though she was praised. She is NOBE, indeed.


  At this moment, my heart is finally feeling a bit that this person is really NOBE.


  “Although it’s far from what I’ve imagined, I can tell that Konoha-san is very ambitious. Moreover, she will sometimes say something that doesn’t make sense, this is the same as NOBE…I guess so!”


  The creator that I’ve admired is walking next to me, how honored.


  “Hmm…w-what’s wrong, Amano-kun…? Why are you staring at me with such a pure and brave look that can never appear on a high school boy…”


  “It’s nothing, I just felt delighted. I really like NOBE’s works!”


  “…………”


  “What’s wrong, Konoha-san? Why are you turning your face away from me…”


  “…Ouch, my heart is being flushed with a barge of emotions right now. Embarrassment, envy, guilt, jealousy, pain in the butt, and my heart are beating so fast…Right, Amano-senpai, please take up responsibility and let me punch you.”


  “Eh! Why! That’s unreasonable-“


  “Hiya!”


  “Uwah!”


  She really slapped me on the face. Well, she only pushed the muscle on my face for a bit, and it’s not painful at all…However, it’s too sudden, and it really hurt me mentally. If I am a kid, I would probably break into years.


  Just as I’m shocked while touching my face, Konoha-san just stared at the sky before letting out a sad sigh.


  “…Sigh. This helps nothing, it just made me empty…”


  “Exactly! What is this! Even Tendou-san has never punched me!”


  “I’m not that keen to violent female characters as well. After all, those girls are not going to be popular.”


  “Ah, you’re right. It’s hard to grasp a violent girl- No, wait! Then why did you punch me!”


  “It’s because I’m embarrassed?”


  “Embarrassed? Why are you punching me if you’re not pissed?”


  “Ugh! You’re annoying senpai…wait.”


  “?”


  Konoha-san suddenly stopped walking. I poked my head out, thinking that there’s something wrong, then, she seems frustrated and urged me to realize what’s going on as she pointed forward.


  Although I’m slightly pissed, I still confirmed what’s in front of me-


  “A-Amano-kun?”


  “…T-Tendou-san…”


  -I turned around, and I saw my beloved girlfriend, Karen Tendou.


  Her soft and silky hair is blowing around because she suddenly stopped, and her jewel-like blue eyes are bulging. She is still beautiful, even in such a state. We fell silent for a while…However, I instantly managed to snap out of it and turned to Konoha-san.


  Konoha-san immediately gave me a “what should we do” look. But, once she realized Tendou-san’s staring at her, she quickly gave her that “formal Konoha Hoshinomori” smile and approached both of us.


  “H-Hi, Tendou-san. It’s been a long time.”


  “H-Hi…uh, Konoha Hoshinomori-san. We saw each other back at the pool shortly, right?”


  “Yes, you’re right. I’m honored to be remembered by you.”


  “Ah, no, I should be the one to say that.”


  Tendou-san and Konoha-san smiled as they greeted each other…Alright.


  Very good, we can play along…and try to get out of this situation!


  Konoha and I both have an eerie smile plastered on our face as we hid the plastic bag with the hentai games behind us. Then, we nodded at Tendou-san as greeting before we start taking a step.


  “Well then, if you will excuse-“


  “Right, why are you two together?”


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  Tendou-san moved and blocked our way as she asked with a smile.


  Konoha-san and I, while we’re still smiling, started to sweat uncontrollably.


  We immediately plopped our heads down and started to hold a conference extremely quietly and quickly.


  “Ah, senpai! What should we do! She’s your girlfriend! Please just fudge it!”


  “Don’t ask me for something I can’t do! Other than the disgusting fact that we met each other while buying hentai games, there isn’t another reason of why I’m walking along with Chiaki’s sister!”


  “…C-Coincidence! Yes, this is just a coincidence! Let’s pretend that we just met each other!”


  “T-That’s the only way!”


  So, I smiled as I explained this to my girl-


  “I saw it from afar, you two were chatting up real close to each other, I guess you’re not trying to say you just met with each other, right?”


  “SHE INTERCEPTED US BEFORE WE EVEN HAD A CHANCE!”


  Konoha-san and I lowered our head as we started trembling again.


  “Ah, what’s with this girl! While I’ve heard this before, from a negative perspective, she’s way too smart internally!’


  “She’s Tendou-san, indeed! I’m way out of her league!”


  “Amano-senpai now’s not the time to be proud of that! W-What should we do!”


  “Uh…Konoha-san, you’re a smart and beautiful girl as well, do you have any ideas-“


  “Hey, don’t praise me in a situation like this-“


  “Oh, did you two just starting whispering with each other in harmony?”


  “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  She found out! She found out about our conference! Of course! We discussed it for too long!


  Konoha-san and I immediately raised our head and tried to look for an excuse as we smiled.


  “N-No, Konoha-san just, dropped something, yes.”


  “Y-Y-Yes, that’s it. Ah, but it looks like I messed up. S-Sorry to make you two worry.”


  This is a rushed and crappy excuse. However…it surprisingly worked. Tendou-san seems to have come to her realization on her own.


  “Oh, that’s why. The reason that you two were so intimate is because of finding something lost.”


  “Yes! Exactly!”


  “Alright, I understand. It’s fine. I just feel like you two are “partners that realized each other has the same target deep inside your heart,” so I grew a bit suspicious…”


  “SHE’S SO SMART! IT FREAKS US OUT!”


  Tendou-san hit straight to the nail. Konoha-san and I grabbed our plastic bags tightly.


  I bitterly smiled as I changed the topic.


  “Well, Tendou-san, why are you here today? Are you buying anything?”


  Tendou-san gave my question an embarrassing smile.


  “No, I’m going to my summer classes. Although I can study by myself, my parents will be worried if I just stayed home and play games throughout the summer. So, I guess I need to be a good daughter, sometimes.”


  “Ouch!”


  In the midsummer, two hentai gamers are staring at this angelic girl. We were struck. Hard.


  Tendou-san didn’t notice our reaction, and she tilted her head with an “Eh?”


  “Come to think of it…Amano-kun and Konoha-san knew each other already?”


  “Huh!”


  If I need to explain this adequately, I have to talk about taking something I forgot at Chiaki’s home, and who NOBE and Mono really are. To put it simply, this means that I went to some girl’s house other than my girlfriend’s, and the specific part about chatting with a girl other than my girlfriend…Yep. We are…really…


  “IT’S LITERALLY A GIANT FIELD OF LANDMINES!”


  The relationship between Konoha-san and me can’t be truthfully revealed to my girlfriend, no matter which part you choose.


  Just when I’m out of options, Konoha-san took a step forward and tried to smooth things over.


  “I-It’s because I saw the photos on my own.”


  “Ah, really? But where did you see Amano-kun’s photo?”


  “O-Of course, it’s from my sister, right.”


  This is the only logical explanation. Konoha-san and I focused on whether this makes sense and even verified it repeatedly in our brains. Then, we nodded our heads in satisfaction.


  However…


  “H-Hoshinomori-san has his photos?”


  “?”


  Tendou-san froze as if she’s shocked. Why is she shocked? Is there a problem with our explanation? Konoha-san and I freaked out for a bit as we tried to think about whether this makes sense or not…We still couldn’t find out where’s the problem.


  “R-Really? Hoshinomori-san has his photos…Well…I feel like…”


  Konoha-san anxiously asked Tendou-san, who’s mumbling to herself.


  “U-Um…i-is there a part that you were baffled in?”


  “Baffled? Haha, let me think. No, there isn’t. Yes, absolutely no. Come to think of it, this is a natural conclusion!”


  “Y-Yes! There’s nothing strange with that!”


  Konoha-san and I looked at each other’s face in relief. Yep, this explanation makes sense! Chiaki having my photo is physically logical! Alright, at least we made it through. Let’s continue.


  Konoha-san started talking again.


  “W-Well, Tendou-san, it’s time for us to leave.”


  “Eh? You two…are leaving together?”


  Tendou-san gave us a reasonable question. To be fair, Konoha-san and I don’t have a reason to stay together anymore. As a boyfriend, I should accompany my girlfriend to her summer classes. But…


  Konoha-san took a glance at my hidden hentai game. Jesus. T-That’s why. As a hentai game lover, she said that to get me away from my girlfriend Tendou-san as soon as possible?


  I’m throbbed with her idea. So, I decided to accept her suggestion!


  “Um, actually, I wanted to discuss something about Chiaki with Konoha-san.”


  “Eh! Y-You wanted to discuss something about H-Hoshinomori-san?”


  Tendou-san is trembling with a pale face…It looks like she realized what I’m about to say is going to be terrible. To explore the weakness of my rival Chiaki, I’m going to spy on her sister. This is a logical explanation!


  So, I continued.


  “Yeah, …it’s about time…to bring an end to the relationship between Chiaki and me.”


  “Y-You two are ending…”


  “Yes, it’s not easy to get to know Konoha-san. Now it’s the best chance for me…to take a step forward!”


  “F-Forward!”


  Tendou-san’s lips are shaking from her fear. Haha, it looks like the horrible war between Chiaki and me freaked her out. Honestly, I feel like I’m making it up at this point. However, to eliminate the possibility that my girlfriend is suspecting me cheating, I have to act like Chiaki’s absolute rival!


  …During this time, Konoha-san hit my elbow slightly to try to talk to me.


  “Eh, I don’t understand what you are saying. Are you sure that excuse will work?”


  “Why won’t it work? There isn’t a better excuse, right?”


  “Sigh…if you think it does…I guess senpai is not falling for Tendou-san but for sis after all…”


  Perhaps she’s shocked over the rivalry between her sister and me, she mumbled as she distanced herself from me. Although I felt terrible for her, I still asked for her cooperation.


  Konoha-san cleared her throat in an attempt to switch up her mood, then she did what I say. She turned to Tendou-san and explained.


  “He’s right, Tendou-san. I’m sorry.”


  “Konoha-san…it’s fine…your actions are right in your stance. It doesn’t matter.”


  “?”


  Somehow, I feel like there’s a grave atmosphere radiating off everyone right now. Isn’t this purely a conversation between a sister that is about to betray her cowardly older sister and a gently appreciating Tendou-san…?


  For some reason, Tendou-san took a deep breath and gave me a somewhat sad smile.


  “I understand. Amano-kun, that’s good. You can do It until you’re satisfied.”


  “Eh? Ah, okay, of course! I’m taking care of Chiaki and let her know how strong a man can be!”


  “H-How strong a man can be? Ah, n-no! T-That wasn’t what I meant by you can do it!”


  Tendou-san’s face is as red as a tomato as she yelled. Now that I’m looking, even Konoha-san blushed as well, with her eyes sparkling…What is this reaction? Will girls be interested in fights like this?
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I let out a cough before continuing.


  “With that, I need to first acquire assistance from Konoha-san.”


  “Wait! Amano-kun…what do you want her sister to help you with!”


  “Eh? I’ve said it before, I need to know Chiaki’s weakness from her sister…”


  “Y-You mean you’re doing that via her sister’s body!”


  “Her sister’s body? It’s more like via the mouth instead of the body…”


  “You…you rapacious boyfriend! Uwahhhhhhh!”


  “WHAT!”


  At last, Tendou-san finally cried like a child! I-I feel like there’s a fatal misunderstanding within our conversation! Also, why is Konoha-san mumbling at the side, “Am…am I going to be dragged down? Like I’m in a hentai game? Like I’m in a hentai game!” She’s clearly excited about it for some reason. How terrible! I’m calling the cops!


  After I expressed my confusion, Tendou-san and Konoha-san finally seemed to have realized that something isn’t right and calmed down.


  Tendou-san cleared her throat and led the conversation again.


  “Well, I-I have to admit. Those ridiculous, sexually harassing words that came from Amano-kun is just a misunderstanding coming from my imagination.”


  “Huh, wait, what do you mean by ridiculous and sexually harassing words?”


  “A-Anyway, you’re talking to her sister to get to know Chiaki-san. I understand that.”


  “R-Really, that’s good…”


  We knew what we were talking about at the start, right? Forget about my question, during this moment…


  “I trust you…Amano-kun. I’ll wait for you.”


  “…Tendou-san! Yes, I will absolutely not waste your trust!”


  As your friend, I will defeat Chiaki!


  “Amano-kun…!”


  “Tendou-san…!”


  We stared at each other. How should I put it? I can feel it, at this moment, our hearts are connected to each other! We’re sharing each other! This is my feeling! This is how you feel to be a couple!”


  “…Ahem.”


  Konoha-san let out a cough and made us snap out of it. To cover up our embarrassment, we waved at each other and headed towards each one’s destination.


  I looked at Tendou-san until she took a turn. After she’s out of my sight, Konoha-san and I pressed our chests in relief.


  “I feel like a lot of things had happened. But we made it through, Amano-senpai.”


  “Yeah. Thank you, Konoha-san.”


  “I’m the one who’s supposed to thank you.”


  Then, we smiled at each other like we’re soldiers on a harsh battlefield.


  So, after Konoha-san walked for a while, she let out an ugly “Hnnnng!” as she raised her arms to stretch her back. Then, she relaxed like a sloth.


  Then, she mumbled with a husky voice.


  “Ah…but, this was tiring. Uwah, I’m exhausted…”


  I can’t help but laugh at her reaction, which doesn’t resemble a beautiful student council president in the slightest.


  Then, Konoha-san glared at me fiercely with the corner of her eyes.


  “…What’s wrong, Amano-senpai? Are you taunting my ugly side?”


  “What do you mean by ugly. No, I didn’t mean to despise you…”


  “Hmph. I’m sorry. I’m different from that Tendou-san. I’m just a pretentious girl.”


  Konoha-san said that a bit angrily. I tilted my head for a bit and responded.


  “But, I actually really respect people that can put up a performance on their own. Ah, I didn’t mean to cheer you up. Just saying. It takes a lot of effort, after all. It’s incredible for people to not give up and learn that skill.”


  I spoke to Konoha-san as I stared her in the eyes. Then, she turned away from me.


  “…You are saying that naturally again…!”


  “Again?”


  Did I mention something like this to Konoha-san before? I don’t really remember. Crap. I forgot something that the girl remembered. Isn’t this super impolite?


  Just as I frowned to try and dig into my memory, Konoha-san leaned towards me with a mischievous smile on her face.


  “Wow, Amano-senpai, I can’t believe you can forget interacting with such a cute girl. Are you thinking too highly of yourself right now?”


  “Ouch…! Y-You’re right. I’m getting ahead of myself! Just a while ago, I will remember all conversations from my high school!”


  “…Ah..I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you remember the pathetic high school life you were in…”


  “Eh? You’re now pretending to be a girl that shows her compassion to a regretful senpai! Please don’t do that! I’m feeling really empty right now!”


  After my protest, Konoha-san smiled happily before asking me in a pranking tone.


  “Eh…Amano-senpai, do you mean you’re the type that all people want to bully on?”


  “Exactly. People often see me like that without realizing it!”


  “Ahaha, I guess so! Hey, it’s fun to bully senpai, after all!”


  “You just spew that insult out of your mouth so randomly! By the way, Konoha-san, I don’t feel like you’re trying to pretend as a lovely little sister anymore!”


  “Eh? Ah…yeah, you’re right.”


  Konoha-san gave me a bitter smile. This time, she scratched the back of her head roughly and started to face me with the true her.


  “Sigh, for me. I’m not a girl that hides everything in my heart, not to mention negative emotions. Everything from work, affection, and sexual desire- I mean power. I wanted to vent them out whenever I wanted to.”


  I agree with her.


  “Ah, I know how you feel. It’s effortless for me to express my emotion out sincerely since I’ll always overthink everything and freak out. If I can’t even say something that I wanted in a place that I feel secure with, my emotions will probably erupt someday. I’m really a guy that can only vent out my anger in front of my family or close friends…”


  After I said that, Konoha-san’s eyes brightened as she becomes interested.


  “Yeah, I get it. I get it! That’s precisely the reason! Come to think of it, it’s the same when I’m the student president in Hekiyou…Although I didn’t become the president purely out of my acting skills, there’s a lot of times where I can’t express how I really think…That’s why I will often show who I really am when I’m chatting with my family, friends, and when I’m on the internet.”


  “Exactly! However, that’s the reason why I will let loose too much sometimes…”


  “Yes, yes, yes! I know how it feels! Life is always either being serious or let loose with no in-between. This can really mess with the brake that prevents you from going out of control!”


  “That’s what I’m trying to say! I always care about what others are thinking worriedly. Then, if I slip for just a bit, I’ll yell at my little brother or Uehara-kun like I’m a different person. Either that or I will oppose Chiaki or Tendou-san when it comes to gaming style.”


  “It’s the same for me, it’ll always end like this! I can’t hold my violent desires back even if I met someone I knew outside, then I’ll end up buying hentai games explicitly.”


  “Right…”


  Konoha-san raised her plastic bag with the game as she said that.


  I responded with rasing my bag as well. Then, we gave each other a bitter smile.


  Then, I realized the gap between Konoha-san and me has already disappeared.


  Well, it’s because we have the same hobbies in the first place. We can just start chatting right away, just like…when I first met the girl’s sister.


  “Ah, right. Konoha-san, have you played Eushully’s new title that was released last month?” [Note: Enshully, a famous Japanese eroge studio in Sapporo.]


  “Of course! Eh, you’re playing that as well, senpai! That company’s game design is still comparable to console versions!”


  “Yeah! That’s it! You feel that too! Uwah, I’m excited to know that someone actually played it!”


  “That’s what I wanted to say! Sigh, but that game is quite erotic when it comes to the plot CGs. Amano-senpai…you acted like you’re an innocent boy, I can’t believe you were just hiding your teeth.”


  “Do I? But...compared to the fact that the elite and adorable student council president is a hentai game lover, I feel like I’m nothing.”


  “…J-Just like the intelligence from my sister, you’ll praise others unconsciously…”


  “What intelligence? Ah, let’s move on to that game! Even though the players are focusing on the UI, don’t you think the plot is incredible as well?”


  “Yes! Exactly! Exactly! I’ve always got a grudge with people only praising the UI…but the plot is very well-made, after all!”


  “Yeah! Right, speaking of the famous titles-“


  So, during the walk to the station..both of us just chatted about hentai games that no one could talk about loudly.


  
*



  “Eh? Chiaki?”


  After Konoha-san and I entered the station, we surprisingly saw Chiaki, who’s sitting on the chair playing on her phone.


  As soon as I spoke, a defenseless Chiaki freaked out after she raised her head and saw me.


  “K-Keita? W-W-Why, are you here…?”


  She trembled and accidentally dropped her phone. I immediately grabbed it, that was so cool that even I wanted to praise myself for it. I gave Chiaki a smug look, however…


  “P-Please return my phone!”


  “Eh!”


  She robbed her phone back from my hand…Honestly, I was pissed.


  “I almost forgot the fact that she’s my enemy.”


  We started fighting each other because we have different opinions when it comes to moe. However, now I feel like we both hated each other’s behavior. See, Chiaki’s glared at me while blushing, even with a bit of tear on her eyes, she’s clearly angry…Right, a guy like me can’t even touch your phone, right?


  “I think I glanced at a mobile game screen that I’m familiar with…Whatever. I don’t even have the mood to chat anyway.”


  I explicitly let out a sigh to Chiaki, and Konoha-san leaned forward to try and smooth things over.


  “Uh, I’m coming out with my sister at the start. We were walking together, but we split up because each of us has things to do. So, we decided to meet at the station before disbanding…”


  “Oh, that’s why. That’s why you were going to buy the hentai-“


  Konoha-san stared at me while I’m in the middle of my sentence, I immediately fixed my words.


  “-That’s why you met me, who was happily buying hentai games alone.”


  “…Uwah…Keita, you’re disgusting…”


  Chiaki is giving me a cold stare…Uh, even though it’s true that I’m buying hentai games, but why I’m feeling like I’m the only one getting hurt right now?


  I glanced at Konoha-san and found out that she looked away like she has nothing to do with this…should I say that this girl is really something…?


  “Damn, why does this have to happen…”


  Chiaki mumbled as she put her phone back to the pocket before she stood up.


  This is only the third time that I’ve seen Chiaki in her casual clothes. However, she’s still the same type as I do. An attire that she didn’t spend any effort on that can reluctantly be worn out to the streets, a T-shirt with a tannin skirt. How should I put this…while I’m pissed, I’ll probably wear the same boring outfit if I was a girl. Although I’m unwilling to admit this, Chiaki does look good because she has a beautiful figure. It’s giving off a “back to nature” vibe, she was not supposed to have reached this level yet.


  “W-What’s wrong, Keita? You keep staring at my body. This is what a hentai game lover is like…”


  “Hmph, Ms. Chiaki. Bold of you to assume that you earn the same position as the female protagonist in hentai games. You sure do think highly of yourself. What, are you getting smug just because you changed your look?


  “I…I don’t want an otaku that pretends to be a protagonist from harem novels just because he accidentally started dating with Tendou-san to say that to me!”


  “Hmm, this seaweed still got thorns on it…!”


  “This is what a bean sprout boy that keeps overthinking looks like…!”


  We closed off our distance as we stared fiercely at each other. Then, Konoha-san looked at us with admiration.


  “You two can surely start a fight with each other like it’s breathing…want to go on a show?”


  “Please don’t say it like our minds are in sync!”


  “I feel like I just saw a boy and a girl with brains that are completely synced with each other!”


  Konoha-san is throbbed for some reason…I’m not convinced in the least bit…!


  Chiaki and I gave a “Hmph” before turning around with our backs facing each other. Konoha-san, who was in the middle, annoyingly scratched her cheeks. To calm things down, she said this a bit forcefully.


  “Um, well, Amano-senpai, thank you for accompanying me to here-“


  “Amano-senpai?”


  Suddenly, Chiaki noticed how Konoha-san called me as she put on a poker face.


  I responded with a frown.


  “What, you got a problem? I’m a year older than Konoha-san. That’s a normal thing for her to call me that right.”


  “It’s not. You don’t deserve to be called senpai at all, how arrogant of you. Moreover, our Konoha is cute, smart, gentle, and the student council president. She’s the perfect little sister.”


  Konoha-san lowered her head with a blush after Chiaki tried to fend me off.


  “Uwah…we got another person that blatantly praises people here…forgive me…”


  Konoha-san seemed to be mumbling something, but I couldn’t much as I’m retorting.


  “Konoha-san is indeed adorable and smart. Also, I realized that she has a good personality after I talked to her. I’m convinced that she’ll be a fantastic student council president as well! But I’m really older than her!”


  Konoha-san seemed to have blushed so hard that she had enough and screamed.


  “What’s wrong with you two! Pretending to be fighting each other, but you are just trying to mess with me in reality!”


  “But, even though you’re older, my sister is surely nobler than you! At least she’s totally different from a prick that buys hentai games in the middle of the day!”


  “Ouch!”


  Konoha-san moaned while pressing her chest suddenly. She…she was hit even though she was outside the situation! That’s bad!


  “Y-You can scold me, but I won’t allow you to look down upon all hentai gamers!”


  “That’s the part that you were trying to defend? What are you? President of the Hentai Game Fan Club?”


  “Uh, no…A-Anyway, you can depreciate me, but don’t depreciate all hentai gamers! This is for the sake of someone you treasure!”


  I reaffirmed Konoha-san’s depressing look with the corner of my eyes as I announced to Chiaki.


  However, I didn’t convey my true meaning to her.


  “W-What kind of fallacy is that! Uh, i-if I have to say it, I really didn’t mean to scold at anyone except you…I guess I can apologize for that…”


  “Yes, Chiaki! Just target me!”


  “Why are you getting so excited about this! Sigh…that’s enough. I ran out of steam to fight.”


  Chiaki finally decided to stop fighting after she mumbled…No matter how much I hate her, I’ll never go after someone who lost the will to continue. I took a couple deep breaths to clear my mind.


  After we calmed down, Konoha-san started explaining to Chiaki about how we met. (The entire hentai game was skipped.)


  “Oh…so you two met on the road and just chatted with each other all the way to here…?”


  “Yeah.”


  Chiaki finally understood. Konoha-san and I nodded with a smile.


  However…Chiaki immediately gave us a confused look.


  “…But, were you two that close before?”


  “Hmm.”


  Konoha-san and I lost our words. Ay…we only started chatting with each other happily because we grabbed the same hentai game at the same time…If we just met on the streets, we’ll probably go our separate ways after a standard greeting.


  Konoha-san tried to explain.


  “Sis, think about it…Amano-senpai and I will often chat on the internet, r-right?”


  “Eh…”


  Then, for some reason, Chiaki is the one to turn sheepish this time…? Why is she acting like this after she knows the relationship between Konoha-san and me?


  “Ah…her little sister had a connection with her rival, is this the reason why she’s being so repulsive?”


  If this is indeed the cause, I find it quite convincing…


  Just as I’m suspicious, Chiaki cleared her throat with a cough. Then, her eyes rolled around as she asked me for reasons unknown.


  “Uh…about the chatting on the internet part, what did you talk with Konoha…?”


  “Eh? Nothing much…Also, why do I have to tell you?”


  I feel like this is a sensitive part of both Konoha-san and me. Even though she’s a relative, there’s no way for me to just explain everything clearly…


  In this awkward situation, Konoha-san somehow tried to smooth things over again.


  “Ah, well, as long as it’s related to NOBE and Mono, you can tell my sister all about it, Amano-senpai!”


  “Eh? This is wrong…what’s happening…”


  I can’t believe she can just reveal who she is on the internet to her family…I don’t really understand the entire reasoning behind it. For me, at least I will never tell my little brother about it.


  Konoha-san beamed me a manly and frank smile.


  “I’ve nothing to hide from my sister!”


  “Konoha-san, are you sure you can say that!?”


  The little sister that is hiding her hentai game in her bag while saying stuff like that. I feel like this scene is out of reality…but I can’t reveal her secrets now.


  I unwillingly admitted…and told Chiaki about the exchange with Konoha-san.”


  “We didn’t talk much about the internet part…Ay, but we had fun chatting with each other, that’s basically it.”


  “You’re chatting with Konoha? What did you two talk about?”


  “Sigh.”


  Konoha-san and I froze…she’s annoying! This sister is annoying! What’s wrong! Why does this girl care about the conversation between Konoha-san and me?


  Konoha-san and I glanced at each other silently to think of a solution. Too many things had happened today. We already knew this is the way to get us out of this mess. However, squeezing our eyes seems to have ruined the whole thing. Chiaki is looking increasingly suspicious of our movements, so we just stood like a statue there.


  Just as we were in a standoff, we heard a ringtone coming from somewhere suddenly.


  I grabbed my phone out to confirm, thinking that it was mine, but it’s not. Then, Chiaki freaked out and said, “Oh, it’s my phone.” She grabbed her phone out. This girl…she even got the same ringtone as I do…Sigh.


  “Anyway, we’re saved for now.”


  Konoha-san and I smiled at each other…what’s going on? She was so rude to me earlier, but I don’t feel bad about it incredibly. Is it because we both have each other’s secrets? I feel like I’ve changed, I’m closer to Konoha Hoshinomori-san now.


  However, on the other hand, the more I get to know her…


  “I feel like…while she’s different than her stiff version, but I still think that there’s a difference between Konoha-san and NOBE or Mono…”


  I dazed in thoughts as Chiaki is picking up her phonecall.


  …Konoha-san is no doubt a “good person,” I think that she shared some similarities with NOBE and Mono in terms of attitudes. But…they’re still different.


  “Sigh, if she already said that they’re separate characters, I guess it makes sense for me to view it this way…”


  The situation is perfectly logical, but I’m not 100% convinced. This is the first time that I’ve encountered something like this…Uh, even though Konoha-san is really nice…


  “Amano-senpai?”


  “Ah! It’s fine, nothing’s wrong, I’m sorry.”


  Once I snapped out of it, I realized that I’m staring at Konoha-san directly. Her face’s slightly red. Of course, she’ll feel uneasy when a guy that she’s not that familiar with stared at her face.


  I lowered my head to apologize and said.


  “Well…Chiaki’s busy answering her phonecall, after all. I should leave.”


  “Ah, alright. Well…uh…ehm…”


  “?”


  Konoha-san suddenly started stuttering for some reason. I tilted my head dumbfoundedly. Then, she gave me an unwilling pout before mumbling.


  “…See you next time.”


  “Eh? Ah..o-okay. Uh, well, see you next time.”


  I was flattered as I replied to her…It’s because I didn’t expect her to say that. I’m excited.


  “This got to be just out of her courtesy. Still, I appreciated that. Konoha-san is incredible.”


  She is the student council president, indeed. Her social skills are way out of my league. Although I really feel that Konoha-san is impressive, on the other hand…


  “This person…is she really NOBE and Mono?”


  The two people that I liked…the two people that resonated deeply with me…Do they really exist in the heart of this smart and hardworking girl? The more time I spend with her, the more I feel…


  “Eh! W-W-W-W-What does that mean- U-Uehara-kun? Uehara-kun!”


  “?”


  -During this moment, Chiaki suddenly yelled at her phone.


  Konoha-san and I freaked out as we stared at Chiaki. We found that she froze as she looked at her phone with the call ended. Then, she turned to us with a shocked expression on her face. This is a situation that can’t be ignored…!


  “Sis mentioned Uehara-kun…He’s the handsome normie in your Game Hobby Club, right? The guy that she’s initially affectionate with…”


  Initially? Uh, I think Chiaki has always been fond of Uehara-kun…Sigh, whatever.


  “Yes. Uh, Uehara-kun is a very reliable hero to us.”


  “Then…what does he has to do with my sister by now?”


  By now? Even though I’m not sure what that means…Sigh, whatever.


  “…I have no idea either.”


  Konoha-san and I looked at each other before we nodded with an empty head.


  After a second, we asked Chiaki at the same time. “W-What’s wrong?”


  Then…Chiaki’s eyes lost focus as she explained with her lips trembling.


  “U-Uehara-kun…he…said a single sentence with a serious tone before hanging up…”


  “…What did the guy say?”


  “Uh…well…”


  Chiaki swallowed her saliva in the middle of the sentence. Then… she continued.


  “He said, “I’m choosing you only!” loudly…”


  “------“


  During this moment, we put everything we had talked about to the side. Konoha-san and I lost our emotions.


  Then, Chiaki, who’s seemingly trying to confirm something with us…she mumbled.


  “T-This means that…what Uehara-kun means is that…!”


  Following that sentence, the scene fell silent as if the sea is ebbing. Then, at the next moment-


  Like a violent tsunami, all of us shouted at the top of our lungs!


  “HE CONFESSEDDDDDDDDDDDD!!!”


  -During these few days, our mind has been subtly wrapped in confusion.


  However, at this moment, the Hoshinomori sisters and I…felt like everything is irrelevant already.


  Chapter 4: Keita Amano and the Deliberately Guided


  “You want me to join the Game Hobby Club? …Are you serious?”


  “Yes, I’m serious.”


  I nodded definitively. Then, Aguri stopped eating the donut in her hands before giving me a frustrated frown.


  “…Uh…why?”


  She tilted her head as she opened her mouth with sugar sticking at the lips.


  I gave her a smile.


  “Why…Of course, the only reason is that Uehara-kun and I wanted to enjoy our time in the Hobby Club with you.”


  Aguri-san heard my blunt response. For a moment, she gave me a warm smile. But then, she immediately reverted to her suspicious face.


  “Uh, Amanocchi, I really appreciated that…But, you wanted me to join the Game Hobby Club?”


  “Yes, Aguri-san.”


  “But I don’t play games at all.”


  “That doesn’t matter. You only need a heart that loves gaming to join the club…”


  “That’s the exact reason. I don’t love gaming at all.”


  “…It’s also okay if you love a person that enjoys gaming.”


  “That’s lax! The membership requirements are really lax!”


  I looked away at her reasonable complaint. Aguri continued with a gentle, persuading tone.


  “Amanocchi, I’m pleased that you invited me. But this is really too far-fetched. While participating in the club with Tasuku sounds fun…However, I’m not a girl that doesn’t observe the situation at all.”


  “Hmm…”


  She makes too much sense. I can’t say anything. But…but I can’t back down just like this.


  “A-Actually, I asked Tendou-san’s opinion again, she agreed as well.”


  “T-Tendou-san is joining?”


  Aguri-san was a bit shocked. Earlier, she mentioned that “she trusted Tasuku” to me. But that was its own issue. She can’t help but to mind the fact that her boyfriend is in the same club with a beautiful girl. However…Aguri-san is still not moving an inch.


  She elegantly took a sip of her Darjeeling tea, which doesn’t fit her style at all. Then, she beamed me a reluctant smile.


  “Sigh…i-it doesn’t matter. Tendou-san loves gaming, after all. Moreover, you Amanocchi, as her boyfriend is in the club as well. This is a natural conclusion. That reason alone doesn’t justify my participation, right?”


  “Hmm…”


  This is way off from what I’ve expected. This gal just doesn’t want to join.


  To re-evaluate my strategy, I took a sip from the bitter condensed coffee to try and take in some caffeine as I looked away from Aguri-san to the store.


  The donut store at 2PM is filled with a sluggish atmosphere apparent in the late summer holiday. The seats are filled with school girls holding their cheeks as they’re chatting to their friends.


  “But…come to think of it, this is probably thanks to Aguri-san. Even though I don’t belong to this room at all, I’m no longer uncomfortable with that.”


  I was scared to be seen in a place like this, sometimes even going so far as to think that someone will speak ill of me. But now…while my paranoia still existed, I believe that “maybe this is fine” at the same time. I guess I became a bit more cheeky.


  “I feel like…all of this is thanks to Aguri-san.”


  Her personality and lifestyle are the opposite of Tendou-san and me….However, that’s the exact reason why I’m convinced. If we are talking about normies, the same thing goes for Uehara-kun, but Aguri-san is still different from him.


  If Uehara-kun is a person that can limit himself to cooperate with others, Aguri-san is a girl that can show off her real side while still being appreciated by others. Well, wilful is one rash way to put it. Yet, her behavior can be described as limited in a range that others find acceptable. Just like the situation I’m in right now…


  “But Amanocchi, this donut is perfect. Nomomom.”


  “Glad to hear that.”


  …Initially, she wanted to take a bit of my donut, but now she already ate 1/3 of it. That’s fine, she’s adorable, this is entirely acceptable.


  “…Nomomom…Ah, I’m sorry, Amanocchi. I think I finished the entire thing. Ahaha.”


  “…I-It’s alright.”


  I took back what I’ve said. To be honest, Aguri-san will sometimes go over the line by half of a step. B-But, this is as capricious as she’ll get, a level that puts a bitter smile on one’s face.


  So, speaking of this charming Aguri-san.


  …I’ll admit here.


  Right now, she’s the most important woman to me.


  “I’m sorry, Tendou-san…”


  I apologized to my girlfriend in my heart, but I still can’t stop myself from feeling this emotion. I can’t hold it back anymore. Aguri-san, I’m really…really…


  …Really sympathetic to you!


  “I can’t believe your boyfriend confessed to another girl while you were out travelling during the summer holiday, how pitiful!”


  I’m still on the edge of crying, no matter how many times I think this through. So, I immediately crossed my arms on the table and put my forehead on the back of my hands. Then, Aguri-san leaned forward while giving me a worried look.


  “I-I’m sorry, Amanocchi? Your donut…”


  “No…it’s fine, Aguri-san. It’s fine…”


  Sigh, this girl is way too kind-hearted. How could I get angry when my donut was eaten by a girl like this?


  I slowly raised my head and gave her a gentle smile.


  “…Eat up, dear.”


  “Grandma! Amanocchi, you’re like my loving grandma!”


  “Really? Very good indeed. Do you want another one?”


  “I’m disgusted by your sudden kindness! Amanocchi, what is this? Ah, are you trying to bait me into joining the Game Hobby Club?


  “Of course not. Grandma just wants you to be well.”


  “That fake acting is pissing me off even more!”


  Even when Aguri-san said this, I still keep a smile plastered on my face while staring at her. I knew that she can’t tolerate me being a grandma, but I can’t change my attitude.


  It’s because I’ve already made up my mind at that moment.


  “I will…I will stand with Aguri-san no matter what!”


  Although it’s terrible for Uehara-kun and Chiaki, this is my conclusion.


  
*



  About a week ago.


  After the impactful event where Uehara-kun unexpectedly confessed to Chiaki.


  The Hoshinomori sisters and I immediately changed location and headed towards the café to hold an emergency conference.


  However, during this time, before we get to discuss the hot issue at hand. When we’re reviewing the current situation, something shocked me.


  That is the fact that Chiaki has two fatal misunderstandings with my personal relationships.


  The first misunderstanding is the relationship between Aguri-san and me.


  Chiaki didn’t know that Uehara-kun and Aguri-san are dating each other…which I kind of expected before. However, that’s not the only problem, I don’t understand how Chiaki can twist her understanding that much, she even thought that I was dating with Aguri-san. I immediately denied it. “It’s not like that at all.” However, Chiaki and Konoha-san don’t seem to find this entirely convincing. The crux of the issue appears to be the fact I would often be stuttering when they asked me why I am going out with Aguri-san.


  With that said, it’s not exactly easy to say that we’re just discussing each of our relationships.


  So, I gave her a vague answer. “Aguri-san and I are just good friends.” “That’s why we often chat with each other.” Then, Konoha-san gave me a cold stare for some reason as she tried to correct me. “Doesn’t that mean you two are really close to each other?” I can’t really answer her…The sisters ended up concluding that the relationship between Aguri-san and I is in the “reconsideration” status.


  However, at least both of them are convinced that Aguri-san and Uehara-kun are dating each other, luckily. It’s just that I’m a bit surprised, Chiaki doesn’t seem to be shocked…Did she know something already?


  Also, another misunderstanding of Chiaki…is that she thought that Tendou-san is just pretending to be a couple with me. This theory stemmed from her belief that Aguri-san is my ex-girlfriend. The reason that Tendou-san accepted my confession is that she wanted to save me from Aguri-san’s scam out of her “kindness”…Chiaki appears to be thinking it that way. That would explain why Chiaki is emphasizing on the word “kindness” earlier.


  By the way, this whole incident is very impolite. I can’t believe she said I was blackmailed by Aguri-san…Well, that’s not entirely wrong. B-But, that’s not as severe as what Chiaki has imagined.


  Then, after I defended myself. Chiaki immediately…


  “Ahhh, that’s right, that’s the line of a typical child who’s bullied continuously! It’s like that kind of “Oh, I’m wrestling with my friends” excuse!”


  She freaked out. Uh, w-well, I did sound like that tone! However, Aguri-san isn’t a nasty girl. I tried my absolute best to convey this point to her, and I finally managed to solve Chiaki’s misunderstanding. From what I heard from Chiaki, she said she got the impression of “Hmm, I didn’t expect that this gal seems to be a nice person” when she’s playing the game of life with Aguri-san. Of course, Aguri-san is a really nice person, after all.


  With that, I unexpectedly acquired the chance to solve some of the misunderstandings between Chiaki and me.


  However, I also grabbed the chance and explained the relationship between Tendou-san and me.


  “Ah, while I’m not sure what Tendou-san thinks…but at least I continued dating Tendou-san because I love her. I’m not lying about that one.”


  I presented my own thoughts firmly. However, Chiaki gave me a complicated bitter smile. Don’t tell me she wants her rival to suffer under the relationship with the devil version of Aguri-san? I’m not sure what Chiaki’s thinking.


  Anyway, after we fixed all these minor misunderstands, Chiaki changed her mind and no longer considered Aguri-san to be a devil. (Even though she was quite right in some parts) Also, she “reluctantly” agreed that Tendou-san dated me out of her “affection” and not out of her “kindness.”


  Then, we can finally talk about the fact that Uehara-kun confessed to Chiaki.


  “So, is it okay for me to treat that handsome Uehara-kun guy as a shitty player?”


  This comes from Konoha-san, who never directly meet with Uehara-kun before. Although she’s kind of harsh, I guess it’s reasonable for an outsider to view it this way after a subjective view of the whole situation.


  After all, Uehara-kun...told me that he can no longer support the relationship between Tendou-san and me…This means that, after he reaffirmed his love for Tendou-san for not even a second, he immediately called Chiaki and confessed to her.


  This is all upon the fact he already got Aguri-san as his legitimate girlfriend. From all these pieces of intelligence alone, Konoha-san’s attitude is reasonable. She’ll definitely not feel good when a person like this is harassing her sister.


  On the other hand, Chiaki and I don’t agree with Konoha-san’s point at all.


  The reason is simple. It’s because we’re sure that Uehara-kun is not a shitty person like that.


  Chiaki lowered her voice as she mumbled.


  “Konoha, Uehara-kun is very warm to everyone, he’s a reliable and attractive guy.”


  “Sis, that’s precisely what makes him dangerous. From his look, he’ll call himself the king of harems if he took a wrong step. Sigh, I hated him. This is what an aggressive normie looks like.”


  Honestly, Konoha-san’s view of Uehara-kun is stringent while being very convincing at the same time. But Chiaki and I don’t believe that entirely since we knew how great of a person he is. However, from Konoha-san’s perspective, she became even more suspicious towards Uehara-kun because it looks like he just convinced two lonely and innocent otakus. It’s impossible to explain.


  But we won’t have any progress if we just sit around and discuss this. So, we had to reluctantly back down, and continue to hold the conference under the assumption that Uehara-kun is a guy that doesn’t seem to be aware of the damage that a harem mindset can cause.


  I crossed my arms on the table and began to speak respectfully.


  “So, the Uehara-kun in question just unexpectedly confessed to Chiaki…”


  After that, I gave Chiaki a gentle smile.


  “Uh, forget about all those suspicions for a second. Chiaki, I wanted to congratulate you first.”


  “Eh?”


  “I mean, it’s an honourable thing that a guy you’re attracted to just confessed to you, right? Chiaki, forget about Uehara-kun’s issues, I think you can at least be happy first.”


  It’s because I just started dating Tendou-san, so I can understand…Even though there are mysteries behind, but hearing a person that you love confessing to you is a good thing.


  However…Chiaki’s look is unbelievably stiff.


  “Uh, what’s wrong? Are you still troubled by Uehara-kun’s suspicions?”


  “Y-Yeah. Sigh, that’s right…”


  I’m not that convinced of Chiaki’s unwilling tone. So I continued.


  “Well, I think you should be genuinely happy that the guy you loves confessed to you.”


  “…I can be genuinely…happy…when the boy I loved confessed to me…right…”


  During this moment, Chiaki glanced at me for some reason before giving me a warm smile.


  “Perhaps. Um…I think I’ll be excited. If…I can hear the boy that I cared about said…he loves me. That would make me very happy.”


  “Right? Then we can celebrate Uehara-kun’s confession to you-“


  “AHEM!”


  Then, for some reason, Konoha-san interrupted our conversation with an explicit cough. So, I had to stop asking for a moment.


  Konoha-san changed the topic quite forcefully.


  “Right now, we need to immediately discuss how should we do with my sister.”


  Sigh, she’s right. I secretly took a glance at Chiaki’s face, and I found out that she plopped her head down with a perplexed look. No…I still can’t let it go. Although I might piss her off, I really needed to get this out of my chest.


  “Uh, Chiaki, you’re quite fond of Uehara-kun, right?”


  “That’s true…”


  Chiaki still wouldn’t give a straight answer. Is she too embarrassed to say her affection? Well, I mean, it’s not like I don’t understand that…


  Konoha-san’s glare is stabbing me…Well, I’ll have to let it go for now.


  “Sigh, h-he’s really suspicious right now. I guess it’s reasonable for you to hesitate for an answer, even though you two are falling for each other, that’s right.”


  “Falling for each other, right…”


  Chiaki’s mumbling face still doesn’t look happy…Hmm, don’t tell me Uehara-kun suddenly became unworthy. Chiaki’s way more depressed than I’ve expected. Sigh, this is hurting my brain…Eh? Hurting my brain? Why would I? Do I really hate Chiaki getting this apathetic? We’re rivals after all, why?


  I fell silent with all these thoughts on my head. Then, Konoha-san looks like she can’t take it anymore as she slammed her head forcefully on the table. She’s the student council president. Indeed, she got the boldness.


  “Personally, my only choice is to turn him down as soon as possible! You two have any better ideas?”


  “Uh…”


  Although Chiaki and I really can’t stand the fact that Uehara-kun is treated like a shithead, he does seem to be guilty judging from the situation alone. We can’t really say anything aside from expressing our trust towards him.


  Also, the point that I can’t tolerate the most is that Uehara-kun already got a fantastic girlfriend called Aguri-san right now. If Chiaki accepted her confession…that would hurt Aguri-san deeply. To me, that’s the one thing that I absolutely can’t tolerate with.


  “…………”


  …Yeah…that’s right. Okay, I can’t let that happen, no matter what. This means that I should…


  “Chiaki.”


  “Hmm?”


  I made up my mind as I crossed my arms on the table and looked at Chiaki in the eyes.


  Due to my unusual attitude, Chiaki straightened her back as well. Under the observation of Konoha-san’s, who just swallowed her saliva, I told Chiaki clearly.


  “To be honest, I don’t wish for you to date Uehara-kun as well.”


  “Eh?”


  Chiaki blushed. Maybe she’s angry…I guess that makes sense. It’s not a rival’s job to decide how her relationship should go, not to mention that it’s a rejection. Of course, she’ll be pissed.


  Even so…I still wanted to support Aguri-san. It’s because I’m 100% sure that she should be the girl that stays with Uehara-kun.


  I stuck my forehead onto the table and requested to Chiaki.


  “I’m sincere! I know that this is very impolite…but if you already doubt whether to date him or not because of a little suspicion, I hope that you’ll reject Uehara-kun’s confession! Please!”


  “Eh? Wait, Keita? W-W-Why are you going so far right now…?”


  It’s because I wanted to support Aguri-san…I can’t say that right now. If I did, this means that I’m throwing all the hatred and responsibilities to her. That’s the worst thing I can do. This is just my unauthorized request, only for my self-satisfaction. However, …on the other hand, even though Chiaki’s my rival, I can’t just make up a random reason to her.


  I pressed my forehead even harder on the table.


  “I can’t tell you the reason right now! Although I can’t say it…and I know that I’m a prick…this is what I’m sincerely thinking! So, Chiaki, please!”


  “Keita…um, d-do you mean that…”


  “Senpai…this means that you’re actually…”


  Both of the sisters seem to be so shocked that their voices are trembling. No, it’s more like anger. Of course. Konoha-san may have more or less realized…It’s because…compared to Chiaki, I value Aguri-san’s well-being more. I’m lucky if she just scolds at me for being a prick.


  All I can do right now is to plop my head down.


  However, they said that they need to be aware of other customers, so I unwillingly raised my head.


  …Then, after I looked at them face-to-face again, I found out that the Hoshinomori sisters blushed way harder than I imagined.


  For some reason, Chiaki started mumbling gratefully.


  “Still can’t make up your mind even though you’re in a relationship…T-That’s bad! Jeez!”


  “Eh? R-Right, that’s true. That would be bad.”


  Although the subject was omitted, Chiaki should be talking about Uehara-kun, right? Also, she said a bad comment about the person that she loves…This means that…


  “This means that Chiaki accepted my sincere request. She’s willing to reject Uehara-kun’s confession!”


  What a kind bunch of seaweed. I changed my opinion of Chiaki from the bottom of my heart as I stared her in the eyes. Chiaki started to be embarrassed…Man, how humble of her! I really changed my mind about her!


  Just as my mind ran all over the place, this time, it was Konoha-san who blushed for some reason. Then, she spoke with tears in her eyes.


  “That’s cheating…! You’re purely trying your best…to make her change the person’s mind no matter what…!”


  “C-Change the person’s mind? Uh…”


  Crap, I really don’t get her meaning this time. How can I interpret this in a way that can link all the pieces together? Uh, Konoha-san wanted to change the mind of whom? Uehara-kun? No, that doesn’t make sense…It’s not like I’m going to be anything better if I changed my mind. Or did I miss something important? That’s why I don’t really understand what’s she trying to say?


  This is probably why, but the mood doesn’t appear to allow me to ask Konoha-san to repeat again…


  “Sigh, w-whatever, I should try to fudge it with a smile. I need to smile as chicly as possible…Alright!”


  “Hmph, hmph! S-Senpai is hurting my brain right now! You monster!”


  “Eh!”


  Uwah, I seem to have made a fatal mistake when I’m replying. It’s not good to randomly reply, after all! That’s precisely why I should be careful when it comes to interpersonal relationships, I shouldn't miss a single word! Alright…I will listen to people’s mumbling even though they will complain to me unrelentingly!


  After I made up my mind, Konoha-san brought us to the topic with a cough.


  “Well…sis, so what are you going to do? Do you want to call him and turn him down now?”


  “Eh? But…isn’t that too…”


  Chiaki’s giving a hard look. Of course. I will also hesitate if I need to turn down Uehara-kun as well. This is too painful. To put it this way, for a pathetic weakling like us, it’s possible for me to just not move for a while out of my hatred towards myself. When did I get so mighty to the point that I can reject Uehara-kun? Some kind of self-blame mindset like this.


  “Even if I’m rejecting…there’s not an appropriate reason…”


  “Ah…”


  Konoha-san and I fell silent after Chiaki said that. She’s right. She can’t just go ahead and say, “Uehara-kun, it’s because you’re really suspicious with females around you” or, “Keita asked me to turn you down.” If that’s the case…


  “Chiaki, can you say you love another person?”


  “Eh?”


  I’ve never seen Chiaki blushed so hard before.


  During this time, Konoha-san interrupted us forcefully.


  “Amano-senpai, don’t you know what “implicit” means?”


  “Eh? Uh…eh? S-Sorry…?”


  While I’m bewildered about why she’s mad, I still apologized immediately.


  The Hoshinomori sisters tried to adjust their breaths for some reason…W-What is this atmosphere? Based on the progress of our conference…Isn’t this just an idea that will come up eventually…?


  Konoha-san gave me a glare before continuing.


  “Amano-senpai, if she did that…it’ll be troublesome if Uehara-kun asked who’s she falling for?”


  “Me? Why? Eh? I wouldn’t be bothered at all…”


  “What! That’s manly of you!”


  I feel like the Hoshinomori sisters are admiring me for some reason…? Crap, is there another fatal misunderstanding between us again? There’s clear evidence. Well, while there is…I really can’t think of a solution or conclusion now. What should I do?


  As I dazed in thoughts, Chiaki cleared her throat with a cough.


  “I’m not doing that. That way of rejection will ruffle a lot of feathers, no matter what.”


  “Really? But turning him down without a specific reason doesn’t sound good as well, right?”


  “I don’t mind using words that’ll completely destroy a shitty person. However, what I fear the most is that the guy will mess with her if she gave a vague reason for rejection. Sigh…to be honest, I can’t really think of an alternative either.”


  Then, I suddenly remembered Tendou-san used to reject other people’s confession all the time. In a sense, she’s an expert at this.


  Without further ado. I called Tendou-san right away. The Hoshinomori sisters are waiting while giving me a weird look. After a few rings, Tendou-san picked up the phone. I gave her a simple greeting and went straight into the core.


  “Tendou-san, please teach me how to turn someone down!”


  “…Eh?”


  I can hear that Tendou-san’s clearly shocked by the other side of the phone. Still, I continued.


  “I’m sorry for the sudden rude request! But…I really need to know how to reject someone cleverly right now!”


  “Eh!…A-Amano-kun…does that mean…you want me to teach you?”


  “Huh? Yes, of course! Please teach me how to use it!”


  This is for my friend. I wanted to say that, but then I can hear that Tendou-san’s cries from the other side of the phone!


  “I-I refuse!”


  “Eh!”


  I didn’t expect her to just reject me right away, so I was shocked…Honestly, maybe it’s because of the fact that this topic is not interesting at all. However, I’m doing all of this…for Chiaki!


  “P-Please! I can only rely on you! Your opinion’s the most effective!”


  “I guess so! I’m your best opinion if you ask me!”


  She’s feeling confident! If that’s the case…


  “This means that you’re willing to teach me? Am I reading this correctly?”


  “Not at all! Amano-kun, why don’t you…why don’t you figure that out on your own! U-Uwahhh…!”


  “Tendou-san! What’s wrong? Don’t tell me a passing boxer punched you in the stomach!”


  “While I’ve never encountered such a crazy situation before, but I might as well have been!”


  “Eh! P-Please, wait, Tendou-san! I’ll come to save you!”


  I stood up hastily. The Hoshinomori sisters freaked out…while I can hear Tendou-san’s shocked voice from the other side of the phone.


  “…Eh? Are you saving me? By now? Saving me?


  “Of course! No boyfriend will not come to the rescue of their beloved girlfriend!”


  “B-Beloved…Ouch.”


  “Tendou-san!”


  I can hear that Tendou-san has fallen onto the floor lightly. Crap! This is not good! There’s really a boxer randomly punching people on the street…!


  Just when I’m about to start running, Tendou-san’s clear voice can be heard from the other side of the phone.


  “Thanks for the food.”


  “What did you eat! Tendou-san!”


  “I’m sorry for causing you trouble, but I’m fine. Amano-kun, Karen Tendou is completely fine!”


  “That’s not fine! What’s with that weird tone! Were you punched! Did someone hit you in the gut so hard that you begin to babble nonsense!”


  “In a sense, someone did deliver a sharp blow to me. I appreciated it.”


  “What are you appreciating! Don’t tell me you were punched by Inoki!” [Note: Antonio Inoki, a famous Japanese professional wrestling and mixed martial arts promoter.]


  “Amano-kun.”


  “Y-Yes?”


  Tendou-san’s tone suddenly turned serious. I can’t help but straighten my back. Then, I can hear her surging, gentle voice from the other side of the phone.


  “I love you.”


  “…………”


  The call was hung up. I put my phone back to my pocket…Then, I slowly sat back down with my hands crossed on the table…before staring at the sisters thoughtfully.


  “Sigh…how can my girlfriend be so adorable?”


  “WHAT THE HELL!”


  They started screaming at me for some reason, followed closely by “Die!” and “Lame!”, but I’m too blessed to hear all that. Ah…Tendou-san’s so cute.


  My head was floating around, and the Hoshinomori sisters yelled at me, a couple minutes passed.


  After everyone has finally calmed down, we were back to discussing how Chiaki should reject.


  “I ended up forgetting to ask for Tendou-san’s suggestion…”


  I looked at Hekiyou’s student council president after I said that.


  “Konoha-san, what would you do then?”


  “What do you mean, Amano-senpai?”


  “I mean, I wanted to know what will you say when you reject a confession. You’re cute after all, there should be a bunch of people that wanted to confess to you, right?”


  “Ugh! You’re saying stuff like that again…!”


  Konoha-san knocked a few times on the table. Just as Chiaki and I were frozen, Konoha coughed and calmed down before she answered me.


  “…Well, ah, in my situation…I’ll say I’m not interested in those things at all.”


  Her response made me genuinely laugh.


  “Ahaha, what do you mean by not interested in that at all, you’re just a hentai game-“


  “Senpai?”


  My foot under the table was brutally stomped. I immediately sweatdropped as I continued.


  “…A hentai game lover like me feel like all girls in the world wanted a guy to hug them, hehe!”


  Chiaki freaked out at my sudden change of attitude.


  “Keita? What’s wrong with you! Are you possessed by an evil spirit?”


  “Sigh, I’m sorry, Chiaki. I just accidentally expressed who I really am. Continue with your relationship!”


  “Who can discuss their relationships with a guy like that! By the way, are you okay, Keita? I can’t tell if your face is pale or blushing. That colour is weird!”


  “That’s fine. It’s just that countless emotions are battling each other in my heart right now. By the way, the winning side is the Empire of Keita Amano Really Wanted To Die.”


  “That’s not fine at all! Your emotions are way too volatile!”


  “Don’t mind it, Chiaki, I’m fine. Also, Konoha-san, I’m sorry.”


  After I apologized, Konoha-san gave me a customary smile.


  “It’s okay, don’t mind it. I’m not going to despise even though senpai is a nasty hentai game lover. Yes, I promise, because I can understand.”


  “I guess so…”


  During this moment, Konoha-san finally moved her feet away from mine. I pressed my chest in relief.


  Then, she continued like it’s nothing.


  “I’m the student council president after all. It makes sense for me to use “I’m busy” to reject…but sis have a lot of free time. I don’t think the guy will accept that solely.”


  “Well, I, your sister, is into game development, though…”


  Chiaki answered sheepishly. I remembered that she’ll make games as well, so I asked Konoha-san.


  “Come to think of it, you sisters did take part in developing F2P games. Right, NOBE?”


  “Uh…yes, that’s right.”


  Chiaki was the one to answer. Uh, I’m talking to NOBE…


  Just as I’m confused, both of the sisters suddenly gave me an alerted look. Then…


  “Hello, I’m NOBE! Dundun!”


  “Wow, K-Konoha’s awesome!”


  This pair of sisters just started messing around. Konoha-san didn’t care that other people are staring at her, she rose up and gave a celebrity pose. The older sister than cheered and clapped for her. What is going on…is this a trick that only sisters will know? Anyway, I cleared my throat with a cough because I can’t catch up to them.


  “Uh…can you two at least sit down first? This is embarrassing.”


  “…Ugh…who do you think the culprit of this whole mess is…!”


  “Uh, at least it wasn’t me, right?


  “Ugh…!”


  Um, you two don’t need to stare at me that fiercely. What’s wrong with this pair of sisters? Is blaming everything on me in the Hoshinmori bloodline’s genetics?


  Just as they are trembling and sitting down, I resumed the discussion.


  “Alright, about the troublesome situation of Chiaki, Uehara-kun, and the girls that are tangled with him…I’ve come up with a decent solution, can I say it?”


  “Decent solution?”


  The Hoshinomori sisters tilted their heads. Then, I presented my idea stemmed from reverse thinking.


  “To confirm what Uehara-kun’s really thinking, and to end this matter as soon as possible…Why don’t we just gather all relevant girls in one place? To put it this way, I wanted to drag Tendou-san and Aguri-san into the Game Hobby Club, what do you two think?”


  
*



  So, back to the present, in the donut shop a week after the meeting.


  Also, during this week, there are no apparent changes in our interpersonal relationships. The main reason is that Uehara-kun went on an overseas trip with his family after that. However, this means that Chiaki had the time for reconsideration, I don’t think it’s terrible. What if…Uehara-kun already saw this coming when he confessed? If that’s the case, he’s indeed a terrific normie.


  “Hmm…but, I’m really not interested in gaming.”


  Aguri-san’s still frustrated during my trip of memory. I’ve already argued with her for more than 30 minutes. Even so…I’m still not backing down.


  “Please! Can you! It’ll be fun. Moreover, Uehara-kun will be there as well!”


  “That’s actually quite compelling…But intervening that much in my boyfriend’s hobbies or friends. To be honest, don’t you think a girlfriend like this will be annoying?”


  “Not at all! You’re a god among females! Guys can’t find you annoying!”


  “But your tone is annoying as hell. What’s actually going on, Amanocchi?”


  “Me? I…I’m just a passerby that worships my friend’s girlfriend as a god among females.”


  “There’s no way for a passerby to stand out this much!”


  “At least I’m completely willing to hold a ritual with the blood of a chicken just for you!”


  “Please don’t make my religion into a cult! Amanocchi, what drugs are you on today! That’s scary, what are you going to do to me!”


  “I wanted to praise you as my only god!”


  “That’s ridiculous! F-For what!”


  “It’s because once you’ve become god, no one on Earth can stop your ambitions!”


  “I’ve never told you any grand ambitions that required me to become a god before!”


  “Uh, you’re right…how should I put it…”


  To defeat Uehara-kun’s inner player…and make him so obsessed with Aguri-san to the point that he can completely ignore a beauty like Tendou-san. This required a spirit that’s willing to conquer everything to become a god. But…I can never explain all that to Aguri-san.


  I scratched my chins slowly as I answered with a serious expression on my face.


  “How do I put it…Aguri-san, I feel like you’re going to be a great god.”


  “Hiya, I got a surprising compliment for my talents.”


  “So, join us and become a god in the Game Hobby Club!”


  “What’s with that! What’s going on in the Game Hobby Club!”


  “It’s basically a gathering for gamers. Only you have to be a god.”


  “I don’t fit in at all! I’m even less willing to join now!”


  “Crap! Uh, my bad! You don’t have to be a god! I just want you to participate!”


  “Please, Amanocchi, I’ve repeated this for a few times already, I’m not into gaming…”


  “But you don’t hate it right!”


  I leaned my whole upper half of the body on the table and asked Aguri-san. Her eyes blinked.


  “I don’t hate it…but…I suck at gaming, and I don’t know much…”


  “Me too. I suck at gaming, and I don’t have any deep knowledge.”


  “Forget about all those first, my situation is that I didn’t play at all…”


  “I’ll also always come to the realization that I’ve played nothing but mobile games, that’s not an issue.”


  “…You might be right. But…I still feel like..”


  Aguri-san’s eyes are rolling around like they have nowhere to go. Honestly…I don’t want to force a person to like my hobbies, especially when they expressed their rejection sincerely. This is true, but her situation is…


  I decided to drop the issue between Chiaki and Uehara-kun first. Then, I started talking to Aguri-san calmly based on my own opinions.


  “…Don’t you and Uehara-kun go to the arcade often?”


  “That’s not so much about loving to play games…it’s just that I feel happy when I’m clawing dolls with Tasuku…That’s why I go with him…”


  “Then, why can’t you put that motive onto the Game Hobby Club? Don’t you want to enjoy the time with Uehara-kun?”


  “Eh? Uh, maybe that’s the case. But as a gaming noob, I’m scared that I’ll say something that I’m not supposed to say…”


  “By now, do you really think that Uehara-kun and I will be annoyed by a person with no gaming sense or whatsoever?”


  “I don’t think so…but Hoshinomori-san’s there, also Tendou-san’s joining…Think about it, if someone wanted to join as well, they’d most likely find the girl who sticks to her boyfriend annoying-“


  She rapidly spewed a string of reasons for not joining the Game Hobby Club.


  “Aguri-san.”


  I called her name to interrupt.


  “The reasons for your rejections. All of them…seems to be because you concern over others.”


  “T-That’s because…”


  “I really like a kind-hearted and observant girl like you, so I respect you. However…Aguri-san, I wanted to hear what’s really on your mind.”


  “…………”


  Aguri-san turned to me and gave me a serious look…I’ve finally made up my mind and challenged her directly.


  “To be honest, the reason why I’m going after you this much is due to my own plans. While I can’t reveal them to you, but I still wanted to apologize first. I’m sorry.”


  “Amanocchi…”


  “But, it’s true that I wanted to enjoy gaming with you.”


  “Why? I don’t really have a purpose-“


  “Didn’t we have fun when we’re playing that game of life in Chiaki’s place?”


  “…………”


  At the start of the summer holiday, we played that Love Love Game of Half-Life in Hoshinomori’s house. While that game of life’s definitely not worthy of praise, and it made the situation between Aguri-san and me helpless under a string of accidents. However…


  I scratched the back of my head to try and hide my embarrassment.


  “Uh…I changed my mind towards gaming for a bit after I started dating Tendou-san.”


  “…How?”


  “Although I haven’t made up my mind yet, I feel like gaming is quite similar to a meal. While it’s fantastic to have tasty dishes…but the person that you’re eating with is sometimes way more important than what you are actually eating.”


  …After all, I had a good time in that. Honestly, …there’s tears in my eyes when it’s time to go home. I didn’t even realize that I forgot my pass holder.


  That time of excitement and depression when we’re playing the game of life is irreplaceable.


  Just as I’m staring at Aguri-san with all of my heart, she glanced at me and asked.


  “…Amanocchi…are you happy when you’re playing with me?”


  “Of course!”


  I nodded with the most confidence that I recently have. Aguri-san scratched her face slightly.


  “…Will Tasuku feel the same way…when he’s playing with me?”


  My heart is aching from Aguri-san’s shy look. Of course…I wanted to tell her that. I can definitely say that if it was in the past. But now, I found out a bunch of suspicions pointed towards Uehara-kun. It’s irresponsible for me to just comfort her half-heartedly.


  “…I’m sorry. I can’t answer your question because I’m not Uehara-kun.”


  “…I guess you’re right.”


  “But I’m sure of one thing…That is the Game Hobby Club will definitely welcome you. You don’t need any skills or knowledge! You’ll be an irreplaceable friend for us if you can enjoy gaming from the bottom of your heart!”


  “…Really.”


  During this time. Aguri-san…finally showed her cheerful smile for the first time of today. She thought about it for a moment. Then, she stretched her backs as she spoke.


  “I’m confident that I’m the happiest of all when I’m spending time in the arcade with Tasuku, does that qualify for me to join?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then, I understand. Well, if you went out of your way to invite me…”


  So, Aguri-san gave me an innocent, cheerful, and beautiful smile like she’s a child.


  “I’ll join the Game Hobby Club and try it out.”


  “Really! That’s great!”


  “Ah, but-“


  She immediately put back her serious face as she continued.


  “I’ll not hesitate to speak up if I’m joining. I will say I don’t know if there’s a part of gaming that I really didn’t know about. The same goes for the weird part.”


  “Come at us. Perhaps it’s good for us when someone that give an opinion from that perspective.


  “Really? That’s good…A-Also! The most crucial premise is that, if Tasuku doesn’t like it, or if it was way too mentally demanding for Hoshinomori-san or Tendou-san. I’ll have to reconsider the offer.”


  “Alright, I got it…Haha, you’re still just as gentle as you used to be.”


  “Hehe, it’s alright. Amanocchi, don’t fall for me.”


  “Ah, no problem. You really don’t need to worry about that.”


  “Uwah…what’s that, I feel really pissed after hearing that.”


  I think I made her mad. So, I sighed as I tried to reply.


  “Then how about I immediately blush because I care about you, are you satisfied with that?”


  “…Eww.”


  “Ay, I’m honest, can you please don’t cover your mouth and try to vomit silently?”


  That damage is a couple times more potent than being called a disgusting person. That’s not even a joke.


  “Sorry, Amanocchi…I really don’t feel that way to you. Should I say…I can’t accept it biologically…”


  “Eh? Why did I just get brutally rejected! Did I do a confession!”


  I felt like I’m about to cry. Aguri-san went back to her usual tone as she happily continued.


  “Ah, but don’t get it wrong, Amanocchi. When I said I can’t accept you biologically, that doesn’t mean your appearance alone, your immanence counts as well.”


  “You’re pretending to be comforting me while going for the kill, how nasty of you! Do you really have to reject me mentally as well!”


  “3, 3, 3, 1.”


  “At last, you’re even using the cross score method that you’re unfamiliar with to stab me! Who gave me a 1? Did I kill that person’s parents?” [Note: I’m not sure where this gag comes from, seems to be something related to the PTE Test.]


  “Tendou Karen must buy.”


  “Please don’t make it sounds like a Fan Must Buy! What’s with that tone, you’re making it looks like only Tendou-san will accept my values! Even though it’s really that case!”


  “…Uh, the other thing is…A-Amanocchi, you’re dumb?”


  “You don’t need to try and scold me if you can’t think of a creative insult! What the hell, you can never be bored with bullying me!”


  “Ahaha, I’m sorry, this is quickly becoming my habit.”


  “Please change that bad habit!”


  Aguri-san chuckled mischievously at my reaction. Then, she stretched her backs with a big “Phew” before standing up from the chair.


  “Then I guess it’s almost time for me to go. Actually, I’m going on a date with Tasuku, who just came back from his family trip.”


  “Really? What a coincidence, I’m meeting Tendou-san as well.”


  “Oh, not bad. You two are going steady.”


  “It’s all thanks to you. Please enjoy your date, as well.”


  “Of course! The same goes for you, Amanocchi!”


  “Alright!”


  I smiled as I watched Aguri-san putting her tray back to the recycling area before leaving. Then, I found out that after she went through the auto glass door, she was already jumping around the streets with a big smile on her face.


  “Haha.”


  A sense of happiness that can’t be described with words immediately filled my chest.


  “Hmm…I still wanted to stand with Aguri-san, even though…it might hurt Tendou-san and Chiaki who’s attracted to Uehara-kun. Even so, I still wish Aguri-san and Uehara-kun can grasp their love for each other in their hands! I can do anything for that! Yes!”


  I made up my mind as I raised from my seat. Then, I put back the tray and left the store.


  The sunlight that’s less harsh than early August is scorching my skin.


  …The short and condensed summer holiday of the north is about to meet its end.


  Chapter 5: Karen Tendou and Exclusive Contract


  “You’re saying that…you wanted to decide your stance at the Game Hobby Club?”


  I grabbed a piece of my favourite fried chicken nugget with the front of my chopsticks as I asked. Then, Tendou-san answered while staring me face-to-face, straight into my eyes. “Yes.” I was so shocked to the point that I forgot to eat my nugget.


  Game Club Room, lunchtime, sometime after the end of the summer holiday.


  I’m currently experiencing one of the normiest activity possible, enjoying bento with my girlfriend alone in a closed room…That was supposed to be the case. The regretful thing is that my girlfriend doesn’t seem to want to play sweetly with me at all. The atmosphere in the room is literally a lunchtime conference.


  Tendou-san set aside her silky blonde hair next to her ears as she continued.


  “Even though I immediately accepted your second invitation to the Game Hobby Club during the summer holiday.”


  “Y-You’re right, that’s really the case. I was a bit surprised even when I’m the one who invited you.”


  Since Tendou-san hesitated to join in the past, I was honestly prepared to spend some time to convince her. I feel like I just wasted my energy there. Uh, even though I really appreciated it.


  Tendou-san elegantly picked up a clump of rice from her bento before saying “Of course” without even taking a glance at me.


  “When you said that you wanted to always be together, how can I, Karen Tendou reject-“


  She suddenly snapped out of her calmness after saying that, the clump of rice fell back into the bento.


  I tilted my head as I looked at Tendou-san’s face. She cleared her throat while blushing before continuing.


  “It’s the chief’s responsibility to supervise, I don’t want you to go out of bounds with other girl members.”


  “Go out of bounds…Tendou-san, who do you think I am? It’s hurtful if you believe that I’m a player or something like that.


  “I didn’t say that, but I believe that you are the type of guy that pulls a girl’s heartstring unconsciously before leaving chicly. A disastrous being.”


  “I feel like that’s worse than a player! Am…am I really like that!”


  “Yep.”


  Tendou-san nodded her head calmly as if she’s describing a fact while chewing the rice…I can’t accept that. When did I mess with a girl’s heart? I feel like I was the one that is being messed with. Whether it’s Tendou-san, Chiaki, or Aguri-san…


  Tendou-san enjoying her meal for a while before continuing.


  “Back to the topic. Whenever we’re in the Game Hobby Club, what attitude should I, Karen Tendou use? I’m bringing you here because I wanted to discuss this matter, it’s definitely not because I suddenly wanted to go on a lunch with you.”


  “Oh, actually, I felt like something was going on when you suddenly invited me to this alone.”


  So, I’m definitely not complacent…I meant that while I’m trying to smooth things over. But then, Tendou-san immediately curled up her lips like she’s pissed off.


  “…I can’t invite you to eat bento together without reason?”


  “Eh? No, it’s not like that…But I can’t really imagine you to do that without any reasons…”


  “W-What do you know about me! How complacent!”


  “I still ended up getting called a complacent person!”


  What should I do? There’s got to be a way to get out of this situation.


  I freaked out because I still have no idea how to deal with my girlfriend. So, Tendou-san brought me back to the topic with a cough.


  “A-Anyway, we’re talking my stance at the Hobby Club. Amano-kun, what do you think? Should I more or less cater myself in the atmosphere of the Game Hobby Club?”


  “Any examples?”


  “To put it simply, that means that should I pace myself with the casual players instead of expressing my opinion as a hardcore gamer. People often say that do in Rome as Romans do, right?”


  A serious discussion that matches Tendou-san style perfectly. I gave her an “Ahh” before mumbling for a while…Then, I gave a standard and moderate suggestion that fits my style.


  “I think you just need to act accordingly to the situation.”


  “Sigh, the useless opinion in this circle, act accordingly to the situation finally appeared.”


  “Which circle? Well, I do understand what you mean.”


  As a suggestion, act accordingly to the situation is basically meaningless. Nobody will be bothered if they can do that. However, this is really the best advice I can give.


  “I think you just need to be yourself and express your opinion truthfully…But, on the other hand, when everyone is chatting about casual gaming styles, I hope that you don’t go out of your way and yell “I really hate that!” to everyone.”


  “Amano-kun, who do you think I am?”


  Tendou-san said that a bit angrily. I gave her a bitter smile in response.


  “No, those words aren’t really for you…Instead, it’s more for a fanatic gamer that I know, so I have to advise that beforehand.


  “Who’s that?”


  “Your boyfriend.”


  “…Oh…”


  Tendou-san seems to have understood. I bet she remembered the scene where I just said “Oh, I don’t really want to play games that much” in the Game Club full of hardcore gamers…Hmm.


  “Just like my example, people will really forget to observe the situation when they’re talking about the things that they love, so I guess you’ll have to pay attention to that…”


  “T-Thank you for such a personal suggestion.”


  “That’s fine…”


  We lowered our heads as we apologized to each other…While you should treasure a person that you can share all things with, sometimes it’ll be more depressing…right.


  Tendou-san ate her lunch silently for a while. After that, she seemed to have made up her mind and mumbled “Alright” before looking at me.


  “I understand. I’ll just be the true Karen Tendou when I’m in the Hobby Club. Of course, I won’t immerse myself too much into it.”


  Tendou-san’s determination…made me really excited. I can’t help but lean my body forward.


  “Yes! I think that will be okay! After all, you’re already so attractive when you’re yourself! I’m in love with your serious side! Honestly, I really admire you, and also think that this side of you is adorable! That’s why I wanted everyone in the Game Hobby Club to know- Eh, Tendou-san?”


  Once I snapped out of it, I found out that Tendou-san plopped her head down while trembling, her ears are as red as a tomato…Just as I’m thinking, her elegant dining etiquette had a 180-degree turn. She held her bento and start digging all the rice like a boy in a sports club that eats his lunch in the morning. Her cheeks are stuffed like a chipmunk, then she chugged all the tea down her throat along with everything in her mouth. After that…


  “T-Thanks for the food!”


  “Eh?”


  She completely ignored her boyfriend, who was just halfway through his lunch. She stood up abruptly from the chair after she hastily packed everything up.


  I can’t follow the rapidly evolving situation, so I just froze there…Then, Tendou-san fiercely glared at me with tears in her eyes.


  “Y-Y-Y-Y-You! Saying stuff like that in a closed room, w-w-what are you trying to pull off!”


  “Eh! W-Wait a minute, this whole luncheon operation was your idea…”


  “Yes! Exactly! Then I’ll obviously be the one that pushes you over onto the bed, am I right!”


  “WHAT!”


  What was that? What did Tendou-san just say to me? All I know is that now’s probably not the time to enjoy my chicken nuggets peacefully, but my brain can’t catch up at all.


  “I can’t take it anymore, Amano-kun, I was nearly caught by your ingenuity. Compared to your tactics…even the military adviser protagonist from the recently popular war-oriented light novel looks like a toddler!”


  “What the hell are you talking about!”


  “What I am talking about…Ho, ho ho, I can’t believe you’re still putting up an act by now, you’re indeed a scary person.”


  Tendou-san’s shivering out of her sheer fear…Crap, I don’t understand in the least bit. Although I heard what she just said, I don’t get the meaning. What is this? Am I getting praised? Or am I getting despised? A-Anyway, Tendou-san seemed to be mad, so I should…


  “Um…s-sorry?”


  I tried to apologize. However…Tendou-san’s face suddenly flared up again!


  “You admitted? Amano-kun, that was an admission right! W-Woah…I’m just half-joking…! I can’t believe you’re actually such a powerful little devil boyfriend…! No, this isn’t a little devil anymore! You’re a big devil! Satan Amano!”


  “That was the lamest nickname in the century!”


  “Hiya…how fearsome…My boyfriend doesn’t resemble those beastly and demanding boys in the least bit...But, in reality, he’s an archdemon that turns the girl into a beast instead…! Moreover, he can still keep his innocent, pure young boy look plastered on his face in a situation like this…! Ah, how terrible!”


  “………….”


  …Uh…how should I say this, I wanted to be a clam right now. I feel like everything’s going negatively, no matter what I do. Why my communication skills are always stuck before I even have an option?


  Tendou-san is somehow making a “Phew…phew..” noise, she glared at me while all of her blonde hair is raised as if she’s a cat trying to intimidate me. At last, she yelled something shocking while still having a blush on her face.


  “But how regretful! It’s going to be a while before I can get you!”


  “A NOTICE OF CRIME!?”


  This time it was me that started trembling…Eh? What’s wrong? When did I piss my girlfriend off that much? She didn’t hit me or scold at me right here. Instead, she gave me a heads up that she’ll get me in the future, this hatred is undoubtedly unusual, right? Relishing in my fear, this is where her move comes from!


  My face turns pale. Then, Tendou-san cleared her attitude and said, “A-Anyway!”


  “We’ll disband for today. Thank you for joining this discussion. Please return the key to the office after you locked the door. Well, see you at the Hobby Club.”


  She said that with a suspiciously calm tone before hastily preparing to leave the club room with the finished bento in her hands.


  I froze while watching a Tendou-san like this for a while…However, at the moment of when she’s in the corridor and was about to salute me before closing the door, I immediately spewed out the words that I wanted to tell her no matter what.


  “Ah, Tendou-san! Even though a lot of things have happened, but I’m thrilled that I get to join you at your lunch! Well…I have always finished my bento alone when I’m in high school. So, this meal is especially awesome for me! Uh, I really appreciated that!”


  Tendou-san blushed instantly after she heard that, but then she calmed down right away.


  In comparison, this time she’s much more gentle…before giving me a flirtatious smile.


  “Ho ho, I’m the one that should appreciate your hospitality…I love you, Amano-kun.”


  Tendou-san immediately closed the door and walked away after she said that.


  I heard her footsteps when I’m still in the club room alone as I mumbled.


  “I’m sorry, Tendou-san. Although I almost wanted to tell you that I wish my gaming friends to know how attractive you really are…”


  During this time, I thought of her seductive lips before she left.


  I can’t help but to cover my eyes with my hand and mumbled.


  “…I guess those words aren’t all truthful.”


  …I shoved all the chicken nugget in my mouth as if I’m afraid that someone will rob them away.


  Then, to vent out some kind of emotion in my heart, I started digging in all the white rice.
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  Intermission: Gamers and DLC Talk


  “Honestly, don’t you think games are too expensive?”


  Aguri-san’s still playing on her phone while humpbacked today as she lazily asked us this question.


  The Game Hobby Club members immediately stopped their exciting discussion – The crappy game that I accidentally bought online. Elder Hunts. I can’t even get a refund. Then, after Aguri-san’s question, we can’t help but stare at each other.


  2F classroom, afterschool, early autumn that’s still a bit too warm. 5 boys and girls are still sitting around the table today.


  The classroom is painted with shades of the sunset, music from the orchestra practicing session is echoing throughout the corridor.


  When the Hobby Club’s holding its meeting in such a quiet environment, Aguri, who’s still unfamiliar with the gaming industry, asked the question. The first one to answer is the normie boy dating with her, Tasuku Uehara-kun.


  Uehara-kun scratched his head as he’s serving the bridge between us loner tribe and the normie tribe. Then, he gave us a reasonable opinion that fits his style.


  “6,000 yen sounds expensive, but isn’t there a bunch of T-shirts that have way higher prices…”


  “No, no, no, it’s okay when you spend money on fashion since it’s a daily necessity. However, games are basically useless, yet they charge 6,000 yen. Don’t you think it’s weird?”


  “No, no, no, no, no!”


  We, the three gamers that have remained silent until now, responded loudly.


  Here’s a quick explanation. After a bunch of back and forth, the Game Hobby Club currently has 5 members.


  First, the couple of Uehara-kun and Aguri-san who just talked.


  Then, there’s me, an awkward loner, Keita Amano.


  Also, there’s my rival, seaweed otaku Chiaki Hoshinomori.


  Then, there’s the perfect female that stands at the top of the school that’s also a hardcore gamer – Karen Tendou. This is just a side note, due to various reasons, she’s actually dating me (allow me to skip the details). With this relationship, she naturally belonged to both the Game Club and the Game Hobby Club.


  Alright, back to the topic. Within these members, me, Chiaki, and Tendou-san loved gaming from the bottom of our hearts…Although our stances are a bit different, you can definitely call us gamers.


  Of course, we three can never stay silent when we heard that games are useless.


  Just as Aguri-san was a bit scared with our manners, Tendou-san got triggered and started retorting.


  “Basically, it’s ridiculous to comment on games based on whether its useful or not. Otherwise, activities like watching a movie during a date, bowling, and finely frolicking with my beloved Amano-kun, will you consider all of them to be useless?”


  “Uh, let’s forget whether there’s a disgusting and useless scene in the latter half…However, watching a movie or bowling is really fun, right?”


  “G-Games are fun as well!”


  Tendou-san retorted at the top of her voice with her blonde hair raised as she descended into a rare hysteria. I immediately tried to appease her down. Even so, I began to confront Aguri-san since I basically agreed with all of Tendou-san’s opinion.


  “Forget about Aguri-san’s hobbies for a second, gaming is the same as movies and bowling. They are all entertainment. So, I think we shouldn’t focus on their usefulness. Also, I sometimes hoped that I could finely frolic with Tendou-san for a few hours as well.”


  “You two can curse each other with Izanami forever. Forget about that, the difference between movies and gaming is that the former will end in around 2 hours. Moreover, bowling is a kind of sport, right? As for gaming…how should I put it? Isn’t that wasting your life away in front of a screen with sounds?”


  “What wasting! What do you mean by that!”


  Even though that’s really the case! She’s right if she has to put it this way! But why am I getting so restless right now! Is it because my opponent just hit where it hurts the most, which made me really pissed off!?


  So, just as my emotions are entirely boiling, the seaweed girl Chiaki can’t stay silent anymore. So, she gave a hand sign for Tendou-san and me to stop them as she stood onto the frontline.


  Aguri-san and Chiaki, which have different personalities and experiences for love, started staring at each other fiercely. In terms of appearance, it’s like a dragon versus a tiger…or I guess it’s easier to imagine as a hamster versus a chipmunk. It’s a small scale and a surreal fight between girls.


  Chiaki sprung her curly bangs with her finger.


  “As a modern person seeking for salvation, I think the time where we get to enjoy gaming with all of our hearts is definitely not useless.”


  “Chiaki!” “Hoshinomori-san!”


  Tendou-san and I, who’re gamers, were throbbed with what Chiaki just said. Although Chiaki gave us a “Hmph hmph” before putting on a smug look, Aguri-san’s followed immediately with a razor-sharp counterattack.


  “…But from my impression, gaming isn’t always making people happy…”


  “Ouch!”


  “After all, don’t you think leveling up is a frustrating process?”


  “W-Well, including leveling up, gaming can make people happy…!”


  “Really? I heard from Amanocchi before, people will sometimes doze off when they are gaming. If everyone is indeed thrilled when they’re leveling up, stuff like that shouldn’t happen, right?”


  “She’s smart!”


  Perhaps it’s because Aguri-san is really uninterested with gaming, sometimes her opinions hit straight to the core.


  Chiaki’s forehead is full of sweat as she looked away. Then, Aguri-san continued to follow up on her innocent attacks.


  “Uh, if people are dozing off when they are leveling up boringly, why don’t they just spend the time watching movies or TV, I feel like it’s more beneficial that way…”


  “Ugh…! B-But, there are also multitasking in gaming where you can do other things while you’re leveling up…”


  “Eh, that skill really exists? I didn’t expect gamers to be this smart.”


  “Ho…ho ho, I’ll get embarrassed when you praise-“


  “But, doesn’t that mean you guys admit that leveling up is boring?”


  “Ouch!”


  The faces of us three turned stiff because we can’t retort back. Also, Uehara-kun wasn’t a worshipper of “Gamer Suprematism” anyway. So, he just carried a moderate “I guess that’s true” look while observing the development of our discussion.


  Aguri-san is seemingly checking an online shopping website with her phone. She asked us this while reviewing the prices from the gaming software ranking.


  “Mm-hmm, the new releases are indeed around 6,000 yen…Hmm, what’s this game, it’s over 10,000 yen! First limited edition? Uh, it contains a setting manual and an in-game DLC? …Tasuku, what’s DLC? I heard that from you before, but I forgot.”


  “Ah, that’s the abbreviation of downloadable content. To put it simply, you can acquire new content for the game via the internet. From this example…uh, it seems that it allows you to purchase the character’s costumes…”


  “Eh? This means that you’re spending real money to buy clothing of the character in-game? For real?”


  “Ugh…!”


  Aguri-san gave us three gamers a contempt look. Tendou-san and Chiaki immediately started looking for an excuse after they received that.


  “I-I’m t-totally uninterested in that kind of DLCs.”


  “M-Me too! I’m not buying a clothing DLC either!”


  “You two sound like you’re going to buy them if the content isn’t clothing…”


  “Ugh!”


  The two girls plopped their heads down as their faces turned pale. Just as the price tag argument is leaning more and more to the opposite side…the boys camp – Uehara-kun and I looked to the side as we mumbling quietly.


  “…We would usually buy swimsuits or something like that…”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing.”


  Uehara-kun and I received a wave of despising look from the three girls as we straightened our back…Hmm, perhaps we shouldn’t bring that up in front of our girlfriends. As for Chiaki, she’s a player that vehemently disagrees on moe elements. Swimsuits DLC can’t survive in this environment.


  Uehara-kun and I looked away as we whistled. Then, Aguri-san let out a sigh.


  “…You guys mentioned that it’s weird to compare games to T-shirts. But, if you have the money to buy clothing for your in-game character, shouldn’t you just dress up for yourself…”


  “………….”


  This time, including Uehara-kun, all the Game Hobby Club members sweatdropped.


  …Crap! It’s hard to argue back! “Entertainment is priceless” can’t be used here anymore! But then, I still managed to spew words out of my mouth!


  “Y-Your in-game character is like your clone in a sense! I think spending money on in-game fashion is the same as buying clothes in real-life!”


  “Really? I still feel like spending money on things without practicality is too…”


  “T-There is practicality! Uh…h-how about this! What will you feel if Uehara-kun bought a ring for you?”


  “Eh, why are you asking this suddenly? O-Of course, I will feel happy!”


  Aguri-san leaned forward with an excited expression after hearing my question. I nodded my head a couple times before continuing.


  “Then, after you got the ring, will you equip it or not?”


  “Eh? E-Equip? You mean wearing it? Well, I guess I will…”


  “So, will you love Uehara-kun even more?”


  “Y-Yeah. It’s quite happy to get a present after all…”


  “Alright, at this point, you’ve accepted the concept of DLC.”


  “Oh, okay…Wait, this isn’t right, there’s definitely a difference!”


  Aguri retorted as she stood up abruptly. However, I did the same thing and joined in the argument!


  “Where’s the difference! This is what you pay for in mobile games! To put it this way, Uehara-kun used his real money to buy an item that will raise the affection meter of the gal game character Augir-san. They have the same meaning!”


  “Eh, Amano! Watch your words! I really don’t like what you said there!”


  Uehara-kun interrupted from the side, but I’ll ignore it for now. Aguri-san is the main problem here.


  She pondered in for a while before mumbling…


  “…That’s why…So in reverse, if Tasuku accidentally turned into in-game data, perhaps I’ll gift him a bunch of paid items…”


  “Hey, wait, that’s a weird premise. By the way, what kind of accidents will turn me into a bunch of in-game data?”


  Uehara-kun is interrupting our discussion but forget about him. I continued nonetheless.


  “Right, Aguri-san. Let me ask you this. If you can use your in-game clothing…the in-game wardrobe to make Uehara-kun, who was accidentally turned into in-game data, to feel embarrassed or blush, what would you do?”


  “Amanocchi, please give me all the pay-to-download equipment! H-How much does it cost? Is 10,000 yen enough?”


  “Hey, wait, you two are really sick by coming up with such a premise! Also, Aguri!”


  Uehara-kun coughed as he said that. Then, he looked away with a blush and told Aguri-san as his girlfriend.


  “You don’t need to do that…I-I’m already in love with…”


  “Tasuku…”


  A sweet and loving aura radiated from the couple. Just as Tendou-san and Chiaki stared at them with the look of a Buddhist statue, I grabbed the chance and mumbled.


  “-Now for 300 yen, you can spin the roulette with the chance of getting that awkward plot as a prize.”


  “Amanocchi, I’m spinning for a hundred times!”


  “Thank you.”


  “Stop! Don’t use me to scam my girlfriend! Hey, Aguri, it’s time for you to wake…”


  However, next to Uehara-kun, who just warned her, Agur-san is already grabbing her purse from her bag. Her eyes are rolling around full of affection.


  “Ho ho ho…3-30,000 yen for Tasuku to say a bunch of loving words to me, that’s cheap…ho ho…”


  “That scared me! You’re scaring me! Hey…A-Aguri! Wake up! You don’t need to pay to enjoy my time with you! It’s because I’m really in love with you…”


  “Tasuku…”


  Aguri-san’s eyes became clear again. I slipped in and mumbled from the side.


  “-That’s how the gaming industry gets players into their trap recently.”


  “No wonder. Amanocchi, I understand.”


  “It’s my pleasure, don’t mind it.”


  Just as I’m feeling smug for myself after my successful explanation for gaming, Aguri nodded her head a couple times before making a conclusion.


  “Yep, after the discussion, I understood completely…Games are real shit!”


  “Oh, crap!”


  “You idiot!”


  Uehara-kun, Chiaki, and even Tendou-san yelled at me. Hmm…once I snapped out of it, I realized that I got too immersed and mentioned the scary part of luring gamers to pay! The unique ability of lonely otaku – can’t shut up once the topic is exciting, was accidentally activated!


  After Aguri-san understood the concept of payment, she expressed her disappointment towards gaming from the bottom of her heart.


  “Uh, so, this means that all the recent games are already expensive. They first need you to pay 6,000 yen, and then the games won’t even let you enjoy the complete entertainment?”


  “Ugh…!”


  “Ah, there’s a debate about a game in the forum. Hmm…”Premium players are too advantageous in online combat” “A classic pay-2-win game” “The plot for single player wasn’t even finished. You need to wait for DLCs, but I feel like I just bought something incomplete“ What the hell, these players have the same questions as I do, right? About the price of the game.”


  “…………”


  I, Tendou-san, and Chiaki lowered our heads as we began to sweat. Then, Uehara-kun started comforting his girlfriend, seemingly out of compassion for us.


  “Ay, n-not every title is like this in the gaming industry…”


  “But this is a famous title. If a renowned title is like this, the gaming industry is about to fall, right? Even though I don’t totally understand.”


  Why is this gal’s argument so sharp? Is she a natural enemy for gamers?


  Uehara-kun probably thought that it’s not good for the gamer's faction if this continues. So, he tried to change the topic with a smile.


  “D-DLC itself wasn’t a bad thing. Think about it, if your favorite manga series ended a while ago, you’d be happy if you got an OVA or a new story, right?”


  “Y-Yeah, I guess I can understand that…”


  “Also, you would want to see your favorite character in a swimsuit, right?”


  “Sorry, I can’t understand that in the least bit.”


  There’s a man who’s trying his hardest to get everyone to accept swimsuits but ultimately failed…Uehara-kun!


  “…A-Anyway, it’s okay if the DLC is what the players asked for.”


  “Mm-hmm…really? Well, what kind of DLCs will make people happy?”


  “Eh? I’ve said this already, like swimsuits-“


  “Please only answer if you’re not Tasuku.”


  “…………”


  Just as Uehara-kun fell into depression, we three looked at each other upon Aguri-san’s question.


  After a moment of thinking, we decided to answer based on our own’s preference.


  Tendou-san’s first. She rose up confidently and puffed up before speaking.


  “Of course, as a gamer, I’ll only hope for greater difficulty.”


  “…A greater difficulty…that means that the game turns tougher to beat, right? Uh, sorry, I don’t understand the meaning of it at all…”


  Aguri-san asked like she’s unable to comprehend the concept. However, Tendou-san, as a hardcore gamer, told her excitedly.


  “All fields can make you feel refreshed when you conquer the high barriers that came with it, right?”


  “R-Right. I guess I can understand that…”


  “Also, doesn’t it feel great when you’re tortured by an unreasonable difficulty in the game?”


  “Sorry, Tendou-san. I apologize for interrupting when you’re acting like this is common sense, but I don’t know what you are saying at all.”


  “Uh, I’m saying it’s a pleasure to be tortured.”


  “Strange. I thought I was talking about gaming, why did I just hear a girl revealing her hentai fetishes?”


  “How rude. It’s not just me, all gamers in the world are like this. Right?”


  Tendou-san looked at us. Chiaki and I…immediately turned our heads away.”


  “…Tendou-san? It seems that no one can understand your point…”


  “A-Ahem! A-Anyway, I wish to gradually increase my tolerance!”


  “…So you’re a masochist?”


  “No! I, Karen Tendou, is just excited when I’m in pain!”


  “If that’s not a masochist, I don’t know what is.”


  “At least the hardcore gamers in the Game Club will understand!”


  “I’m getting the impression that the Game Club is actually a Masochist’s Club. My brain is giving me the image of a bunch of eyes flashing with hentai thoughts when they’re staring at an unreasonable game over screen.”


  “…Sigh, i-it’s not wrong when you put it that way…”


  “Really? S-So, all gamers are weirdos with masochistic fetishes?”


  “Yeah, in a way, you’re-“ “No.”


  Chiaki and I responded calmly to try and overlap Tendou-san’s answer. Uh, it’s not like I can’t comprehend Tendou-san’s opinion at all, but there’s certainly a bias.


  Tendou-san gave Chiaki and me an unsatisfied look before backing down. “Anyway, I’ve said what I wanted to.”
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  Uehara-kun moved his chin to urge us to continue defending. Chiaki and I looked at each other’s faces…Then, Chiaki decided to talk about her opinion of DLC.


  Tendou-san sat back down. Chiaki cleared her throat before standing up before sheepishly telling Aguri-san her thoughts.


  “W-Well, I still feel like it’s great to see the aftermath of the main story in RPGs…”


  “Yeah, I can understand that-“


  “If there’s an after story where the human protagonists suddenly turned into fishes and cause mass hysteria, that would be awesome!”


  “Uh, sorry, what kind of disgusting plot is that?”


  “Really? Ah, I apologize first if there’s any misunderstanding. In my hypothetical situation, the main story is still the typical RPG with fantastical elements.”


  “Um, sorry, I don’t have any misunderstandings for that. Instead, I think it made more sense if the main characters are already animals in the main story!”


  “Ahaha, what are you talking about. It’s because the main story goes for the standard human models, doesn’t turning them into fishes in the OVA makes the plot more fun?”


  “I feel like this is the first time that I’ve grasped the true insanity of humanity!”


  “How rude. All gamers will look forward to an after story plot where the humans turn into fishes. Right?”


  Chiaki smiled as she looked back at us, and Tendou-san and my responses are-


  “Shake our heads furiously!”


  -We immediately shook our heads in disapproval, not to mention nodding…However, Chiaki pretended she never saw that and turned back towards Aguri-san.


  “…Uh, I guess it’s based on personal preferences, perhaps some people prefer shells than fishes.”


  “No, the problem isn’t about that kind of small details! The two gamers behind don’t resonate with you in the slightest!”


  “B-But, the purpose of DLCs is to provide an after story or affiliated plot. Of course, I will look forward to a bizarre story that can’t be done in the main one!”


  “W-Well, if you put it that way, I guess I can understand your point…”


  “Right? If there’s a fish version of your favorite manga, you would want to see it, right?”


  “Sorry, I don’t understand what you’re saying at all!”


  “If there’s a manga where the stage is based on Mars, and the fish powered protagonists are fighting with evolved cockroaches called the Martian Fingerling. Wouldn’t you want to see it?”


  “Wow, you’re making me wanting to see it.”


  “Even though none of the protagonists could survive without water.”


  “Martian Fingerling’s too fatal on Mars!”


  “Anyway! DLC in the gaming industry shouldn’t make sense in the least bit. It should be absolutely irreverent to the main story! No one will complain this way!”


  “I-I feel like that kinda made sense…! But…!”


  Chiaki doesn’t care that Aguri-san has fallen in confusion. She sat back down with a happy face after she finished what she had to say.


  Just as the situation is beginning to spiral into chaos…I, Keita Amano, was urged by Uehara-kun to express my opinion for DLCs.


  I stood up slowly and faced Aguri-san.


  “Uh…I do wish for a DLC with OVAs…the normal ones.”


  Ï gave Chiaki a glance before saying my opinion. Chiaki’s the only one sulking, the other members were like, “Right…”


  I continued.


  “Also, about the game difficulty, I’m actually not against a “strongest game mode” where the player can beat easily.”


  “Amanocchi, your viewpoint is still the complete reverse than that of Tendou-san’s.”


  Aguri-san smiled mischievously. However, this isn’t the first time that the difference between Tendou-san and me showed up. At this point, Tendou-san isn’t going to be hurt because our opinions are different.


  “Sigh, even with that. Instead of paying for those game modes, I still honestly wish to be able to play them after I completed a certain quest in the game.”


  “Hmph hmph. I agree with your requirements of DLCs as well…even though it’s boring when the plot is too reasonable.”


  “Was the last sentence necessary!?”


  “How should I put this, Amanocchi, you’re not suited to act funny when you’re answering a question.”


  “It’s because I’m not trying to act funny when I’m answering a question!”


  “Even so, you need a pair of glasses if you wanted to be the complaining character.”


  “That’s the first time that I’ve heard you can’t become a complaining character if you don’t have a pair of glasses!”


  “We don’t have another way, Amanocchi…Take it as a nickname, should everyone call you “Four-eyed” from now on?”


  “There’s nothing in me that makes me a Four-eyed!”


  “Ah, Four-eyed, go buy me a cup of tea.”


  “Why I am suddenly mistreated when my nickname got turned into Four-eyed!”


  “…It’s because of the pair of glasses?”


  “Apologize to all the glasses in the country!”


  “Hmm, including all those reasons, I feel like you’ll look in when you equip a pair of glasses. I’m willing to buy that DLC for 30 yen.”


  “That subtle price is pissing me off.”


  “Alright, Amanocchi. By the way, do you know how to act funny when you’re answering a question now?”


  “All that just for giving me the time to think about how to act funny with a DLC?”


  I lost my words as Aguri-san smiled devilishly. In a way, this kind of arguing is born from our interaction during the family restaurant meetings. This is how she and I act like usual.


  However, it seems that Aguri-san and I are the only two thinking it this way. Once we snapped out of it, we realized that the other members…


  “Ah.”


  …The people that we’re dating with, Uehara-kun and Tendou-san, gave us an unhappy look, naturally. But for some reason, even Chiaki is not contented as well.


  Aguri-san and I cleared our throats and brought us back to the topic.


  “Uh, w-we were talking about the DLC I wanted, right.”


  “Y-Yeah. A-Amanocchi, even if there’s an OVA. What’s the exact content that you’re looking for?”


  “W-Well…at least not a plot with people turning into fishes…”


  To be fair, I feel like I’ve seen a game with a similar idea…Sigh, but let’s forget that for now and move back to my DLC wishlist.


  “…Hmm…for example, a scene where the male and female protagonist are happily enjoying their life…?”


  I crossed my arms and tilted my head as I said that. Then, Uehara-kun let out a laugh before commenting.


  “Hey, hey, hey, that doesn’t make it a game anymore.”


  “Ah, right. However, the grand finale is already included in the main story. I think it’s miserable for the protagonists if they need to go through a bunch more weird events just because I wanted to keep playing…”


  Chiaki was baffled with my opinion as Tendou-san chuckled.


  “Keita, what kind of opinion is that…”


  “Haha, Amano-kun is still a kind-hearted and gentle person in every way.”


  “…Hmm.”


  She’s right. What do I want? Even I feel like I don’t have the right idea, they’re right to be dumbfounded.


  Just as we’re discussing, Aguri summarized the topic.


  “Ay, about the part where the customers can get what they want by paying extra, I guess I can understand this part. To put it this way, DLCs are basically extra side dishes or dim sums, right?”


  “Ah, yes, that’s it. That’s a nice metaphor.”


  “Then, there’re players arguing in the forums because the main dish wasn’t salty enough in the first place. But then, they were asked to pay X yen to get extra salt. I guess that’s how it goes, right? Even though you need to pay extra in both situations, the latter is quite unacceptable, right?”


  The high school gal’s view of the gaming industry is accurate. It’s agitating the gamers. While Aguri-san was slightly freaked out by that, she continued to make the conclusion.


  “Hey, that’s my conclusion after I’ve heard everyone’s opinion…In the end, the games are still too expensive, right?”


  “…………”


  “I know that all entertainment has its own values. However, even so, I still don’t understand the meaning of paying several thousand yen to spend 40 hours on a bunch of work with vibrating numbers and a bit of storyline. If you’re looking for a touching story, isn’t watching movies, TVs, or reading enough? As for a sense of achievement, won’t it be better for you to just get a job in real life and earn an income?”


  “…………”


  “Ah, s-sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize gaming…”


  Aguri-san quickly tried to smooth things over when she saw all of us fell silent. However, I beamed a smile before responding.


  “Ah, no, we’re not in a bad mood. Instead…I guess a person who has played games for a long time to probably feel like you’re right in a sense.”


  “Hmm? R-Really? Uh…s-so, all gamers are masochists like Tendou-san?”


  “Not at all. Tendou-san’s the only extremity here.”


  “Amano-kun, Amano-kun, that’s a weird way to smooth things over! It’s no joke when a boyfriend agrees that his girlfriend is a masochist!”


  Tendou-san protested with a blush on her face. However, that’s not the point of what we’re discussing. So, I smiled and ignored her before continuing.


  “How should I put this…I believe that only gaming can bring you the joy of fruitless labor.”


  “…Amanocchi, you’re willing to buy for a fruitless labor experience?”


  “Well, I guess so…”


  I thought about it for a while. Then, I answered Aguri-san.


  “…Well, for example, there’s an RPG that my parents bought for me when I’m in elementary. Ay, that’s actually just a counterfeit of a big-brand RPG. There’s no balance, it sucked all the way down to the mantle as a game. Also, after some browsing, I realized its price is even higher than the real one.”


  “Uwah, what a waste!”


  “Yeah, I was depressed when my parents got me the wrong game as well…But, think about it, I’ve always been like this. So, I’m scared to tell my parents that this isn’t what I wanted…”


  “Amanocchi, I feel like that’s a bitter story. I don’t want to hear it…”


  I looked up, and everyone’s giving me a depressed look. I hastily continued to lighten up the mood.


  “H-However, my parents went through a lot to get me that game, after all. So, I decided to give it a try with my little brother. Sigh…that was such a bad experience. Even so, it’s not like I’ve any other ways to entertain myself…”


  “Amanocchi, big sister’s getting you a game right now!”


  “I’m not trying to earn your sympathy! Uh, I’ll continue then? About that game…I played that all day with my little brother and more or less realized the fun part of it. However, the design of the recording system and quest conditions are crappy, and there’s no walkthrough on the internet. So, we replayed for a few tries and was a bit tired with it from time to time…In the end, even if we did complain a lot, we still enjoyed it for like 3 years. Also, sometimes when we managed to beat a level which we’ve stuck on for a whole year, my little brother and I felt very good for it.”


  Aguri-san gave me a dubious smile.


  “Like you’ve said…it is indeed a warm story. But even so, that still doesn’t improve my impression of gaming. After all, you can take the game out and change it to a book or a movie, and the story will still make sense. It just means that you two are a pair of true brothers that can find enjoyment from all things.”


  “Mm-hmm…I’m not sure if I can take what you’ve said at face value…But, I think the only reason that brought us together is that it’s a game.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  Aguri tilted her head dumbfoundedly. Then, I proceed to tell her my view of gaming.


  “It’s because gaming allows the user to intervene from both positive and negative sides. That’s why, in a relationship like this, there should be some elements that significantly reduced its value. However, on the other hand…”


  I continued with as I feel a tinge of embarrassment flushing up my face.


  “I feel like it’s a resilient form of media that allows you to inject whatever emotion you want into it.”


  “…………”


  Aguri-san listened silently. As for the gamers, they seem to have different thoughts on their heads while accepting my opinion with a warm expression…I appreciated it.


  “So…compared to other forms of entertainment, I can’t make up a single conclusion to whether the price of games is high or low. Instead, even when I found out that it’s a crappy title after I bought it, I’ll feel “whatever” sometimes.”


  “Hey, that can be applied anywhere.”


  “Yes. However, that’s why…the only thing that we gamers can do is…is to try and find enjoyment in the game in our own ways. From this perspective, leaving down a harsh comment and complain along with those who agree with you could be a kind of entertainment. In the end, a lot of titles left down their irreplaceable memories in this way.”


  Chiaki smiled as she added.


  “Ah, there’s a ranking for the worst games on the internet. I guess the very existence of it is from what you’ve mentioned.”


  I nodded at her as I continued with a smile.


  “At least, to my little brother and me, the crappy game isn’t calculated in terms of its price.”


  “…………”


  “Uh, so…can you find the price of the games acceptable now?”


  I trembled as I asked Aguri-san. Although she pondered over it for a while…she still gave me a bitter smile before nodding at me.


  “Understood. If that’s the case, I won’t careless complain of expensive games.”


  “Thank you.”


  Tendou-san, Chiaki, and Uehara-kun smiled at our interaction…a warm and gentle atmosphere radiated in the Game Hobby Club.


  Chatting happily with everyone about gaming and achieving mutual understanding at last…Is there another place where I can join in such a blessing event like this?


  …Times like this can’t be expressed with any words other than a blessing to a loner like me.


  Although I’m deeply throbbed by the situation…on the other hand, I suddenly realized now’s the only time to tell everyone my idea. So, I stood up abruptly.


  “So, everyone, we arrived at the conclusion that all games can be fun. Then, how about we play this 5-player, infamously crappy Elder Hunt together-“


  “Alright, thanks for today, everyone.”


  All members of the Hobby Club stood up as they prepare to leave.


  Just as I’m hesitating, even Tendou-san, who’s supposedly my girlfriend, left without bothering to say anything to me.


  “…………”


  I was left in the classroom alone as I stared at the sunset outside the window. Then, I mumbled to myself.


  “…I knew it.”


  No matter how you put it, a bad game is a bad game. A wrong purchase is a wrong purchase. Most importantly…


  “…Sigh, I really wanted a refund…!”


  In the end, I have deeply realized that I’ve wasted my money.


  Chapter 6: Gamers and Next Level



  “Tomorrow, I, Keita Amano…decided to challenge a once in a lifetime feat.”


  “Eh?”


  The first Wednesday of September. 2F classroom, after school. The Game Hobby Club still held its meeting today, and I told everyone that with a serious look when the meeting’s almost over. Uehara-kun, Tendou-san, and Chiaki’s eyes bulged simultaneously.


  Also, Aguri-san is absent today. I think she’s meeting her long-time-no-see middle school friends after school. To be honest, for a moment, I felt like “Not showing up at the Hobby Club just because you wanted to play with your friends, how terrible are you!” However, after a while of thinking, this Hobby Club is already kind of playing in the first place. It’s natural to prioritize seeing a friend first.


  Hence, even not all members are present, we decided to end the Hobby Club meeting early…But I have a “determination” that I wanted to convey to everyone no matter what. So, I went out of my way to say that.


  Uehara-kun swallowed before asking me.


  “Uh, Amano? Are you going to…discussing something crucial right now?”


  “Yes…you’re right. I have to clear this up no matter what.”


  “R-Really…Crap, just when I’m hesitating how I should take my next step, don’t tell me this guy’s cooking up something big…”


  Uehara-kun’s mumbling to himself. I tried my best to hear him before nodding and giving him a “Yes.”


  “You guessed correctly, Uehara-kun. Tomorrow…I’m going to do something big!”


  “Forget about your sharp ears that can hear everyone’s mumbling…Are you for real, Amano?”


  “Yes, I’m genuine here.”


  I nodded with all my confidence at Uehara-kun’s response. His eyes are losing focus…and Tendou-san seems to have noticed something from our interaction. Then, she freaked out and started to speak.


  “Amano-kun, d-don’t tell me it’s the thing we discussed when we’re texting…?”


  “Discuss?”


  Did I discuss something with Tendou-san recently…To be honest, we more or less talked to each other every day since we started dating. So, I’m not sure what she’s talking about.


  After I tilted my head, even Chiaki suddenly freaked out as she asked me.


  “D-D-D-D-Don’t tell me, Keita, did you realize something about Mono…?”


  “Mono? Ah, does Mono want to do that as well?”


  “W-W-Woah, why you’re declaring that both wanted to do that! W-What, wait, just a moment. I-I’m not going to stay silent if you decided to do it with Konoha!”


  “Eh? Chiaki’s joining this battle as well? Uh, this is nerve-wracking.”


  “W-What do you mean by nerve-wracking! Explain everything! K-Keita…I’ve always…wanted to do that with you…!”


  Chiaki’s excited over nothing. Tendou-san’s looking worried, and Uehara-kun gave me a rare, startled look.


  I looked around the three people slowly.


  Then…, I’ve finally decided to reveal my determination for “tomorrow” the big day!”


  “All of you’re correct! Tomorrow…I decided to give it my all and rush to buy Space Ranger 5!”


  “What are you talking about!”


  All of them stood up, angrily, and yelled at me at the same time.


  I froze as I answered.


  “What am I talking about…I’m talking about games?”


  “I can’t believe you’re talking about games!”


  “Eh, how can you guys complain like that? What’s wrong with talking about games in the Game Hobby Club!”


  I was shocked at the three’s unreasonable response. The trio looked at each other…and let out a big sigh. Then, everyone sat down helplessly.


  “Amano-kun, sometimes I’m wondering whether you’re doing this on purpose.”


  “Ah, you’re right, Tendou-san. I get that a lot. Keita’s sometimes a pain in the butt.”


  “Him being innocent is making all of this worse, he’s basically a disaster.”


  I was murdered relentlessly. W-What did I do, tell me!


  “W-What’s happening with the Game Hobby Club! Are you guys picking a fight? Alright, let’s fight! Everyone goes outside with me! Prepare for blood…as we play against each other with Ponjan! [Note: Ponjan/Donjara/Pom Jong, basically a kids version of Mahjong in Japan.]


  “You’re still just as gentle as you used to be!”


  They seemingly ran out of steam…what’s wrong? You guys shouldn’t underestimate Ponjan, that’s fun. Ponjan’s a big help when there’s a gathering of relatives with little kids.


  …Whatever, now’s not the time to discuss how awesome Ponjan is.


  I saw that everyone has calmed down. So, I started explaining.


  “Uh, tomorrow’s the release day of the newest title of my favourite series, Space Ranger. So, I wanted to say that I’ll dash there to buy it immediately after school…”


  “Eh? Just a second.”


  “What’s wrong, Chiaki?”


  “Space Ranger 5 is indeed released tomorrow. By the way, I wanted to buy that for myself as well…But why do you have to rush there? Keita, didn’t you have a reservation?”


  “Well, listen to me.”


  I continued as I let out a big sigh.


  “Well, I’m usually the type of gamers that’ll go for a reservation whenever I saw a “must buy” famous title like this one. However…I feel like this is an eventful summer, right?”


  “Yeah (Yep).”


  The three of them agreed with a lamenting look. W-Was it that eventful? Sigh, whatever.


  “Thanks to all that, I completely forgot about the reservation. Once I realized, the deadline for both the in-store and online booking has passed….So, the only place left where I can buy it is the game store with new releases on the shelves.”


  “Oh…”


  It seems like they understood. Tendou-san spoke up first.


  “It’s going to be a rush if you’re going after a famous title after school. There’s probably one copy left when you arrived.”


  “Yep, that’s why I’m rushing there tomorrow after school at full power. So, I’m reporting to you guys ahead.”


  Uehara-kun nodded after he heard what I just said.


  “So, you mean that you want none of us to talk to you tomorrow after school, not even a greeting, right?”


  “Yep, that’s right. I’m sorry.”


  They finally gave me a considerate look.


  Chiaki answered with a smile.


  “Well, I guess that can’t be helped. I understand. For this time only…as a fellow gamer myself, I’ll wish you luck, Keita.”


  “Thanks, Chiaki!”


  I’m excited to know that my rival’s cheering me up today. Just as I’m replying Chiaki with a smile, for some reason, Tendou-san hastily interrupted us.


  “I-I’ll wish you luck as well! Yes, as your girlfriend, I’ll bless you more than anyone else!”


  “Eh? O-Okay, thank you, Tendou-san…”


  Even though I really appreciated that…but…how should I put it? Being blessed by your girlfriend with “I hope my boyfriend can get his game!” I feel like…a guy like this’s pretty…Sigh, w-whatever. I’m really a crappy boy anyway. Yep, that can’t be helped.


  I scratched my cheeks. Then, Uehara-kun gave me a mischievous grin before speaking.


  “You really loved that game, though. The normal, you should be more relaxed even when you forget your reservation.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. Like I’ve said before, …this is the only series which meant a lot to me.”


  “…I do like that as well…but is this series that attractive?”


  Chiaki tilted her head. Now that I’m looking, even Tendou-san and Uehara-kun have the same expression as well.


  However, I’m not freaking out at their response. Instead, I nodded with a bit of confidence.


  “To me, this is pretty much the “original” game. Uh, even though it’s not the first game that I’ve played. How should I say this… This is probably the first game that “impressed” my heart.”


  “Impressed your heart?”


  “Yep. Especially the second title in the series, it was based on teenage sci-fi, which is my favourite. Of course, I did play a bunch of wild and famous RPGs before, and I felt that those were indeed notable titles…But this is the one that fits my bill perfectly. I was thrilled with the prologue, my emotions rose and fell accordingly to the middle, and I even cried at the ending. Also, since that game wasn’t crazily popular at the time…This way, I got the feeling that this game belonged exclusively to me.”


  “Ah…”


  The three of them seem to have made up their mind separately. Although the three people’s eyes are wandering away, they still nodded at me.


  I continued shyly.


  “I can no longer comment on this series objectively once I had that feeling. Like what Chiaki has said, perhaps this is really not an outstanding game….However, to me, this is probably the most crucial series. Sigh, I can’t believe that I forgot the reservation. What am I doing…”


  I let out a big sigh after finishing. But then I yelled with all the determination filled in my body.


  “However, I’m definitely not going to compromise with a digital version! So, for this game only, I’m willing to risk my life to buy it!”


  …In the end, all three gamers smiled at me mischievously. It looks like they were laughing at my attitude…Crap, the more I think about this, the more I’m embarrassed.


  However, Uehara-kun quickly spoke up once I begin to chicken out.


  “Woah, how imposing! I guess it can’t be helped, I’ll bless you sincerely.”


  “Ah…okay! Thanks, Uehara-kun! Also Tendou-san, and Chiaki! I’ll try my best tomorrow..to payback for all of your blessings!”


  I made that declaration with a smile. The three gamers cheered me. “Give it everything you got!”


  …………


  What’s happening? I was supposed to be depressed when I forgot the reservation of my favourite game. But now…I’m not regretful in the least bit.


  “…Ay, it’s great that I get to know everyone in the Game Hobby Club…”


  I looked at the three people’s faces as I gave them my appreciation.


  At the same time, I’m thrilled with tomorrow’s battle.


  Karen Tendou


  “Y-You want me to invite Amano-kun to the club again?”


  “Yes.”


  Nina-senpai stared at the game screen as she answered me with her usual calm tone.


  I first put my bag onto the empty seat before sitting down and thinking about what she meant.


  “Sigh…I just wanted to show up at the Game Club because the Game Hobby Club’s activity ended…Then, I’m suddenly in a situation like this.”


  This topic is quite sensitive to everyone in the club, I didn’t know how to respond right away, so I can’t help but fell silent. However, that’s why the Game Club Room during after school…is somehow making me unbelievably nervous.


  Kase-senpai is still calmly racking up his kills in the FPS. Mizumi-kun…is practising a puzzle game with levels that even we can’t comprehend. But they’re clearly listening to the conversation between Nina-senpai and me.


  I let out a sigh, Then I decided to delay the conclusion by asking Nina-senpai.


  “Uh…why are you suddenly bringing this up now? This isn’t the usual you, senpai.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. After all, if we are comparing with RPGs, Nina-senpai…and Kase-senpai, are people that treat other Game Club members as low-level reserves that should never be put to the main team, right?”


  “Hey.”


  The two growled at me as if they are protesting the two of them more or less still retained some degree of humanity. However, the two are speaking while combating online and quickly demolishing other pros that don’t convince me at all.


  I gave Nina-senpai a suspecting look. Then, she stared at the screen before letting out a lazy “Ahhhh” mumble.


  “To say this doesn’t fit my style, I guess you’re right. But…you should have realized this. Kase and I just surprisingly can’t get over him…the incident about Keita Amano.”


  “Ah…okay…”


  After senpai said that, Mizumi-kun and I stared at each other before smiling bitterly.


  She’s right…even though Mizumi-kun and I still interacted with Amano-kun personally, and we have more or less found a compromise with our attitudes towards gaming. However, senpai’s different. To put it simply, …the two seniors wanted to apologize to him. Even so, whether that justifies going to a junior’s classroom and apologize is another question. They didn’t make any sort of serious mishap. This is an awkward situation.


  Although I understand how both of them feel…I still have some questions.


  “I understood, but why are you bring that up suddenly? Did something happen?”


  “It’s not like something happened…it’s just that I had a chance during the summer holiday.”


  “Did senpai meet with Amano-kun?”


  “No, I met Fake Umehara instead.”


  “Fake Umehara?”


  “Yep…he’s one of the people that stirred my emotion the most in my entire depressing life.”


  “R-Really, I feel that he’s amazing…”


  I’m interested in the new character that senpai has mentioned. But I can sense that senpai doesn’t want anyone to investigate anything about that Fake Umehara.


  “…Ah, is it about love? Hiya hiya, ho ho, so that’s why.”


  I’m really interested in Nina-senpai’s relationships. However, I have to hold my desire back now, let’s bring back the topic.


  “What did that Fake Umehara do?”


  “I think it’s better to say that guy is a psycho…rather than saying what did he do…”


  I can’t believe that guy can make Nina-senpai this irritated, who the hell is this Fake Umehara?


  “Anyway, I thought about Keita Amano once again after I talked to that Fake Umehara.”


  “Please don’t talk to a psycho, senpai. Also, please don’t associate that guy to my boyfriend!”


  I felt like I was treated really disgracefully!


  However, Nina-senpai brilliantly ignored my anger as she continued.


  “Also, Tendou, weren’t you starting to join the activities in the Game Hobby Club recently?”


  “Eh? Ah, t-that’s because…”


  “Sigh, I didn’t mean to blame you. If you can accept Amano’s invitation and join their meetings, I think that the reverse can be done as well, right?”


  “The reverse…Uh, so you mean that Amano-kun can participate in the Game Hobby Club, and then he can check us out sometime…You want me to tell that to him, senpai?””


  “Yes.”


  “…Well, perhaps that’s possible…”


  I fell silent…Honestly, it’s happy when I’m with Amano-kun in the Game Hobby Club. So even if the stage is on the Game Club, I bet that’ll be happy as well. However…


  “…Strange, what’s happening…? Didn’t I wish to be able to stay with Amano-kun forever…But I’m not willing to invite him to the club at all…”


  I’m pondering why do I have an unreasonable idea like this. In the end, I can only think of one reason.


  “I guess…I’m still affected by…the experience where he brutally rejected me.”


  I was quickly rejected by Amano-kun back when I invited him. That scene is a thorn inside my heart.


  While we’re way closer than before. With that, I’m confident that we can express our emotions freely and sincerely to each other. This is an entirely different situation than in the past.


  However, …even if my mind understands…I can’t still easily erase the memory of being rejected…I’m still scared no matter how. What if he rejected me again…and then…


  “What if…it’s just like last time, Amano-kun is putting his hobbies and relationships ahead of me…With that, can I still pretend everything’s fine?”


  The situation isn’t the only thing different than last time, this time, it also includes…my feelings for the boy.


  “…Tendou?”


  After I fell silent, Nina-senpai gave me a weird look before speaking.


  I hastily answered. “Ah, yes, that’s fine.” So, Nina-senpai seemed to have interpreted this as “I agree,” so she gave me a warm smile and continued.


  “Well then, Tendou, please invite him.”


  “Eh? Ah, I didn’t…”


  I hope senpai can give me more time to consider…I almost spewed that out. However, suddenly, Mizumi-kun and Kase-senpai spoke up when they’re taking a break.


  “Ah, I’ll be pleased if I can play with Amano-kun together!”


  “…Hmph, as long as the guy doesn’t interrupt me, I guess it’s okay for me to allow him…”


  “………….”


  Once I snapped out of him, everyone in the Game Club…is expecting me to invite Amano-kun.


  If that’s the case…as the president, there’s only one answer in a situation like this.


  “…P-Please leave it to me! This time, I’m certain that I’ll bring him here…as his girlfriend!”


  “Oh…”


  My body’s accepting the member’s cheers.


  “…Girlfriend…ah…”


  I looked away from them by staring outside the window.


  In early September, where the heat of summer still hasn’t entirely faded, a wave of flickering mirages of the highways faraway Is still visible.


  Aguri


  “Crap, I was baited into this…”


  Wednesday after school, the day where I took a break from the Game Hobby Club.


  I…am in a family restaurant, enduring wave after wave of intense regret.


  “Honestly…if I knew that this would happen, I would have shown up at the Hobby Club.”


  I’m pretending that I’m on my phone with my head facing downwards, and let out a quiet sigh that doesn’t ruin the atmosphere…During this time, one of the two ruffian boys sitting on the opposite side doesn’t seem to understand the emotion that I’m giving off now. He even tried to talk to me in a half-joking tone. “Hey, Aguri beauty.” …To put it simply, I can’t even fake a laugh out at his words.


  “What’s up, a guy’s calling you? Don’t tell me it’s your boyfriend?”


  “No…”


  It’s not like that- I almost answered him on my reflexes. However, I later changed my mind. Ay, wait.


  “Let’s just pretend this is the case and go home. Yep, this feels better, let’s get going-“


  After I made my decision, I immediately wanted to bring up my proud boyfriend, which is Tasuku. Right away, my middle school classmate that’s sitting next to me, Sarina Sanntou, kicked my legs brutally. To be very honest, I’m really pissed…but then I answered the ruffian boy with a smile.


  “It’s not that at all…Ah, I wanted to go to the drink bar…”


  I chugged my glassful of lemon tea at once and left the seat as if I’m trying to escape.


  …However-


  “Ah, wait a minute, Aguri. I’m going with you.”


  “Ugh.”


  Sarina stood up as well. She wrapped her arms around mine and pretended like we’re a pair of besties. However…


  “Crap, she’s going to preach me.”


  Sarina obviously wanted to talk to me alone. I felt repulsive as I’m walking towards the drink bar…Just like what I’ve expected, once we arrived at the place where the two guys can’t hear us, she started intimidating me.


  “Hey, Aguri, please just chat with Shougenn. Otherwise, I won’t be able to get close with Koutou as well.”


  “If that’s the case, you should meet with that Koutou guy alone. Why are you dragging me into this? I’m here because you said you want a gathering with our long-time-no-see classmates…”


  I was just thinking why did this gal type classmate Sarina Sanntou was asking me to go since our relationship wasn’t the best…It ended up being like this.


  “…Sigh. Even though it’s wrong for me to expect something.”


  In reality, this is how Sarina as a girl looks like. To be honest, she’s a normie that pisses other people off. To me, a girl that behaved innocently in middle school, she’s the hardest classmate to deal with.


  However, that’s the reason why…Sarina left such an overwhelming impression in my heart, whether positively or negatively.


  “I thought this was a chance for us to get along…”


  I took a glance at Sarina next to me. She’s still putting up her usual heavy makeup with perfumes. Perhaps it’s because her phoenix-shaped eyes got a pair of eyeliners, she got a powerful stare. A “gal type” female that’s giving off an intimidating aura.


  “Sigh…I’m still not used to…interacting with Sarina.”


  After a year since graduation from middle school, I initially expected that our impressions for each other would more or less change for a bit. However, that’s clearly not the case. Sarina is still Sarina. I’m still me. Predator and prey.


  She pushed me away, forcefully as she seized the drink area before complaining.


  “Hmph, how impolite. What do you mean by dragging you into this? This is for your own good.”


  “Huh? For me?”


  “Yes. You only barely got your appearance together after you entered high school. I’m here to help you to gain experience in dealing with men. You should be thanking me…Shourishi.” [Note: Shourishi, can be roughly translated to Little Aguri.”


  “…………”


  Sarina brought up my shameful nickname in middle school. I’m already so dumbfounded that I can’t say a single word.


  “I bet that she knew how I look like from somewhere, and then she got the idea of “this giddy girl should be a useful bait” before contacting me…I can’t believe she had the nerve to say that.”


  I’m so thoroughly pissed off that I’m starting to admire her. Although I feel that I’m already quite capricious on my own, I still can’t beat a person that was born like this.


  Even though I knew this is futile, I still tried to protest.


  “…But I already got an excellent boyfriend.”


  “Hey, really? What a coincidence, the same goes for me. I have a handsome boyfriend with a promising future. Also, they…Koutou and Shougenn have girlfriends of their own as well…so what?”


  “…………”


  This doesn’t make any sense. Although I slightly feel that I’m a bit of a normie now…these guys are on a whole new level.


  I put the cup back to the recycling area when Sarina went back to her seat. Then, I poured some Olle coffee into my cup…as I stared at the bubbles appearing on the burnt down liquid in my cup.


  “Sigh…this is perhaps the first time that I feel…so bored at this family restaurant…”


  When you look at our seats…there’s a girl that pisses other people off, and two guys that seem to have their brains directly attached to their dicks laughing off loudly towards other customers.


  I can’t help but sigh.


  “…If I’m coming to the family restaurant, I would prefer to have a sweet time with Tasuku. Or…”


  I wanted to chat lazily with Amanocchi. Just like we’re usually…emptying our brains as we talk.


  “Sigh, can’t I just sacrifice those three to summon Amanocchi out…?”


  This thought appeared on my head. Since I would often visit the Game Hobby Club, my terms are getting a bit towards gaming…However, unbelievably, now I feel like maybe this isn’t so bad.


  The Olle coffee was made just as I’m smiling. When I’m staring into the cup, I suddenly remembered the scenery where I opinionatedly explained to Amanocchi what’s interpersonal communication. I can’t help but laugh.


  “…Yep, perhaps I should put in more effort. If I wanted to get closer to someone…I have to more or less be tolerant in the beginning. Aguri, that’s what you said to Amanocchi, right?”


  I carefully held up the hot cup with the tip of my fingers as I sauntered back to the seat.


  So, without even waiting for me to put my cup onto the table, that guy…the ruffian boy called Shougenn leaned forward and tried to talk to me.


  “Aguri beauty. I heard that you’re in the Game Hobby Club, are you serious?”


  “…Yeah, so what?”


  I answered sulkily as I sat down. Then, Sarina kicked my legs again…Sigh.


  Shougenn continued with a hippie smile.


  “You’re quite amazing…”


  “Why?”


  “It’s just a bunch of pig-headed, disgusting, and indoor otakus in the Game Hobby Club, anyway, right?”


  “…Uh.”


  Sorry, Amanocchi, I immediately associated that to you. I-I do not think that you’re pig-headed or disgusting. Y—Yep, that’s real…


  Just as I’m sweating out of my guilt, Shougenn continued.


  “Those people are just paying attention to you.”


  “Huh?”


  What is this guy talking about? His imagination is way too ridiculous. Just as I couldn’t be anymore dumbfounded…even that Koutou guy and Sarina went along.


  “Ay, that guy must have used Aguri beauty to jerk off.”


  “Eww, that’s disgusting… Stop it, Koutou.”


  “No, no, no, instead of letting them rutting off over 2D characters like a pig, isn’t that healthier? In this sense, Aguri beauty is really the most charming girl in the otaku club.”


  “BAM!”


  The table was shaking intensely after a sudden shock. I thought something was wrong…


  “Eh, it was me.”


  I ended up being the reason. To explain what just happened, …I guess I subconsciously raised my hand and slammed the table before standing up abruptly…How unbelievable.


  At the moment, while I’m still confused…I made up my mind quickly in my heart.


  Anyway, …I gave the speechless three a gentle smile.


  “…………”


  Then, just as their face is showing a tinge of relief-


  I slowly spoke up with an extremely calm smile.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I’ll be leaving because I’m having way more fun talking to those pig-headed, disgusting, and indoor otakus.”


  “Eh?”


  “Bye-bye.”


  I rolled my eyes at them. Then, I quickly grabbed 1000- no, 500 yen is more than enough, from my pocket. After I slammed the money onto the table, I picked up my bag and began to leave.


  In the end, once I got out of the store, of course- Sarina Sanntou caught up to me.


  I turned back helplessly, …and the face of the girl in front of me is definitely not something a guy would see.


  “Hey, Aguri! What are you doing!”


  “What do you mean by what am I doing. I’m just saying my sincere thoughts before going home. That’s how it is.”


  “Huh…! T-The boyfriend that you just mentioned, don’t tell me, is that disgusting otaku from the Game Hobby Club?”


  “Nope, that’s not the case…”


  Although my boyfriend is in the Game Hobby Club as well, they’re not the same person.


  “Well then, what’s with that attitude!”


  “What attitude?”


  “Please…! Why are you going mad over some small insults of a guy that’s not your boyfriend! Unbelievable! I can’t believe that you ruined the mood over a trivial matter like this…!”


  “A trivial matter?”


  I immediately reacted. Sarina retorted weakly. “W-What’s wrong…” Then, I…stared at Sarina directly before answering her.


  “Amanocchi is indeed a disgusting, indoor otaku- But, it’s not trivial when you guys are insulting him.”


  “W-What, that’s strange. T-The guy isn’t your boyfriend, right?”


  “So what?”


  “Wha…but…you…that…”


  “What? If you can’t say anything, I’ll leave.”


  I turned and walked away. Then, …after a couple steps, a hysterical curse can be heard from my back.


  “You didn’t change in the least bit! You’re still that innocent Shourishi in the end!”


  I turned back upon hearing that.


  Then, …I gave a bright smile to Sarina, the middle school classmate, that I’ll probably never meet again, before speaking.


  “Ahaha, that’s the most exciting sentence that I’ve heard today! Thanks, Sarina.”
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  Chiaki Hoshinomori


  9:30 PM, Wednesday.


  In the central window of the giant screen, an 8-bit hero is heading down south along the plains. A few seconds later, he encountered some monsters. The screen switched to a side-view combat mode as he engaged with the three pawns, Lizard Braggart.


  I moved the pointer with the controller as I tested the attack, defend, and special abilities command.


  “…Weird, this move didn’t change the stats of the character…”


  I typed the summary of the error into the notepad, then I continued testing. After a while of work, a door knock was heard from my back.


  “Sis, are you free now?”


  “Come in. It’s fine.”


  I responded without turning my head as I’m still on my controller, the door was opened gently. A few seconds later, Konoha Hoshinomori, my little sister in a pyjama, came next to me.


  She saw the unfinished 8-bit RPG playing on the screen and let out a confused “Eh?”


  “Sis, what did you start making games again?”


  “A while ago. I’m debugging right now.”


  “Oh…That’s surprising. I thought you’ll stay low after the incident with Amano-senpai. I didn’t expect you to have made up your mind already.”


  After Konoha said that, my heart skipped a beat as I stopped my hand that’s debugging the game. I scratched the tip of my nose before looking up to Konoha at the side. Then, I smiled bitterly at her.


  “No, I haven’t made up my mind at all. The situation is already as chaotic as possible.”


  “Sis, you’re responsible for half of that. Even I was dragged into this mess.”


  “Ugh…S-Sorry. I really appreciated you for readily accepting such a sudden and offensive request.”


  “No, I’m not convinced at all. However, when I saw you begging me with everything you got. Of course, the only option for me is… Sigh, whatever. So, why are you making games when you haven’t made up your mind yet?”


  “It’s because…I have a pure motive that doesn’t require me to make up my mind.”


  “What does that mean?”


  Konoha tilted her head to express the confusion from the bottom of her heart and I…smiled at her before answering.


  “It’s because I’m hopelessly in love with making games.”


  “…That’s why.”


  Konoha answered my reply with a warm smile.


  I looked back at the screen, and then I moved my mouse…to open the NOBE blog, which wasn’t updated for a while.


  “The messages I had with Yama-san on the blog…They were a big part of my motivation for creating games recently. That’s why…I don’t know how I should get along with him right now, so I ended spending less time creating…However…”


  I closed the blog and returned to the game screen. Then, I smiled mischievously as I controlled the movement of the hero.


  “In the end, that still wasn’t everything. Although it’s just a tiny and weak reason…even so, the most important core of creation can only be stemmed from my heart.”


  “…Sis, you’re incredible.”


  Konoha gave me an unprecedently warm look. I felt really embarrassed, so I immediately tried to cover it up.


  “B-B-But, in other terms, we can see from this point! I’m just a piece of gaming trash in another meaning! Man, I have never put any effort into my studies…I’m really a terrible sister, yes!”


  “Uh, about the part of being a terrible sister, please allow me to retain my dissuading words.”


  “Ugh…! K-Konoha, if you’re here to prank with such an older sister, please leave immediately! It’s because I’m busy working on a bunch of things! Yes!”


  I swung my hand to get her out of here. Then, Konoha yelled. “Hiya, this arrogant sister is scary,” as she dodged my attacks…She doesn’t want to leave at all, so she just stayed here.


  “…What do you want, Konoha?”


  I stared at her fiercely. Konoha gave me a “Hmm…” as she’s staring blankly into the air.


  “…How should I put it…I’m thinking, should I ask what does sis feel once more.”


  “How do I feel? About what?”


  “Of course.”


  During this time, Konoha stared at me thoughtfully.


  I swallowed before asking.


  “…You mean…Keita?”


  Konoha nodded silently…Honestly, I don’t get why she is so serious. But, if I dragged her into this mess, I need to answer this question sincerely.


  I turned my seat and face Konoha again…Then, I took a deep breath, and calmly…and sincerely…told her the answer that proves I’m so useless right now.


  “I don’t know.”


  “…………”


  Konoha didn’t say anything right away. Instead, she gave me a harsh glare.


  Even so, I still stared back at her to try and not admit defeat…A few seconds later, Konoha let out a sigh before raising the corner of her mouth and gave me an aggressive smile.


  “Even though my sister is a dense girl that can’t understand her feelings, I can already see the answer clear as daylight as her little sister. Do you want to hear it?”


  “…………”


  I can’t help but fell silent. Then, Konoha smiled leisurely before continuing.


  “Sis, basically, when you’re requesting me, you’re already-“


  “Stop. It’s because my feelings aren’t cheap enough to be expressed by words from other people.”


  I answered sharply. Konoha’s eyes bulged right away before smiling like she found this laughable from the bottom of her heart.


  “Ahaha, what is this, I still can’t win over my sister. Sigh, I don’t even know if this is clear or not…”


  Konoha said this dumbfoundedly while smiling with a gentle look. It wasn’t until now that I realized I was baited by her, so I plopped my head down embarrassingly.


  “I-I feel like I should apologize to you, Konoha. Ugh…”


  “No, it’s not like that…After all, maybe I should be the one that apologizes to you later.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Who knows. Sis, if you’re still procrastinating like this, perhaps you’ll slowly realize how your smart little sister catches up to you this quickly.”


  “What? Aren’t you already way better than me in every way? Why do you need to catch up…”


  “Sigh, you’re always like this. I feel like all of my spirit was worn out, man.”


  This time, Konoha gave me a look that she was dumbfounded from the bottom of her heart. Ugh, my little sister’s view for me is even worse…


  Just as I’m depressed, Konoha scratched her head before saying. “Anyway-“ as she brought us back to the topic.


  “Sis, I hope that it’s time for you to decide the relationship you want with Amano-senpai.”


  “The relationship I want…?”


  “Yes. Otherwise, …the problem is already evident when we three met with each other a while ago. I have to act as your identities…NOBE and Mono. My stance’s getting fuzzy as well, I don’t even know whether I should get along with senpai or draw a clear line between us…”


  “Hmm.”


  “…Sigh, the problems on the internet are always more complicated. I’m not asking you to make up your mind now…But, I think it’s time for you to decide how will the relationship between “Chiaki Hoshinomori” and “Keita Amano” go.”


  “Really, …right.”


  “…Sis, in the end, do you want to get closer to him? Or do you want to keep your rivalry? Perhaps…”


  Konoha paused for a moment before asking me sincerely.


  “…How about you just keep your distance with the guy?”


  “!”


  I can’t help but take a deep breath…Indeed, I’ll feel uncomfortable whenever I see the boy recently…No, I should be honest. I feel pain whenever I see Tendou-san and him laughing with each other. I was surprised…when Konoha sincerely gave me the opinion to keep our distance. It’s because, during this time, …I have more or less decided that this would be the best option subconsciously. However, …I still feel like that’s too…


  I was lost in thoughts. Then, Konoha lightened her tone and told me.


  “Sigh, I didn’t ask you for a conclusion right now. Instead…I’m sorry for bringing this up suddenly.”


  “Eh? Ah, no, that’s okay…”


  This is clearly my fault. Konoha quickly backed down.


  “…I still can’t tell who’s the older sister…”


  She will scold me directly when I deserved it. Still, she would keep it gentle, even making me reconsider and gain experience in the process…Crap, is this something a little sister should do?


  After I deeply reconsidered, Konoha switched back entirely to her usual joyous tone and say “Alright,” before leaving the room.


  “Well, that’s all. Sis, goodnight.”


  Konoha even gave me a smile from the gap of the door before waving at me. I hastily waved back at her and responded.


  “Ah, …o-okay. Goodnight, Konoha.”


  The door closed with little noise.


  “…………”


  I was the only one in the gloomy room with the light from the monitor, wrapping around myself…mumbling…and asking myself quietly.


  “What…what do I…what do I want…with Keita?”


  …I have asked myself this question countless times.


  If this is just designing a story that’s based on the lines and actions of the game character’s belief, I should be able to write as much as I wish for without any restrictions.


  However, I’m still not clear on how does the character…”Chiaki Hoshinomori” feels.


  Tasuku Uehara


  First Thursday of September. During the break after the third lesson.


  “Eh, but we don’t need to go to the Game Hobby Club today, why can’t we go out alone together today?”


  In front of the full window of the multi-purpose hall, Aguri protested to me while pouting cutely.


  I told her that I’m sorry while I lowered my head to apologize.


  “If I’ve made up my mind, something’s going to go wrong if I don’t act right now.”


  “What? You mean preparing for the exam?”


  “Uh, it’s not like that…But if we’re talking about determining one’s future, perhaps both shared a similar meaning.”


  I explained vaguely. Aguri then said. “Ufufu, …sigh, okay.” After that, she curled up her lips, implying that this is clearly not okay.


  …To be honest, I felt terrible for making my girlfriend showing a face like that. Moreover, the real issue is that I’m rejecting Aguri’s invitation because I’m meeting another girl after school. I will be lying if I say I don’t feel guilty. However, I really had to do it this time. Since…


  “It’s time for me to take on some concrete actions, as a member of the Hoshinomori Alliance…”


  I’ve already made up my mind.


  Aguri seemed to have noticed the determination I’m giving off. So, she took a few steps before looking back at me and throwing a bit of a tantrum at me with her tongue out.


  “That’s fine. I’ll go to the arcade alone sometimes. I won’t think of you even when I got along with a boy other than you there.”


  “Uh…”


  I’m a little nervous…Although I can feel that Aguri’s only joking, for some reason, the image of her playing games happily with Amano immediately came to my mind.


  “Man. When can I stop this girly paranoia?”


  I immediately threw that image away from my mind before giving Aguri a smile.


  “That’s lame. Alright, to prevent you from getting along too well with other boys, I’ll show up at the arcade if I can get my stuff done earlier.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes. But, I can’t really predict how long this will take, so you don’t have to wait for me. I may end up not being able to go depending on the situation.”


  “Okay, I understand! Ho ho, but I’ll be expecting you for a bit.”


  “Bye!” Aguri said shyly as she went back to her classroom. I watched her with a smile before walking back to 2F.


  “But, for real, …what should I do about Hoshinomori?”


  I walked along the corridor from the multi-purpose hall to the classroom as I pondered.


  “After that, I immediately went on a trip with my family. Then, I hung out with my friends and Aguri and never found the chance to talk to Hoshinomori alone…”


  I can always call her or send a message. However, if we’re talking about the relationship between Amano and her, I also hoped that we can chat face to face. But…


  “I feel like Hoshinomori is trying to avoid me. Or should I say, she’s acting a bit stiff recently? The same is true when she’s in the Hobby Club, everything seems usual on the surface. Still, I feel like she’s trying to avoid talking to me without leaving any hints…”


  I was a bit baffled. Also, aside from that…


  “Amano is getting energetic somehow, he suddenly invited Aguri and Tendou into the Hobby Club. Ay, it’s not that strange considering the development and their relationships…However, he being this worked up, and Hoshinomori didn’t reject it at all. Something’s obviously wrong…”


  I’m not sure what’s going on behind the scenes, but there’s clearly a plan going on under the table. If that’s the case…I can no longer hesitate about contacting Hoshinomori and keep on delaying.


  I clenched my fist and made up my mind as the 2F classroom come into view.


  “So, …we don’t have the Game Hobby Club meeting today. Amano even decided that he’ll ignore everyone and charge at his favourite game with everything he got. After school would be a great time where I can contact Hoshinomori freely without any disruption. Even though I felt terrible for Aguri, but I have to prioritize Hoshinomori first for today only.”


  Once I walked into the classroom, the bell signalling the end of the break rang throughout the school.


  After school. When the assembly before going home is over, Amano dashed out of the classroom like a rabbit.


  “I’ll be leaving, Uehara-kun!”


  “Oh, good luck.”


  Amano and I only greeted each other with our eyes. So, Masaya got close to me and asked as she watched the door where Amano just left.


  “W-What is he doing? This Amano guy…I still can’t figure him out.”


  “Really? I feel like there’s not a whole lot of people whose emotions can be read so easily like him.”


  Masya frowned as if she has a headache at what I just said.


  “Really? Sigh…I fell like he’s all worked up. Am I right?”


  “Oh, correct. Also, can you tell why is the guy so excited?”


  “I don’t know- Ah, wait, I guess it’s about that.”


  During this time, Masaya had a light bulb on her head. I guess she realized Amano’s a gamer. Just as I’m expecting that, Masaya…answered with a mischievous grin on her face.


  “It’s about his overwhelmingly different girlfriend, Tendou-san’s asking him to go over to her! Eh, am I right?”


  “…Ah…”


  I can’t help but scratch my face. Well, …to justify for a man running this wholeheartedly, I guess it’s a more concrete answer to say that he’s running for her girlfriend’s sake. The actual situation is not, though.


  I felt a bit terrible for Tendou, so I answered Masaya. “Ay, that’s close.” Then, I decided to pack up and leave the classroom as soon as possible. I’m busy as well. I have to catch up with Hoshinomori before she gets home.


  I greeted with my classmates as I walked towards the 2A classroom where Hoshinomori is. In the middle, I took a glance at 2C, where Aguri’s in only to find out she’s not there. Perhaps she already left for the arcade?


  “…I really wanted to finish this quickly and meet up with her.”


  I mumbled as the image of Aguri playing with other guys flashed across my mind.


  I walked towards class A at a faster pace.


  “So, where’s Hoshinomori…Ah.”


  I peaked from the door to look for Hoshinomori. In the end, the first person that I had eye contact with…wasn’t the girl that I’m looking for. Instead, she’s the idol with blonde hair and sapphire eyes.


  She immediately greeted me once she saw me. “Uehara-kun.” Then, she somehow left her friends behind and walked towards me…Crap, all the 2A classmates are giving me a “what do you want” look, this is difficult.


  “Amano has always endured looks like this…That guy’s incredible.”


  I almost broke into tears with such hostility after I was greeted by Tendou. If I was her boyfriend, …I can’t even imagine that.


  Just as I’m responding to her with a stiff smile. “Hey, hey.” Tendou came up to me with her usual formal smile.


  “You arrived in just the right time, Uehara-kun.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s nothing big, I just want to discuss something with you.”


  I can’t help but tilt my head at her unexpected question.


  “Me? You’re not looking for Amano?”


  “Yes…that’s why-“


  During this time, Tendou took a step towards me. She spoke quietly to prevent anyone from hearing.


  “I wanted to talk about Amano-kun…I hope that I can invite him to the Game Club again.”


  “Ah…”


  This is troublesome…However, that’s the reason why I can understand the girl wanted to discuss this with me.


  However, I have my own business. I peeked over Tendou’s head and looked around the 2A classroom.


  “I understood…Uh, is Hoshinomori still here?”


  “Hoshinomori-san? Yeah, I think she hasn’t gone home yet…”


  Tendou said this as she turned back…Then, she spoke to a girl with curled up hair who’s putting her textbooks in her bag slowly at the corner of the classroom.


  “Ah, Hoshinomori-san! Uehara-kun’s looking for you.”


  “Eh?! Ah…U-Uehara-kun’s looking for me…? …Uwah…”


  “?”


  Hoshinomori’s somehow started to freak out right away. Tendou and I tilted our heads to express our confusion. She then packed up her belongings…before walking to us stiffly like she’s a robot.


  Hoshinomori came up to Tendou and me. She then spoke with her eyes rolling around.


  “W-Well, um, about that, I still don’t know how I should reply now. Perhaps, should I say, I’m not prepared to hurt someone? So, if you wanted to talk to me alone, then I…!”


  “?”


  Tendou and I were baffled since we have no idea what’s she saying. However, …after a moment of quick thinking, I realized what she really meant.


  “I knew it, Hoshinomori still hasn’t figured out how she should deal with her feelings for Amano. She didn’t have the consciousness to rob Tendou’s lover away, so this is not the stage for discussing how to go after Amano with me, I guess she meant that.”


  Come to think of it, perhaps I’m too rushed. Once I snapped out of it, I realized I’m acting like this just for my own convenience. This is my bad habit.


  After I reflected on myself, I beamed Hoshinomori a warm smile to comfort her.


  “I understood. Sorry, Hoshinomori. I didn’t mean to urge you to reply…”


  “N-No! Don’t say that! I-I think it’s reasonable for Uehara-kun to want to know my feelings, yes! Ah, um…”


  A subtle yet strange atmosphere is radiating off between Hoshinomori and me. So, Tendou spoke carefully.


  “Uh, I’m not sure what’s going on, but is it alright for me to treat that the business between you two has come to an end?”


  “Y-Yeah. I should say it ended unexpectedly…”


  “Well then, can I discuss with you about inviting Amano-kun to the Game Club?”


  “Eh? You’re inviting Keita to the Game Club again?”


  Hoshinomori froze at Tendou’s words. Tendou looked at her reaction before smiling bitterly. “Yeah.”


  “It ended up this way after our talk in the club…Ah, Hoshinomori, it would be great if you can join the discussion as well, what do you think?”


  “Eh? Me? Sure…”


  Hoshinomori answered as she glanced at me…This situation is way off from what I’ve expected, so I can’t help but scratch my head.


  “…Sigh, if I can’t talk to Hoshinomori about her relationships, I guess it can’t be helped. Moreover, I’m quite interested in what’s happening over in the Game Club…”


  I replied both of them with a nod…During this time, I realized everyone in the 2A classroom is staring at me with daggers in their eyes. Of course, we’re talking about a handsome boy discussing something secretly with two cute girls that can represent our school.


  I beamed both of them a worn-out smile as I spoke.


  “Uh, should we talk about this as we go off in the main street?”


  To escape these people. More importantly, to meet up with Aguri quickly as I discuss with Tendou. This is the suggestion I made.


  After the two quickly accepted, we immediately got moving.


  “So that’s what happened, Nina-senpai and the Game Club pushed you for this…”


  On the road towards the main street, I can’t help but mumble after hearing the summary as we’re walking along with the rural scenery.


  So, Tendou tilted her head and asked after she saw my reaction.


  “Eh? Uehara-kun, do you know Nina-senpai, or is there a relationship going on?”


  “Hmm? Why are you asking this…Ah, it’s because I’m calling her Nina-senpai?”


  Indeed, I should call her Oiso-senpai if we’ve never met before.


  Hoshinomori’s listening as well. So, I explained it simply.


  “No, I just had the chance to talk to her during the summer holiday.”


  “…Oh…”


  The girls are distancing themselves away from me.


  “Hey…W-Why are you two staring at me like I’m a prick! F-First and foremost, I didn’t try to strike up a conversation with her! I just enjoyed an exciting match with her…”


  After I explained, …Tendou and Hoshinomori somehow stopped walking with a blush on their faces.


  The two were scared with me as they yelled.


  “You enjoyed an exciting match with her?”


  “Uh, what’s with the weird emphasis! It’s not like what you’ve thought! I didn’t mean anything about enjoying a match with her at night! I’m just talking about fighting games!”


  “…Fighting games…?”


  “Hey, why are you two seemingly trying to look for an erotic metaphor for the word fighting games! What happened to my credibility in your hearts?”


  What the hell is this? Why did my image suddenly turn into that of a player? W-Well, I did more or less try to be smooth and slick…! But with that only, on top of never cheated anyone, I feel like this is an unreasonable treatment.


  I coughed to clear my throat as I continued.


  “So, Tendou, what are you trying to discuss with us? Upon hearing that, I feel like you can directly bring this up with Amano and let the matter ends there…”


  “Ah, I’m curious about that as well.”


  Hoshinomori has the same question. After Tendou gave us a weak smile, she hesitated for a bit before asking us while trembling.


  “No…Although this is embarrassing, I’m scared if I brought this up to the boy directly…”


  “Scared?”


  Hoshinomori and I were surprised at this unexpected word coming out from Tendou.


  Tendou nodded as she continued.


  “Uh, didn’t he rejected me when I invited him to the club in the past? Also...how should I put it…It’s like he brutally broke up with me…Perhaps I should say when gaming and I were put onto the balance in his heart, I ended up losing…”


  “…………”


  Hoshinomori and I fell silent since we don’t know what to say.


  Tendou was startled at our reactions. She immediately tried to smooth things over.


  “N-No, now I understand Amano’s gaming style more than in the past. Honestly, I’m mentally prepared that there’s a 90% chance of rejection. It’s just that, for some reason…”


  Tendou lowered her head slightly as she mumbled desolately.


  “For some reason, I’m afraid that he’ll reject me…more than me in the past…”


  “…………”


  Hoshinomori and I can’t help but look at each other…To be honest, Hoshinomori and I immediately understood why Tendou’s getting more afraid to be rejected by Amano than in the past.


  “…Tendou…she really love Amano…”


  That’s because she loves him way more than in the past. That’s why his words weighted heavier. If he confessed his love, she’d be more delighted…On the other hand, now, if she has to hear his rejection, that would be really painful.


  Tendou continued.


  “When we were dating a while ago, …I tried to casually invite Amano-kun when we’re chatting. Even though he said, “please forgive me” before kindly turning me down…However, I was really anxious when I heard him say that. That’s why…”


  “…That’s why you’re afraid to hear Amano’s answer, right?”


  Tendou nodded at what I said…We just walked silently for a while.


  The sunlight is scorching my skin. The summer still hasn’t winded down yet, I looked to the ground and saw a dried carcass of a cicada. Suddenly, a chilly wind swept past us.


  Unexpectedly, …Hoshinomori was the first one to break the silence.


  “…I think that should be fine.”


  “?”


  Tendou and I didn’t hear what Hoshinomori said clearly as we looked at her. However, for some reason, Hoshinomori didn’t look at us. Instead, she repeated once more as she stared off into the distance.


  “I think that should be fine. You should be glad about that. If the boy refused to join the Game Club.”


  “Eh?”


  Although we heard what she said clearly, we still don’t understand what she meant.


  Just as Tendou and I were speechless, …Hoshinomori still looked away from us…Her eyes are full of a strange determination as she’s seemingly mumbling to herself.


  “After all…after all, this is who Keita really is, right? He’s weak but stubborn at weird places, basically an otaku. So, sometimes he would prefer enjoying gaming over becoming a normie…”


  “…………”


  “However, that’s why…”


  Hoshinomori finally looked at us for the first time as she said that.


  Then, she smiled brightly.


  “That’s why Tendou-san loves Keita, right?”


  “!”


  Her words, and her expression, made us suddenly came to the realization.


  Tendou was throbbed because she realized the most crucial point.


  However, from my perspective, …that’s not all…


  “Hoshinomori. Actually…actually, you’re not just describing what Tendou feels, you’re describing yourself…”


  I can’t help but clench my fist.


  …Hoshinomori is cheering Tendou with a smile in front of me.


  “So there’s no reason for you to be afraid, Tendou-san. It’s because Keita will definitely reject an invitation like that. Especially today when his favourite game released. Perhaps that boy will even say that he’ll stop joining the Game Hobby Club meetings for a while. Keita is a fanatic gamer like this.”


  “…Hoshinomori-san…”


  Tendou’s eyes are getting energetic.


  “Yeah…that’s the case. Yep, you’re exactly right… Haha, compared to his friends or me, Amano-kun will prioritize gaming. That’s why I’m…That’s right.”


  “Yeah, that idiot thinks that gaming is everything. So…”


  Hoshinomori lowered her head and mumbled when she’s saying this, seemingly don’t want anyone to hear.


  Tendou is still the opposite to Amano, she doesn’t seem to notice mumbles like this…


  However, …I’m observing what Hoshinomori is doing, so I can hear her mumbles clearly.


  “So, …I decided to step forward, as well. Even if what waiting ahead of me isn’t a couple relationship.”


  “!”


  To avoid Tendou from hearing, …Hoshinomori cheered her up as a friend while making up her tiny mind as she quietly mumbled.


  When…when I saw Hoshinomori acting like that, I clenched my fist even more forcefully with an embarrassing determination.


  …However, of course, Tendou’s still oblivious to the situation…


  “Yeah, Hoshinomori-san. Amano-kun is quite a pain in the butt, during our date he-“


  I can’t believe she’s trying to show off her love in front of Hoshinomori. So, I can’t help but cough as I forced my way between them.


  “A-Ahem!”


  “Hiya?” “Eh, Uehara-kun?”


  I was too rough, and I ended up sticking real close to the two girls.


  However, this has to be done. With the situation, I do look like a definite flirty guy from every way, but I’m not regretful in the least bit. Moreover, it’s basically impossible for anyone I know to see me on a rural road like this-


  “Tasuku…?”


  “Eh?”


  -I can suddenly hear someone from my back, I turned back dumbfoundedly.


  Then, waiting for me there is my girlfriend with eyes full of hopelessness…Ms Aguri.


  She was trying to chat with me a moment ago, her hand, which was halfway on reaching for my shoulder, is now trembling …Crap. This is not good. Although I know this is really nor good, …I can’t think of a brilliant explanation right now. The same goes for Tendou and Hoshinomori.


  The situation is so chaotic that no one can say anything. The hellish time gradually passed.


  So, after a few seconds that felt like an eternity, Aguri’s trembling lips moved.


  “Che…”


  “…Che?”


  Aguri’s eyes are full of tears…Then, she dashed away from us towards the main street!


  “CHEATER! THERE’S ALL THE EVIDENCE!”


  “Why does this scream sounds so familiar to me!”


  I commented as I chased after- all of us.


  For some reason, even Tendou and Hoshinomori caught up with me as we’re running towards her. They seem to have realized they’re responsible as well. The two screamed at Aguri off the distance at the top of their lungs.


  “Aguri-san! This is fine! To me, Uehara-kun is basically Amano-kun’s bootlicker!”


  “Yes! The time where I was honoured to be liked my Uehara-kun is already over!”


  “Thanks for smoothing things over! But why I’m feel hurt just then!”


  “Cheater please just shut up!”


  “Uwahhh! Even the girls that he’s cheating with admitted that he’s a stinking cheater!”


  This unexplainable situation is basically hell! Aguri sped out quickly with her mysterious bewailing as she gradually disappeared on the streets. By the way, she’s faster than a light motorcycle now. Crap, Aguri’s back is getting smaller and smaller.


  So, just as we’re about to lose Aguri, Tendou, who’s ahead of Hoshinomori and me pointed forward.


  “Aguri-san seemed to have entered the arcade.”


  “Oh, thanks, Tendou. We should get to her quickly…I wanted to say that, but Hoshinomori seemed to have reached her limit.”


  “S-Sorry…”


  Hoshinomori’s catching her breaths as she replied. I smiled at her before saying. “It’s fine.”


  “I was already planning to go to the arcade with Aguri. The only reason that she ran there… , perhaps she wanted to calm down by herself. We can walk there slowly.”


  “…What a trained response from a cheater…”


  “Yep, it looks like I’m getting depreciated no matter what I do.”


  Forget about Tendou and Hoshinomori’s suspicions, we adjusted our breaths as we walked towards the arcade.


  -Just like what I’ve expected, Aguri’s wrapping her arms around her legs next to the vending machine in the store. She’s curled up like a ball as if she’s throwing a tantrum. Tendou, Hoshinomori, and I tried our best to explain what happened today.


  Aguri finally calmed down after she heard our explanation.


  She immediately stood up and apologized to the two girls.


  “I’m sorry. I’m just freaking out by myself and even treating you two as bad guys…”


  “No, no, no. It’s not your fault.”


  “Hey, why are you three sound like that there’s someone behind this hideous mess?”


  What’s with the girls in the Game Hobby Club? When did my reputation take such a big hit?


  Just as I’m dropping my shoulders discouragedly, Aguri asked Tendou shyly. “So?”


  “In the end, the thing about being confident enough to invite Amanocchi to the Game Club, how did that discussion go?”


  “Ah, about that. We already came into agreement that it’s Amano-kun’s style to prioritize gaming over his girlfriend or friends-“


  Just as Tendou was explaining, Aguri yelled as if it reminded her of something. “Ah!” We three were shocked. Then, Aguri quickly grabbed her phone out.


  “What’s wrong, Aguri?”


  I asked. Aguri then checked up on her history of the messaging app before slapping herself on the forehead with a “Hiya.” Then, she showed me the screen.


  “Uh, I was too shocked. Before you guys came here, I contacted Amanocchi to try and grumble at him. I have to change this quickly or else he’ll be here for nothing…”


  However, to Aguri’s nervous attitude, …we three smiled upon looking at each other’s face.


  Hoshinomori started explaining to a baffled Aguri.


  “Aguri-san. I guess it’s fine for you to not correct him right away.”


  “Why?”


  “After all, today is the release-day of the game he longed after for his entire life. Now the idiot that values gaming over everything is trying to get his prize. It would be impossible for him to come here immediately-“


  “Aguri-san!”


  A strange, wild call was heard throughout the arcade. Just as the customers are curious as they’re observing the situation, …that person didn’t care about them looking at him in the slightest. Instead, even though he’s out of breaths and sweating real hard, he still headed towards us with a severe glare.


  So, just as that person arrived in front of the speechless group, …he finally realized this is a strange situation. So, he tilted his head with a big question mark on his face.


  “Aguri-san…? Uh, didn’t you break up with Uehara-kun, and was so depressed that you’re about to commit suicide…?”


  Aguri laughed awkwardly at the person’s question. “Ah, ahaha…”


  “W-Well. Uh, …how should I put it…Uh…”


  “…Aguri-san, don’t tell me…”


  Amano gave Aguri a contemptuous look. Aguri then pretended to smile elegantly.


  “I-It’s just a misunderstanding. Hehe. ♪”


  “Of course! What the hell! Really! I was worrying over nothing! Damn!”


  “S-Sorry, Amanocchi. I’m apologizing to you! Look, I’m sincere!”


  “What kind of apology is this! You’re asking me to look when you didn’t even lower your head! Sigh, really…at least everything’s good now, for real.”


  Amano wiped his sweat on his chin away as he smiled at Aguri in relief.


  As for Tendou, Hoshinomori, and I, …after we looked at him…


  “Strange…?”


  There’s a weird voice in our hearts.


  Then, seemingly trying to represent us, Tendou asked Amano while trembling.


  “A-Amano-kun? Uh, …why are you here?”


  “What? Why am I here…It’s because Aguri-san called me with a severe tone.”


  “Uh, …perhaps, you’re right. But, Amano-kun…Didn’t you go after for your favourite game today…?”


  “Yeah, that’s right…But what’s wrong with that?”


  Amano answered casually. Just as the hearts of Tendou, Hoshinomori, and I were beating so fast out of this strange anxiety…Tendou pretended everything’s alright, …but then finally headed straight to the core of this question that’s making us lose our mind.


  “S-So, Amano-kun, you’ve always prioritized gaming over everything. Well, of course, you bought the game…before you rushed here, am I right?”


  To Tendou’s question, Amano…He first gave her a confused look. Then, he confidently and naturally gave us a shocking response.


  “Eh? Of course, I ran here when I’m in the middle of the line. After all, now’s not the time for gaming, right?”


  “…hhhhhhh?”


  Tendou, Hoshinomori, and I froze with a twisted smile plastered on our faces.


  Just as we’re chatting, Aguri laughed as she put her hand on Amano’s shoulder.


  “Ahaha, what are you doing, Amanocchi. You’re sweating so much. Uwah, perhaps a pig-headed, disgusting, and indoor otaku is really nasty. I can’t handle this. I really can’t.”


  “What’s with the horrible words! None of your business! I’m just a weakling that only play games! Of course, I’ll be sweaty as well when I’m running here at full power with this hot weather! Moreover, the only reason that I’m here is because of a retarded, clumsy, and capricious gal called me without thinking…!”


  “Ahahahaha, hiya, you’re really dumb, Amanocchi. Sigh, but thank you. Honestly, you didn’t help me in the least bit at all this time.”


  “What the hell. Really…I can’t take this anymore. I can’t deal with you, Aguri-san.”


  “Hmph. I was the one that can’t deal with you, Amanocchi.”


  We’re not sure what’s making this situation funny, but Amano and Aguri just burst into laughter with each other.


  As for we three who just saw their intimate scene…


  “Hhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh?”


  Like a population that’s panicking over a giant monster that has been unknowingly growing underground.


  All we can do is to bulge our eyes as we stared at them, speechless.
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  Special: Karen Tendou and Gamers’ Companionship Scenery


  “Don’t tell me, humans can no longer stop my victory rate?”


  I, Karen Tendou, suddenly thought of that. To this puzzle game combat, I’m already on a 30 kill streak.


  After school, since we don’t have any club activities today. The Game Club room is occupied by only both of us. I looked away from the TV screen and secretly took a glance at my opponent…My boyfriend, Keita Amano’s face.


  Then, there’s…


  “…Me… Just a scum whose power level is only 5…” [Note: Dragon ball line by Raditz about the first earthling he met]


  “Ahhh, Amano-kun is like that guy with a straw hat, all he does was getting punched.” [Note: I think this is talking about Luffy from One Piece. I’m not sure, didn’t watch it.]


  I didn’t realize this because I’m so immersed in the game. During this time, my boyfriend is already lamenting over his inability with bloody tears on his face.


  I can’t help but immediately apologize.


  “I-I’m sorry, Amano-kun. B-But, I feel like it’s very enriching when I’m combating with Amano-kun!”


  “…Really?”


  Amano-kun’s peeking at me, who just suddenly apologized. To him, I…can’t help but say my sincere words.


  “Yep. It’s because…once I started playing games with you, I would turn a bit sleepy.”


  “Although this round for me is like spawn camping a bunch of Lv.1 players, I still wish that you can hone your skills in this game.”


  E-Eh, this is strange. I initially wanted to tell him that he’s the only one in my heart when we’re together and that this is relaxing. Why I am feeling a subtle difference right now.


  I immediately coughed as I tried to correct myself.


  “Amano-kun, please don’t misunderstand. I’ve never thought about enhancing my gaming skills when I’m up against you.”


  “T-Tendou-san…I’m sorry. P-Perhaps I’m too self-abased.”


  “You’re. Even when I beat you so many times already, none of that is converting to any of my EXP.”


  “I’m not even worthy of being hunted by you. Ugh…I’m really sorry for sucking this much…”


  W-What, what’s going on. I’m trying to emphasis that “you are special to me,” why is my boyfriend’s voice getting weaker and weaker. Now it’s like hearing a bug apologizing to me.


  I can’t do this anymore…But, if things have already turned this way, it’s impossible for me to just express my sincere feelings to him.


  “Sigh, my weak boyfriend.”


  “Yes, what can I do for you, my strongest girlfriend-sama.”


  The boy is already switched to his tantrum mode. I continued.


  “Honestly, from the Gamer Karen Tendou’s perspective, you’re the worst opponent.”


  “What a kill! It’s too much to just insult me directly, after all.” Amano-kun kept scratching his cheeks.


  To him, …I only gave a light, gentle smile.


  “Even so, a girl like that is still intoxicatedly, happily, repeated playing against you…Why does that happen?”


  “…Well, …uh…”


  Right now, even when my voice is low, Amano-kun seemed to have understood what’s the hidden meaning behind my words. So, he blushed while looking away from me. …Hmm, when he’s treated this innocently. How should I put it, even I started to get embarrassed as well!


  After this rare moment, I cleared my throat with a cough. Although there’s still a bit of a blush on my face, I suggested to the boy.


  “By the way, Amano-kun, …can we play for just a bit longer? Even when Amano-kun hates to play with a person like me.”


  To my trembling words, Amano-kun…faced me again and gave the same shy smile I had.


  “Put it this way, a boy with a child-like appearance and less-than-average IQ like me. Even when I’m losing 30 rounds in a row, I’m still intoxicatedly, happily, repeated playing against Tendou-san. What do you think about that?” “…It’s because you’re a masochist?”


  “T-Tendou-san?”


  “I’m just kidding.”


  We smiled at each other before starting the combat again.


  So, today’s the same. We still companioned each other in front of the moving scenery of the TV screen, unpretentiously, and lovingly.
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