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  Chapter 1: Keita Amano and Total Loss


  Nothing is harder to get a 10/10 than a sequel to a famous dating sim.


  It’s not just for games. The bar for releasing a sequel for all renowned media is astronomically high. However, the dark side that dating sims contain is far deeper and more influential than other types.


  After all, for players like us, even though that was just fictional and the time is short, the undeniable fact is that-


  -We still had a relationship with those female protagonists.


  Of course, I also hope the characters that I deeply loved can be blessed in the sequels or after stories. All I wished for is for them to live happily ever after. I’m already satisfied to see the loving interactions between them and the main character. Basically, that’s what players like us think.


  -At least, that’s what a part of us thinks.


  Indeed, on the other side, there’s a wish that severely contradicts this in our hearts.


  To be precise, we fell in love with them- Why are we so shocked to the point that we hope the female characters to live happily ever after?


  Which part of the main story has successfully grasped our hearts?


  When thinking about this part, the typical scenes that come to people’s mind for most titles are-


  -It’s the scene where they overcame a challenge or difficulty with the protagonist.


  Naturally, there are exceptions. I’m not saying that all famous games emphasize on that.


  However, the reason for most masterpieces that lived up to their reputation is because of an intensely impressive “overcome hardship plot.” That’s why they’re called masterpieces.


  So, on the surface, the first requirement of “sequels” or “fan disc” for dating sims lovers like us is indeed a “happy ending.”


  At the same time, there’s an entirely conflicting thought in our hearts.


  “Give us ‘something’ that’s enough to surpass that throbbing plot once more.” …We hoped.


  That’s a no-no wish. Since if you want to see a “conquering challenges” plot, it means that you want them to “suffer” once again.


  So, fans will usually split into two camps here.


  The “Character-loving Camp” that’s satisfied as long as there’s a happy after story.


  Also, there are the ones who realized that the thing that they loved is the “plot.” If it can touch their hearts once again, they’re more or less willing to accept the “ups and downs,” …which is the “Plot Camp.”


  These two wishes aren’t better than the other. Both sides are important.


  At least, for me, both camps exist in my heart.


  Of course, I feel upset when an after story just trashes the effort that the characters have given in the main plot for the sake of a sequel.


  Even so, some sequels gave up “telling a story” completely while releasing at full price. These are the ones that think they can satisfy the customers with an unfinished plot plus some new illustrations. If the company is that crappy, I’ll feel something different too.


  Anyway, both camps really exist in my heart.


  It’s just that if you need to put me, Keita Amano, into one side-


  Well…


  “The fan disc for <Single Love Octet> is basically trash.”


  I, Keita Amano, is cursing the game in the food court of the supermarket as I’m staring at the snow piling up like a smoothie in the car park from the window.


  “Hiya, senpai is giving an unusually bitter review. This is interesting.”


  As for the girl that’s sitting in front of me, …Konoha Hoshinomori-san, she shook her iconic double ponytail as she answered me with a somewhat excited expression. Honestly, this is not a useful hobby for her. However, I shouldn’t bring this up since I’m about to go off a brutal rant. Basically, since I’m really into this genre, sometimes I just can’t tolerate the issues with it.


  I chugged the newly-released energy drink as I slammed the can onto the table. Then, I continued angrily.


  “What the hell. That latest fan disc ‘bent its knees to new challenges’ entirely! No, it’s not even right to call it a fan disc anymore! That’s just a disc to satisfy people’s darkest desires!”


  “I’ve never seen you this irritated before, senpai. However, I guess I agree with you, that fan disc is way too unusual…”


  “Right!”


  My ally in the hentai game realm really understands me. I was so excited that I can’t help but raise from my seat and lean forward. Our faces were pretty close. So, Konoha-san let out an adorable “ah” gasp before hastily looking away. She bit the straw from her carton of milk tea directly and took a big sip as if she’s trying to calm down.


  I snapped out of it and apologized to her.


  “Ah, sorry, I couldn’t hold myself back…”


  I guess I scared her- I thought about this as I sat back down. Then, Konoha-san laughed a bit stiffly. “I-It’s fine.” After that, she cleared her throat and continued the discussion.


  “For a fan disc, that’s a 4/10 maximum. The plot is plain, and I don’t feel the love for the characters, even the erotic elements are rare. It’s literally a game that can’t pique anyone’s interest. Even so, …it’s just a ‘mediocre game’ in my eyes. I don’t think I will complain about it viciously…”


  Konoha-san’s bland response is pissing me off again.


  “What are you talking about, Konoha-san! That’s like the worst thing they could do! It’s weird, after all! Out of the 8 female characters, I can’t believe 6 of them decided to break up with the main character in the fan disc!”


  “Ay, …but think about it, some of the break-up plots also created a positive atmosphere…”


  After I heard that, I…can’t help but slam my hand onto the table and retorted!


  “How ‘positive’ can a break up be! That’s just something to deceive you!”


  “Hiya!”


  Swept by my anger, Konoha-san was startled as her shoulders started to tremble. After I saw her like that, I finally calmed down and quickly lowered my head and apologized to her.


  “S-Sorry, I’m being way too rash. I can’t believe I’m getting angry like that…”


  “I-It’s nothing. I’m quite happy to see senpai’s unexpected side…”


  While she said that, I can feel Konoha-san’s smile is still a bit stiff. I deeply reflected on myself as I spoke up once again. …This time, I made sure I suppressed my emotion as I talked about my thoughts.


  “…Parting ways because they want each other to be happy, …that doesn’t make any sense. Shouldn’t you feel happy when you’re with your most beloved person? …I don’t understand.”


  “Senpai…”


  Konoha-san gave me a sympathetic look. I also noticed it from her expression.


  It looks like Konoha-san already knew…the “incident” that happened to us a few days ago.


  …Which is-


  On the 4th day of the school trip, we got a- sudden and terrible ending.


  …………


  However, even so, I continued as if my experience was just a “dating sim.”


  “…In that fan disc, …among the female protagonists that broke up, almost half of them parted ways because they dreamed a different future than the MC. …However, isn’t it unfair for love to get such a low priority?”


  “Well, …I think you’re generalizing it too much. However, it’s like what senpai mentioned. Perhaps in stories like this, most girls prioritize ‘chasing after their dreams’ over love.”


  During this time, Konoha-san put her finger on her chin. Then, as if this aroused her interests as a hentai game lover, she started mumbling while verifying.


  “I guess your question is unexpectedly profound, senpai. Even though love was the theme of this genre of entertainment, most concluded by putting relationships aside. This is quite compelling-“


  After she said that, Konoha-san looked at me before coming to her realization. She quickly apologized to me.


  “I-I’m sorry, I can’t believe I just said that this is compelling…”


  “I-It’s okay, don’t mind it. We’re just talking about the game, anyway. …We’ve always been talking about the game…”


  …A depressing silence fell onto the two of us. Then, Konoha-san reluctantly smiled and tried to continue the topic.


  “B-But, the worst part about <Single Love Octet> is why the other two protagonists decided to break up, right! They said they love other guys…”


  “Yes, that’s the problem!”


  My emotions are getting high again. This is different than before. Although I did more or less try to calm myself down to avoid causing trouble for Konoha-san, I still expressed my thoughts angrily.


  “What even was that! Well, actually, in a sense, I think that described a natural part of love! However, …however, isn’t this too weird! This is supposed for entertainment!”


  “The director can’t do that even if he wanted to quit. Seriously, even for a girl like me, I also mumbled in the middle part. ‘This doesn’t make any sense.’  It’s so ridiculous that you can’t explain it with NTR alone. The story has its own issues.”


  “Exactly! …Ay, but…”


  During this time, I looked outside at the not-so-snowy scene as I sighed and mumbled.


  “…From another perspective, it’s a hundred times more convincing than breaking up because they want each other to be happy.”


  “…………”


  “…Loving another person. If things are really like that, I won’t be this…I won’t be this…”


  “S-Senpai? W-We’re talking about the game, right? Hey?”


  Just as I’m staring afar, Konoha-san waved at me. I apologized. “S-Sory.” Then, Konoah-san sighed…before speaking as if she gave something up.


  “I’m sorry, I tried my best to switch up the mood for senpai until now. …However, I don’t think I can cleverly avoid talking about ‘that’ anymore, even for a girl like me.”


  “You…you’re right. …I’m sorry…”


  I felt upset. So, Konoha-san sipped her milk tea and changed to a gentle tone before continuing.


  “If senpai doesn’t hate it, I can hear you out for a bit. Your relationship issues.”


  “Y-You’re right. …Even though it’s just a random Konoha-san, it’s good to find people to talk to when it comes to relationship issues.”


  “Hiya, I suddenly don’t want to talk to senpai anymore! Well, I’ll be leaving…”


  Konoha-san said that as she stood up.


  “I’m sorry, Konoha-san! Please listen to me! Even though you’re just a hentai game lover that emphasizes sexual desires and has nothing to do with sad, innocent love, I’m saved if someone can stay with me!”


  “That’s not an attitude for requesting someone to talk to you! Senpai!”


  “It means that my heart is fragile right now! I’m so weak that I’m saying everything honestly!”


  “Senpai tried to stab me while pretending to be smoothing things over. Can you please stop doing that!”


  “K-Konoha-san, …as a loner, there’s already no one I can talk to…about things like this….”


  I plopped my head down depressingly. So, this Konoha-san’s maternity seems to be awakened. She came back with a blush.


  “Ugh, …i-it can’t be helped. If senpai said that, …this means that I’m the only one you can rely on, I guess I can more or less put up with you-“


  “Aside from Aguri-san, Uehara-kun, Chiaki, Mizumi-kun, and my little brother, you’re the one that I can talk about relationship issues to, Konoha-san!”


  “Aren’t you prioritizing me too lowly! If that’s the case, why don’t you just find another person to talk to! Stupid senpai!”


  “Uh, everyone has been troubled by their own problems recently, I really don’t want to bother them…”


  “Uwah, I didn’t know senpai is this considerate, ♪how attractive♪- If you think that’s what I’ll say, then you’re dead wrong, devil senpai. Do I look like I don’t have any trouble bothering me!”


  “Eh, you do?”


  “That’s cold! T-There is! That’s enough, stop looking down on me-“


  “Well, how about you ignore those troubles that include sex, you got how many left?”


  “That will be zero.”


  She answered immediately. I rolled my eyes at her, and Konoha-san began to sweat a lot. …So, finally, she gave up on herself and said, “Ah, …jeez, I got it!” Then, she took a seat.


  After seeing her like that, …I can’t help but laugh.


  “Haha, thank you, Konoha-san. For some reason, when I’m talking to you, I’ll feel relaxed somehow! I should say chatting with you makes me forget reality for a while…”


  “Yes, yes, yes, thanks for that, senpai. Jeez, I can’t believe you’re making fun out of your partner…”


  Konoha-san pouted as she stared at the snowy scene sulkily. As for me, …I politely lowered my head to her.


  “I sincerely appreciated that. …Seriously, I’ve always wanted to thank you.”


  “…Hmph, hmph.”


  Konoha-san hmphed as she looked away embarrassingly. She urged me to continue as if she’s trying to hide something.


  “So? What actually happened? A few days ago, …on the 4th day of senpai’s school trip.”


  This is Konoha-san’s question.


  I…first took a deep breath as I remembered what happened on that day.


  The things that happened on the 4th day of the school trip where we separated into two couples to watch the parade.


  Aguri-san and I planned to give the high-class present to each of our lovers, …the paired Loverbears. We spent a lot of time and effort into getting them.


  -In conclusion, the Loverbears are still with us.


  Also, it’s not because our partner said, “you should keep that♪” lovingly.


  Simply, it’s because we can’t give them out.


  In other words, Tendou-san and Uehara-kun didn’t even know that we want to give this high-class present out, which symbolized the two couples. The reason for that is-


  -Just as I’m explaining this part, “Also-“ Konoha-san asked me.


  “Senpai kept saying high-class just then, but how much did that thing actually cost?”


  “…Uh, well, …it’s 20,000 yen.”


  “Pfft! Hehehehe!”


  “Why are you laughing at me that terribly!”


  “Normies spending their money like a normie, yet it all turned into waste. How refreshing!”


  “Even though I want to scold you for being so vicious, I think I will laugh in the same way if this happened to other normies! I really deserved it! I feel the same!”


  Ay, forget about that, let’s continue.


  Anyway, our Loverbears plan busted. Why? That’s because…


  “Haha! Just as the normies are about to give out their 20,000 yen present chicly, their partners broke up with them…! I-I want to watch that scene even if I have to pay!”


  When I’m about to describe the climax with a serious look, Konoha-san revealed the ending first as she laughed her butt off.


  I can’t help but stood up angrily and smacked the chair.


  “I talked to the wrong person! I’m going home!”


  “Alright, alright, don’t say that, senpai! Please be considerate of the person listening to your relationship problems. It’s not like I have to be struck by lightning just by making a little fun out of this, right? Haha…”


  “I…I guess you’re right. However, you should get a hold of yourself…”


  “You want me to ‘get a hold of myself’ at this point?”


  “I-I guess it makes sense.”


  I somehow agreed with her, so I adjusted my breaths as I sat back down. Then, I started talking once again. …Sigh, even though I explained everything already.


  In reality, it’s just like what Konoha-san mentioned, our lovers suddenly broke up with us that night.


  Also, …coincidentally, it’s just the moment before we can give out the Loverbears.


  From my perspective, it’s literally a bolt from the blue.


  Also, …I didn’t mention this to Konoha-san, but, actually, at the moment before the break-up, Aguri-san and I were going, uh, …hmm, we were going “well” with our lovers. …As for…the meaning of going well, …it means, …how should I put it…


  …I-I should say, …we kissed right there…


  I can’t help but slightly touch my lips with my finger.


  I can still remember everything clearly. Tendou-san’s beautiful face, her faint fragrance, and…how soft and warm her lips were, I can remember all that.


  However, that’s why…what followed that replayed clearly too. Perhaps it’s because I have a low performance, I can’t pause this video. Once it started playing, …I can’t stop it even if I want to forever remain at the kissing scene.


  I think Aguri-san must feel the same. Of course, I didn’t actually hear what happened to her. However, when we’re reporting to each other, I can feel the same embarrassed atmosphere coming from her. So, I guess that’s what happened to her.


  To me, that’s like the most blessed scene of my life.


  But that’s why the nightmare that followed immediately is all that more terrifying.


  It’s literally like a free fall of love. The first kiss suddenly dropped into a break-up.


  Naturally, Aguri-san and I didn’t understand what happened for a second there. All we could do is to stand there with a shocked expression a few seconds after our lovers brought it onto us.


  They said something wrong; I heard something wrong; It’s just a joke; They’re just trying to scare us. These are the possibilities that came up to our mind first. Although we let out a forced laugh that didn’t match the mood of the scene, …the opposite side’s serious emotions still haven’t improved by the least bit.


  At this point, when we finally got a hold of the situation, …we mumbled a reasonable question out of our mouths.


  “…Why…”


  This sentence.


  “So, why?”


  Konoha-san sipped her milk tea as she repeated me in a relaxed manner.


  I was quite dumbfounded at her flippant attitude, but I feel like I’m saved at the same time, so I answered her question.


  “…Honestly, this is still troubling Aguri-san and me.”


  “Why? They don’t want to explain it clearly to you two?”


  “No, they did explain it, of course. It’s just that, …I should say I can’t accept their explanation at all…”


  “I got it. Those two revealed their crazy sexual fetishes to you two.”


  “Uh, Konoha-san, they’re not the same as you.”


  I calmly concluded. Konoha-san then replied sulkily.


  “That’s impolite. I will never hide any ridiculous fetishes that scare senpai away. …A-Alright, please continue, senpai.”


  “This is the first time that I’ve experienced a silence that can arouse a perverted imagination! What is this! Konoha-san, you’re already being too ridiculous now. Did you hide something else!”


  “Well, …you can look forward to it once you selected my route, senpai.”


  “No, no, no, it’s not about looking forward or not, that’s a secret enough to scare me away, right!”


  “That’s hard to say. I’ll give you a hint: ‘canned mackerel’ plays an essential role if you want to flirt with me.”


  “That’s crazy! Since I can’t imagine the content at all, your pervert atmosphere is especially shocking!”


  “How’s that? Is senpai interested, the Konoha Hoshinomori route?”


  “Ugh, I’m actually ‘interested!’ But are you willing to be treated as a weirdo like that!”


  …I can even accept ‘canned mackerel’ just to seduce senpai!”


  “Why are you saying that like ‘canned mackerel’ is my fetish! It’s more like, what the hell is ‘canned mackerel’ actually! How are you going to use canned mackerel-“


  “S-Senpai! You can’t keep saying the word ‘canned mackerel’ in public, right!”


  “Ah, sorry for that, I- …No, wait, this isn’t right! ‘Canned mackerel’ isn’t something that arouses people, right!”


  “I won’t be too sure of that. After all, some can grow up to 180 cm…”


  “Seriously, what are you going off about with a straight face. Sigh, …anyways, back to the topic.”


  “Alright, where were we? Your lover just said something that meant a lot, and it’s so spicy that you can’t digest it. What should we do? That’s what we were talking about, right?”


  “Mostly correct, but your phrasing is wrong! I was saying that I can’t accept the reason for breaking up!”


  “Really. Well, although I want senpai to continue…”


  During this time, Konoha-san checked her phone and continued with an apologetic look.


  “But it’s time for me to go home.”


  “Ah, r-right. You’re still a girl, of course, your family don’t want you-“


  “No, my favorite hentai game studio released a mysterious countdown message on their official website. It’s going to end in an hour.”


  “That’s nothing, right! Anyway, that’s just a simple notice that tells you they’re releasing a new game, or it’s just a mobile game release notice! By the way, why don’t you confirm that later!”


  “I know it too! While I do, …however, you’ll have to pay attention to those tantalizing countdown notice at first hand, and then get disappointed at first hand!”


  “Look, you knew you’re going to be disappointed! If that’s the case, please just talk about my relationship problems!”


  “But senpai, there’s roughly a 2% chance that it’s something exciting!”


  “I guess that’s right! But is talking about my relationship issues less important than that 2% possibility!”


  “Indeed, honestly, this is why I can’t decide.”


  “Is it that hard to decide…”


  “So, …senpai?”


  Suddenly, Konoha-san leaned forward from the table and forced me to see her plumpy chest in full view. She even looked up to me, …is she…


  “…I’ll be thrilled if you can chat with me as you walk me home.”


  “Hmm, uh, but, walking a girl home is too much for a guy that has a girlfriend-“


  “No, senpai, aren’t you ‘single’ right now?”


  “OUCH…!”


  Keita Amano’s chest took severe damage. What is this? I’m not upset about being alone in my loner phase, but when I had Tendou-san as my attractive girlfriend before, the word ‘single’ hurts way harder. What’s wrong with me? This hurts.


  So, I decided to accept Konoha-san’s request since I’m so defeated.


  “…I understand. I’ll…walk you home.”


  “Yay.”


  Konoha-san gave me a victory pose as she smiled innocently. …Sometimes, an innocent and realistic reaction like this will make me feel that this person is adorable in a way that matches her age.


  “Well, you need to hear my relationship issues out too.”


  “Alright, alright, you can rely on me, senpai.”


  So, we finished our beverages and walked out of the store.


  *


  In conclusion, this is a simple summary of the ‘reason for breaking up’ that Uehara-kun and Tendou-san mentioned to Aguri-san and me, respectively.


  1. They didn’t hate or give up on us.


  2. It’s also not because I’ve done anything out of bounds with Aguri-san (I think they kept emphasizing that).


  3. It’s more like, they still “love” us.


  4. Moreover, they fell in love with us even more on the school trip.


  5. However, that’s why they can’t continue dating us.


  “What, I feel like I just skipped a chapter.”


  After Konoha-san heard what I said, she pretended that she’s flipping a manga with her hand in walnut-colored gloves.


  First, I replied with a bitter smile as I looked around meaninglessly. We’re on the way to the residential area where Hoshinomori’s home resides. The snow is drifting with the breeze that came from nowhere.


  I put my hands into the pockets of my jacket, and then I hid my chins inside my scarf before continuing.


  “No, there’s nothing wrong, Konoha-san. I didn’t miss anything. Moreover, your reaction is exactly how Aguri-san and I feel.”


  “Really, I understand. This is quite puzzling…”


  Konoha-san said that as she stared at the evening sky, I guess she’s not that interested. Her breaths turned into white fumes right away before disappearing directly in mid-air.


  So, she thought about this silently for 5 seconds. “Ay…” Then, she spoke up with a slightly serious tone.


  “Honestly, this is a quite common plot in hentai games and dating sims. A mysterious break-up declaration from couples that are hotly in love.”


  “Yeah, I know that too. Then, the reason for most of that is…”


  “Yep, they want to be considerate to their loved ones. Staying as a couple will endanger the partner’s life due to numerous political factors. …This ‘there’s a price for free love’ plot is really common. Also, personally, I don’t like it. It’s cheap plot writing, don’t you think it’s a joke after watching it?”


  “Don’t pretend that you’re hearing my relationship issues out while suddenly complaining about all romantic shows, alright? Anyway, we thought about that too. …However, will that actually happen in real life?”


  Konoha-san shook at her and replied with a “no” after she heard me.


  “To be honest, it’s hard to wrap your head around it. I should say it feels unrealistic…”


  “Yeah. In reality, I don’t hear that from Tendou-san’s tone as well.”


  “If that’s the case, from the other plots of hentai games, …it should be that one, right? The ‘when you’re up against the female protagonist, the side character decided to quit’ plot-“


  At this point, Konoha-san became alerted to something and stopped. Just as she’s putting her finger on her lips and mumbling “don’t tell me…” while thinking, I rejected her theory at first hand.


  “No, no, no, that’s unreasonable. Who’s Uehara-kun and Tendou-san trying to give Aguri-san and me to when they said that? No one in this world matches better than Uehara-kun to Aguri-san and Tendou-san to me, right?”


  “This is the first time that I know normies can still show off their love after breaking up. This is annoying.”


  Konoha-san gave a dumbfounded sigh as she squinted and glared at me for some reason.


  She started walking again and continued next to me.


  “But senpai, you kept saying that you’re a ‘loner.’ Actually, there are other girls that you’re pretty close to other than Tendou-senpai, right?”


  “Girls that I’m close to? Ah, you mean Aguri-san?”


  I answered without thinking. Suddenly, Konoha-san lowered her head a bit depressingly.


  “In times like this, senpai will always think of Agu-senpai’s name first…”


  “Hmm? W-Well, …Konoha-san. Did I do something impolite to you?”


  Although I got more friends, my communication skills are just as terrible. Just as I’m worrying whether I’m acting too arrogantly by saying something impolite to a girl, Konoha-san comforted me with a smile.


  “It’s okay. Also, speaking of girls that you’re close to, who else would senpai think of?”


  “Eh? Of course, it’ll be your sister Chiaki.”


  After I answered confidently, Konoha-san smiled a bit cheerfully.


  “Oh, ‘of course’ it’s my sister? Of course, …hoho, I’m getting a bit jealous.”


  “Ah, you’re just the same, Konoha-san. …Y-You’re a nice acquaintance to me.”


  “Why don’t you just be honest and use the word ‘friend!’ I-I can’t believe you said I’m your acquaintance!”


  “Uh, since I’m a guy with a girlfriend, I don’t think my brain allows me to say that I have a close relationship with you…”


  “Why! Also, as I’ve said before, senpai is ‘single’ right now, is that true!”


  “Ugh, …e-even if that’s true, I’m doing something that causes Tendou-san to hate me…”


  “Why senpai’s big premise is that Tendou-senpai will hate you just because you’re close to me!”


  “N-No. Well, …uh, I should say that I’ll feel like it will affect my impression score of the person that I’m dating…”


  “This guy is finally saying something similar to what Kousei would say!”


  “Similar to Kousei? Eh, Konoha-san, Kousei said something similar to you? Why?”


  I tilted my head shockingly. So, sweat appeared on Konoha-san’s forehead as she started mumbling something.


  (…Right, this person doesn’t know who his little brother really is. …Logically, there’s no need for me to, …even so, …if he found out, …my life would be in danger…)


  The stuttering sounds really surprising. However, I don’t get what she meant at all.


  Then, Konoha-san seems to want to bring a conclusion to something, so she cleared her throat and looked away from me as she explained.


  “N-No, uh, Kousei…-san and I bumped into each other a while ago. So, how should I say this, since we liked each other at the time, he just randomly insulted me. …O-Of course, we’re really just joking. It’s a joke!”


  Konoha-san freaked out as she explained.


  (This looks like…)


  I can see a lot of things already. So, I rolled my eyes at Konoha-san before giving her an utterly gloomy look.


  “…Konoha-san, …I didn’t know that you’re…that close to Kousei…”


  “…Eh…?”


  Suddenly, for some reason, Konoha-san blushed. Then, she started mumbling to herself loudly.


  (W-What’s this? Don’t tell me, …don’t tell me senpai is…j-jealous? Really! Eh, wait, what’s happening? If that’s the case, I feel super excited-)


  Konoha-san said something that no one can understand excitedly.


  Facing her like that, -I explained everything clearly.


  “Konoha-san, …please don’t get too close with my proud little brother!”


  “Although there’s a difference, I didn’t know that senpai is also a brocon too! What’s wrong with you two? How annoying!”


  I’m a brocon too? What’s she going off about? While I’m proud of Kousei, but Kousei doesn’t feel the same, right. However, that’s not important right now. Back to the topic.


  “Uh, Konoha-san, let’s put the jokes aside here. Even though it’s impolite for me to say this, …but if my perfect little brother started hanging out with you, it’s too…you get it, right? Don’t you think you two don’t match?”


  “That’s mean! Senpai, I didn’t know you’re like an evil hag!”


  “No, you’re wrong. From the experience I’ve had with Tendou-san, I’m actually a guy that hates to talk about the disparity between couples. However, even so, …even though I’ll be scolded, I still need to say this clearly for my family. You don’t match my little brother!”


  “What, why are you suddenly acting so manly! This impresses me for some reason! But I’m even more pissed!”


  “It’s nothing, Konoha-san. You’re beautiful, well-mannered, and I like how you talk. You’re a top-tier girl in my eyes.”


  “Eh? Ah, well, …thanks for that, senpai…”


  “But you’re nothing compared to my little brother. I can’t believe an exhibitionist is wishing to eat swan meat.”


  “Exhibitionist?”


  “Moreover, …think about it, …there’s a difference in family history too. From what I’ve heard, your…your sister seems to have her origin linked to seafood.”


  “My sister is seafood?”


  “So, if you can, …uh, refrain yourself from being a friend of Kousei, I would love that.”


  “This older brother doesn’t even want his little brother to have a friend! Uh, even though I don’t want to befriend Kousei at all! I’ll never wish to hang out with a person like him!”


  “Ugh. I-I can’t believe you said you don’t want to be friends with my little brother. Konoha-san, what are you trying to say!”


  “How annoying! What’s wrong with this pair of brothers? What a pain in the butt!”


  Konoha-san put her hand onto her forehead before sighing loudly. Then, she said “anyway” impatiently before going back to the topic.


  “Currently, what happened between Kousei and me wasn’t important, right. Moreover, in reality, our relationship isn’t that good.”


  “R-Really? That’s great, …I’m sorry.”


  I scratched my head. I think blood just rushes up to my brain whenever things involve my little brother, and I said something really impolite to Konoha-san. I need to apologize.


  The street lights are firing up on the street in preparation for dusk. Konoha-san looked at that scene carelessly as she continued.


  “Let me get this straight, senpai. You want to ‘pry’ on the reason of breaking up, that’s why you came to see me, right? It’s because I’m quite close to Tendou-senpai recently.”


  “Ugh…”


  She got me. I dropped my shoulders and sincerely apologized to her.


  “Uh, …Konoha-san, I’ve heard from Tendou-san that ‘you’re quite close to her’ on the school trip. That’s why I, …I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay. I think it’s bound to happen for a person in love. At least, I love this kind of enthusiasm that ignores one’s reputation.”


  “Konoha-san…”


  Somehow, I respected this young high school girl that sounds a bit light, which is something that I haven’t felt in a long time.


  “Right now, I want to find a dark corner and drag senpai in as well.”


  However, it lasted for less than 2 seconds.


  “Please return my admiration.”


  I complained dumbfoundedly. Konoha-san then told me this with a sad expression.


  “Phew, …love…is surely sinful.”


  “Yeah, as for the thing that you wanted to do just then, that’s legally sinful too.”


  “Eh, you’re lying, really? A beautiful girl banging a boy is against the law?”


  “I don’t want to say this, but your mind is seriously poisoned by hentai games!”


  “Hey, I can’t just ignore that, senpai, please apologize.”


  “Eh? Ah, sorry, I’m getting angry over a girl-“


  “Senpai, please apologize to all hentai games! No hentai game will literally describe that twisted view as justice! Please don’t act like that just because you think hentai games are subcultures!”


  “If that’s the case, where did you get your crazy thoughts from! Anyway, I’ll apologize to hentai games! I’m sorry! Actually, I really love hentai games too!”


  “Excellent. Moreover, about my concepts, especially on the sexual stuff, I admit that I’m pretty crazy on my own. I wasn’t really influenced by anything. …I’m just a pure molester freak at the start.”


  “What kind of incredible title is that.”


  This is the first time that I’ve heard such a word, molester freak. Also, I don’t think I’ll ever hear it again in the future, molester freak.


  We stepped onto the snow as we continued making our way towards the residential area. At this point, I slightly remembered where Hoshinomori’s house is. It’s around 3 minutes from here.


  (…In the end, I still don’t understand anything despite talking to Konoha-san…)


  In reality, I didn’t really expect that I can know what’s on Tendou-san’s mind from her. However, ..even if I understand, I still can’t just sit there and do nothing.


  To a gamer, nothing is more irritating than not understanding how to get through a level that you’ve stuck on for a long time.


  For example, if you lose to a boss in RPGs, you can train if your level is too low. If your gear or team is too poor, just train harder and try it next time.


  However, if a message like “a mysterious shockwave has invaded your body!” suddenly appeared and your HP suddenly went to zero, people won’t know what to do. Perhaps you need some kind of essential item to go through, or you need to trigger the plot somewhere else. Although you can predict all that, …if there’s no hint in the game, you can’t expect anything.


  In the end, you need to try every possible way inefficiently. This is…how I feel right now.


  Although Konoha-san praised me with the word “enthusiastic,” there should be an actual difference.


  Right now, I’m not even sure whether I’m going forward already. However, if I just stop without doing anything. …A weakling like me will just keep torturing my heart while accomplishing nothing.


  To prevent me from free-falling like that, I’m wrapping my hands around my head as I tried to escape. I’m just struggling uselessly. …Are you sure that people can describe me with positive words like enthusiastic?


  “…………”


  Once I snapped out of it, I realized I fell silent for nearly a minute. Then, Konoha-san glanced at me gently and warmly like she’s my mother.


  I was impressed as I attempted to muster words out of my mouth.


  “W-What’s wrong?”


  “It’s nothing, everything’s fine. Ah, by the way, senpai, let’s go to that park over there, shall we?”


  “Eh?”


  After she said that, I looked over at where she’s pointing, and then I realized that there’s a park. A common one that you can see all over the residential area. There’s a swing, a sandpit, gymnastic bars, drinking fountains, and a toilet. It’s a really simple playground. Currently, not a single housewife or kid is around. Perhaps it’s because of the snow.


  I said, “But…” as a response.


  “Konoha-san, don’t you need to go home quickly?”


  “Yep, there’s still some time, so it’s okay. Moreover, senpai, just go there with me for 5 minutes.”


  “Really, if that’s the case…! N-No, I think I’ll pass. It’s because no one is there, and it’s pretty dark.”


  “You were just imagining me raping you, right, senpai! That’s impolite!”


  “S-Sorry, I did it naturally…”


  “Do you think the sexual desires that I’ve suppressed for so long can be satisfied with merely 5 minutes, senpai!”


  “Hiya, this is not the reason that I’ve expected you to be angry.”


  “Anyway, this isn’t why we’re going there!”


  “R-Really? Well, …then I guess I can go with you.”


  “Thank you, senpai!”


  After Konoha-san gave me an energetic smile, she ran into the park like an innocent child. …From her perspective, that’s just an ordinary park near her home. Why is she getting so excited? …Just as I’m following her while feeling a bit confused, she stopped by the swing and turned back to me. Then, she put her tongue out a little bit embarrassingly.


  “Actually, I wouldn’t dare to come here and play if there are people around.”


  “Ah, I really understand how you feel since I’m the same type of person. However, I didn’t expect this. Konoha-san, I feel like you’re the extrovert type that loves to hang out with others.”


  Konoha-san smiled bitterly at what I said.


  “Well, although I’m way more flexible than my loner senpai, it’s two separate things with whether you’re a flexible person and whether you’re willing to be one.”


  “Uwah, that sounds deep.”


  “It’s not deep. I’m just saying that whether I like being stopped by housewives from next door. They keep asking, ‘how are you doing at school’ or ‘Konoha, did you get a boyfriend’ every time.”


  “Ah, …I get it. It’s not uncomfortable or frustrating, it’s just…”


  “Yep. Honestly, it’s better to spend time like that on gaming.”


  “You just said that out loud, but I guess it’s true.”


  “Of course, if I said something sincere like, they’ll think I’m a ‘modern, cold-hearted teenager.’ So, I usually won’t say that.”


  “I feel you. They wouldn’t even consider that I want to play games.”


  “Exactly! Ay, well, I guess they’re right in a sense…”


  Konoha-san and I can’t help but smile bitterly at each other. It’s moments like this that can make me acknowledge this girl in front of me is indeed my “partner.”


  Then, Konoha-san faced me with her back and slowly bowed down, and then she carefully swept the snow piled on the swing away as she continued.


  “Because of that, I hate being stopped by my chatty neighbors. However, I still love a park like this. Even though there’s not a specific reason. How should I put it, perhaps it’s because of the experience when I was little. The concept of ‘this is a happy place’ has been funneled into my brain.”


  “…I think I get that too.”


  As I’m saying that, I also swept away the snow on the swing next to Konoha-san and sat down. Just as we took a couple light swings, …we can’t help but laugh out.


  “If you think about this calmly, even though swings are impractical rides, it’s super fun.”


  Konoha-san agreed with what I’ve said.


  “Yes, that’s it. So, sometimes, when there’s no one around, I’ll come to the swings secretly. Ah, but if the kids are afraid of coming because I’m here, I do mind that. So, I’ll always leave before someone shows up.”


  Konoha-san told me this embarrassingly as she started swinging again. …For some reason, I finally feel that this junior is a bit adorable-


  “After all, it’s sexually arousing to feel the Gs with my lower abdomen secretly.”


  -I was wrong. That was close. The ultra pervert is still operational today.


  I completely ignored what Konoha-san said and just sat there swinging silently. So, she slightly lowered her tone and spoke up.


  “…Senpai, at which point do you think a couple’s relationship will end?”


  “…What do you mean by at which point?”


  “For example, it ends after there’s no response for a month, or It ends after you realized she’s cheating.”


  “Hmm, .well, …no matter the reason. …Anyway, the relationship should end when both sides want to break up, right?”


  “…Really, …what a slow way of thinking.”


  After Konoha-san heard my answer, she couldn’t hold her smile anymore and laughed a little as if she’s looking down on me. I was a bit pissed. As for Konoha-san, …she looked at the sky from afar and continued.


  “I think- as long as one side decided to break up, the relationship is already completely over.”


  “!”


  Her extremely brutal…yet logical sentence shocked me. I can’t help but touch the ground with my foot and stopped the swing.


  I was still frozen from her words. Then, Konoha-san continued swinging as she spoke up calmly.


  “No one will suffer if a relationship can be built on one-sided love.”


  “B-But, …think about it. Actually, Tendou-san must want to continue dating me-“


  “Senpai-“


  Suddenly, Konoha-san stopped her swing and came next to me. Then, …she glared at me with an unprecedentedly sharp look.


  “Did you know that you just proposed something really dangerous?”


  “…!”


  I can’t help but look away from her after she said that, and then I lowered my head. …She’s right. …The nice way to put what I’ve just said is that “I trust Tendou-san,” …However, …on the other hand, I’m twisting the meaning of what she said, what she believed, and what she did base on my own convenience. This is the worst thing I could do. The most terrible scenario is that my mindset is comparable to that of a stalker.


  I was so defeated that my face went pale. Konoha-san then changed her expression and continued.


  “It’s okay, as long as senpai understands. Look, I always thought that senpai wants to ‘roll on the bed excitedly’ with a junior girl from another school. That’s why I’m doing a lot of stuff to senpai with that premise.”


  Konoha-san smiled as she pinched her skirt and showed me her white thighs under for a bit. Usually, I would feel dumbfounded or start complaining. …However, this time, I really want to appreciate her for being so “warm” to me.


  Konoha-san started swinging gently again.


  “I get it, senpai feels really weak right now. It’s already depressing that Tendou-senpai broke up with you. Moreover, since things went this way, you can’t call Uehara-senpai, Agu-senpai, …or my sister for help, not even Kousei. You can’t sincerely rely on them. In other words, senpai, …you’ve never been this lonely before. This is unusual.”


  “…………”


  She got me.


  I stared at the dusky sky. …Since the 4th day of the trip, …I rarely messaged people online, not to mention in real life. I…


  I’m really lonely.


  …I thought I was used to being “alone” already. Although I really treasure everyone, however, even if they left me, it just ended up from “positive” back to “zero.” …I’m returning to my normal state from a blissful and beloved life. …I thought that was true.


  However, I’m wrong. Totally wrong.


  I…I…


  “…You’re really lonely, right, senpai?”


  “…………”


  How can this junior always see me right through? …So, it seems that she saw my question as well and spoke up with a bitter smile.


  “It’s because someone in my family is really similar to senpai, …including that weak emotion.”


  “…………”


  I don’t know what to say. After that, …after the school trip, I didn’t even talk properly to Chiaki. Honestly, I don’t know how I should speak to her. I used that I was dating Tendou-san as a reason and rejected her feelings. …Then, I kept requesting her help, …yet it all turned into dust. I’m not sure whether I can still call myself a friend of her anymore.


  However, from what Konoha-san mentioned, Chiaki seems to be really “fragile” right now for some reason too…
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  (…If it was because I rejected her, I don’t think I should ask this right here.)


  Sigh, what’s wrong with me right now. I can’t rely on nor help anyone.


  Konoha-san spoke gently to comfort me.


  “Senpai, you must be, …I get it. If we’re in a game, you’re at a ‘lost’ state.”


  “Lost…”


  “The shining gears you got from this adventure were all gone, and your level went back to 1. All of your journeys returned to the beginning, and all the teammates you got temporarily disbanded. Well, if there’s something left, …yep, perhaps it’s an irrelevant NPC like me that are still affectionate towards senpai, right.”


  “Don’t say that. You’re not irrelevant…”


  I planned to retort, but Konoha-san said, “it’s fine” and smiled.


  “Thanks to that, I can act as a weak senpai’s only companion right now and comfort you.”


  “Konoha-san…”


  So, it seems that Konoha-san wanted to calm me down, so she smiled confidently at me.


  “But even if you ‘lost,’ it’s far from a ‘total loss’ yet, senpai. This is just like a game. As long as you look for them quickly, all the gears, experience, and teammates you lost can be recovered in no time! So, in the future, I, Konoha Hoshinomori, will provide my assistance and help senpai out as much as possible! Uh, …ah, it’s okay if you want sex too, you get it, right!”


  Konoha-san even added that last sentence playfully. …I can’t do this. Crap, I’m about to cry.


  So, right now, even if it’s just a casual encouragement from Konoha-san, when I heard that, …when I listened to that…


  “…Thank you, Konoha-san. Thanks to you, I think…I can still fight on.”


  I appreciated her, yet Konoha-san answered me with a serious look.


  “Also, what does senpai mean when you said you want to ‘fight’ on? From my interpretation, are you so determined that you’re going to stalk your ex?”


  …She’s indeed the renowned student council president of Hekiyou High School. She’s serious. That’s the determination and face of…a friend that wants to protect the girl Karen Tendou.


  To her question, I also replied sincerely and honestly.


  “Well, based on the situation, perhaps it’ll really turn into what you said.”


  “Senpai, that’s too…”


  “But please relax. Thanks to you, I’ll not act with an uncertain motive that’s basically imagination. I will never think ‘Tendou-san must feel the same way’ before I do something.”


  “Hmm? If that’s the case, senpai, can I ask what you are you thinking now?”


  “Of course, even if I’m in a total loss state right now, there’s still something that I can rely on.”


  “There’s still something that you can rely on even in such a hopeless state? That is…”


  This is Konoha-san’s question.


  I…put my hand in front of my chest and answered her with a smile.


  “That is the feeling that I, Keita Amano, have for Tendou-san.”


  “…………”


  “Even if everything around me is uncertain right now, even if Tendou-san and I…aren’t couples anymore. Even if that’s the case…”


  I stared at the evening sky determinedly.


  “I still love Tendou-san. It’s okay even if it’s just one-sided love. This is the only feeling…that even Tendou-san herself can’t limit or reject. Whether it’s the present or the future, I always love Tendou-san. I love her the most.”


  I told her with my eyes sparkling. Then, Konoha-san sighed dumbfoundedly next to me.


  “…Jeez, senpai, you’re going too far. I can’t believe you’re showing off your determination to a junior that’s interested in you…”


  While she did complain, Konoha-san looks a bit happy, so I added.


  “So, I’ll still act like I’m in love with her. I can’t help it if that counts as what a stalker will do. However, I’ll promise you that everything I do will be within my conscience.”


  “Yes, yes, yes, I get it. Anyway, I’m not really worrying that senpai will turn into a stalker. By the way, I’m relieved that you got a nice conclusion.”


  Konoha-san smiled at me, …what a nice girl.


  Just as I’m throbbed on my own, Konoha-san kept her unchangeable attitude and added something unnecessary.”


  “In other words, this means that the sexual desires I have for senpai also counts as ‘love.’ Hehehe!”


  “No, that’s way over from what you’ll call conscience.”


  “Really? I hate to be honest, but 90% of love is sexual desires, right?”


  “You destroyed everything you just said a while ago, sigh…”


  I let out a sigh. Then, Konoha-san chuckled and stood up with the help of a powerful swing. She didn’t even wait for me and started walking as she spoke.


  “Alright, it’s time to go, senpai. It’s time for the disappointing notice that I waited so long for.”


  “Ah, I almost forgot. Let’s go.”


  I stood up from the swing as well, and then I ran next to her. After that, I smiled at Konoha-san, but she suddenly looked away embarrassingly. Then, she got slightly startled and told me this.


  “Sigh, sigh, …if only I knew senpai was going to be this fragile. I could’ve actually comforted you in a more flirty way. Uwah, how regrettable.”


  “You’re saying that again…”


  I complained as usual. …However, I slightly changed my mind this time.


  (Hmm, Konoha-san put so much effort into being a clown just to cheer me up. …I’ll be too inconsiderate if all I do is complaining. How about a route change…)


  I cleared my throat and immediately went in front of Konoha-san after we’re out of the park. Then, I put my hands on her shoulders and faced her in the eyes.


  “Ehh? U-Uh, senpai? L-Look there…”


  Konoha-san was surprised. Yep, …this is a new reaction for me. This means that she’s enjoying it.


  I’m getting confident at pranks like this, so I smiled smugly. Also, that’s why I didn’t notice Konoha-san is looking somewhere behind me-


  -I posed a “handsome” look and told her with my serious attitude that I just acted out.


  “Well, now that we have a chance, why don’t you comfort me with the flirty way that you just mentioned, Konoha-san?”


  “Eh!” “Eh!”


  I heard Konoha-san’s shocked reaction, so I got a bit too cheerfully. Hahaha, I was the one that was pranked all around, but this time I’m striking back.


  The evidence is that I can hear Konoha-san’s shocked voice stereophonically as if it appeared in front and behind me. Look, like right now, I’m so immersed that I think I can feel someone behind me-


  “…A-Amano…-kun?”


  -Eh, weird, even though Konoha-san didn’t move her mouth, I can hear a speaker playing a sound effect behind. …Also, how should I say this? I can even feel that noise is exactly someone that dated me until a while ago. Also, Konoha-san seems to be staring the “person” that I imagined with a pale face.


  …………


  ….I turned my neck stiffy and looked behind with a horrible feeling.


  In the end, I saw-


  “Amano-kun, …what…did you…just say to Konoha-san…”


  -The incredibly beautiful and blonde high school girl, who’s shocked expression is just as charming. In other words…


  “T-Tendou-san…?”


  My “ex-girlfriend” is standing behind me with a twitching face.


  …………


  Well, it looks like my relationship is confirmed to be in “total loss” here. Well done, everyone. I appreciated your hard work.


  Chapter 2: Karen Tendou and Fresh Restart


  (An hour before meeting up with Amano in the park.)


  “The last time when I came here, …is when we were playing that Game of Life, right.”


  I turned off the GPS on my phone and looked at the house in front of me. …The house with a “Hoshinomori” sign next to it. I can’t help but stand there silently for a moment.


  After school, residential area. A housewife from the neighbourhood is holding her shopping bag while looking at the blonde high school girl, …which is me, from afar, again and again.


  I sighed deeply and mumbled to myself.


  (I can’t help but come and “visit” Chiaki-san. …However, no matter how you think of it, this will do nothing but trouble to her, right.)


  I suddenly want to back out once I came here. …I really can’t be confident with myself once it involves Amano-kun.


  I took a few deep breaths in front of Hoshinomori’s home as I thought about why I’m here.


  (Firstly, today is the first normal school day after the end of the school trip. …From what I’ve heard from the teacher, my classmate Chiaki-san was absent because she caught a cold. That’s how everything began.)


  There’s no problem so far. Karen Tendou is worrying her classmate that caught a cold, so she’s going to pay a visit. …Yep, there’s nothing strange with the process. Yes…


  -If only the incident on the 4th day of the school trip didn’t happen.


  I put my hand on my forehead as I pondered about it.


  (Although I feel like it’s impossible, …don’t tell me the real reason why Chiaki-san was absent has to do with that “thing” I did to Amano-kun.)


  That thing…refers to that. Uh, Amano-kun and I…k…ki…


  W-We touched each other’s lips, and then we broke up.


  (Honestly, I thought I was seeing things. …However, I think I did saw a figure that resembles Chiaki-san…)


  That’s a shadow I saw in the gloomy park. Since things were happening to us, so I can’t confirm before everything was finished. If say, the person that I saw was really Chiaki-san, …and it’s why she was absent today…


  “…………”


  I finally made up my mind at this point.


  (…Right. If that’s really the case, …no matter how ugly and awkward the meeting might go, I’m still responsible for explaining everything to her.)


  Perhaps I’ll be scolded or hated. The worst possible scenario is that she might end our friendship. …The expectation that a person who I sincerely identified as a friend will reject me is overwhelming me with fear.


  However, even so-


  If the reason for Chiaki-san not coming to school isn’t because she caught a cold, and it’s actually because of us…because of me-


  “Well, then I’ll need to take care of everything.”


  After I made up my mind, I finally pressed the doorbell at the entrance. A moment passed and I can someone’s coming to the door. …No, I knew that Chiaki-san’s here. By texting Konoha-san beforehand, I confirmed that right now, Chiaki-san is home alone.


  In other words, there’s no way to back out now.


  I awaited her with a nervous look. Then, the door was pushed open.


  So, she finally appeared in front of me. …Chiaki Hoshinomori looks-


  “Cough! Cough! Sniffffff... I-I’m soreyyy, Karen-san. I can’t believe I have to see you with how I’m looking now… A-ACHOO! Cough! Cough! …Sniff, …sniff. …A-Anyway, please come in- Cough! Ugh! Cough! Phew, …phew, …phew…”


  -Without a doubt, she’s just a girl that caught a severe cold!


  She’s wearing pyjamas with a mask on her face, her hair and skin are a mess. …I can’t help but immediately complain.


  “Chiaki-san, you really just caught a cold!”


  “What? Eh, t-this is the first time that my friend got mad at me because I ‘really just caught a cold!’ I-I feel like I should apologize…”


  “I-It’s fine. It’s good that you caught a cold, it’s good. …Phew, I’m relieved.”


  “Relived? K-Karen-san, don’t tell me you’re taking pleasure in my suffering because you hate me! Cough, cough!”


  Chiaki-san looks like she’s about to cry as she started coughing again. …Crap, what am I doing.


  “I-I’m sorry! P-Please get back to your house, Chiaki-san! Here, let’s go!”


  “R-Really. Uh, thanks…?”


  So, I immediately switched to the “visiting” mode, pushed her back, and walked into Hoshinomori’s home.


  *


  “Cough, cough! H-Hiya, people like me is very likely to catch a cold before and after a trip. Recovery takes a long time. …Achoo! Sniff, …sniff…”


  Chiaki-san crawled into the bed in her room and explained with only her head out. After I put my bag at the corner of the room, I moved her desk next to the bed as I answered.


  “I understand how you feel. However, is there any direct reason…”


  Is she really exhausted because of me? …I worried about this as I took a seat. Chiaki remained in bed and tilted her head confusingly.


  “Honestly, …I don’t recall any specific reasons.”


  “Huh! I’m the one that hurt you, after all…”


  “I rode on the rollercoaster 10 times at a cold amusement park night with thin clothes on. I feel like that’s not relevant, right…”


  “No, that’s the reason!”


  I knew why, finally. It’s not because she worried too much. She just exhausted her body out.


  I asked dumbfoundedly.


  “W-Why are you doing dumb things like that…”


  “Eh? Hiya, that’s because, …ugh, …uh…”


  Suddenly, Chiaki-san looked away slightly and covered her mouth tightly with the blanket.


  I was alerted by her look.


  I clenched my fist on my lap. …Then, I got right into the chase and asked her.


  “Chiaki, …don’t tell me…you saw what I did…with Amano-kun…that night?”


  “…!”


  To my suspicion, Chiaki closed her eyes firmly. …After that, she turned away and faced the wall, seemingly trying to avoid me. …However, 10 seconds later, she slowly nodded her head.


  I dropped my shoulders and sighed deeply. I showed a loving scene with my boyfriend to my rival in love. …In certain situations, perhaps it’ll make people feel good. But, right now, I’m not happy at all. Moreover, I don’t even feel embarrassed.


  All I can feel is…bitterness. This is sad. I’m upset.


  I lowered my head with a bitter expression and squeezed my voice out to apologize.


  “How should I put it. …Chiaki-san, that’s why you didn’t want to talk to me on the plane heading back. …It’s because your chest is flooded with jealously and sadness, right…”


  After she heard what I said, Chiaki-san…looked at me once again. Then, she denied it with a puzzled look.


  “Ah, it’s not like that. I was just trying my best to resist that ‘nausea’ caused by the upcoming cold.”


  “…………”


  “So, the things that were flooding my chest isn’t sadness or anything. It was actually wave after wave of vomit. Ay, that was really close. I almost discharged next to you…”


  “R…Really.”


  What the, I don’t want to hear this information at all. …I really hope that she can return my worries.


  I took a deep breath and made up my mind before talking to her once again.


  “This is about what happened to us that night, …and what you witnessed. There’s something else I would like to confirm, alright?”


  “Oh, what is it? …Ah, well, if you’re referring to an ‘even more intimate scene’ after that, t-then I saw nothing! Yes, please don’t worry about it! So, I have no idea. Whether it’s your reddish skin, or Keita’s face when he unleashed his lust. I saw none-“


  “No, I’m not talking about those! Moreover, that didn’t happen!”


  “R-Really? But if that’s true, what are you talking about…”


  Chiaki answered me with a confused look. From her face, I can tell she really didn’t see the scene after we kissed.


  …I paused for a beat. …Then, I mentally prepared myself and spoke up.


  “Chiaki-san, it seems to be that you have no idea. That night, Amano-kun and I- broke up already.”


  “HUH! …Achoo!”


  Right away, Chiaki-san popped up from the bed and sneezed at the same time.


  -Saliva, sweat, and snivel all flew across the room towards me.


  “S-Sorry, sorry.”


  Chiaki-san quickly started cleaning everything around her with tissues. …Yep, Amano-kun is like this too. Why do these people keep breaking serious moments! Are they sick? Sigh, even though Chiaki-san is really sick now, she caught a cold.


  After she cleaned her mess, Chiaki-san wiped her nose forcefully. Then, she propped up and asked me again.


  “W-W-What happened! Karen-san, why did you say you broke up with Keita!”


  “It’s what you heard.”


  I wiped the mucus splashed onto my face calmly with a handkerchief.


  “T-This means that after the bodies of Keita and you broke up, they formed Karen B and Keita B…”


  “Uh, it’s not science fiction. I mean, we broke up mentally.”


  “T-This means that the ‘Holy Karen’ that was born from your conscience, and the ‘Evil Karen’ that was spawned from your wicked thoughts finally battled each other-“


  “No. It’s not as fantastical. My soul didn’t break up and formed two parts.”


  “Well, …I-I’m sorry. An idiot like me can only guess a hopeless conclusion as ‘you broke up with Keita’ and ceased to be a couple…”


  “Uh, that’s correct! Sorry, this is the real, hopeless conclusion!”


  “Eh? EHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  “I wish you can give me this reaction earlier!”


  Chiaki-san was thoroughly shocked while I sighed helplessly.


  I sat upright and continued.


  “I already told your little sister Konoha about this …I should say, including Konoha-san, everyone around you knew in advance.”


  “Ehhhhh! What is this! N-Not again! I’m always the one that gets the message last, why does this plot appear in my life this often! I was the only one that didn’t know the hiking trip was cancelled, and I looked forward to it while going to the elementary school alone with my bags on. I ended up waiting for nothing in the rain! This is just like what happened at that time! This is madness! I’m used to it, anyway, it’s fine!”


  “Sorry, Chiaki-san. I understand that we’ll be stuck on the topic, but please let me hug you for 3 seconds.”


  “Hiya!”


  So, I hugged Chiaki-san’s head for 3 seconds tightly while she’s confused. …Phew.


  “Well, allow me to continue.”


  “W-What’s with that magical mind-reading? The triggers are too random!”


  Although Chiaki-san seems to be confused, I still pressed on.


  “There’s another thing I want to report, Uehara-kun and Aguri-san broke up as well.”


  “WHATTTTTTTTTTTT! Cough, cough! Cough, cough!”


  Whether it’s because she screamed too hard or the cold, Chiaki-san choked herself at last. I rubbed her back. So, after she calmed down, the girl gave me a serious look.


  “Ah! It turned into this after I got a mysterious fever. …This means that I was influenced by a change in the timeline unknowingly-“


  “It’s not that at all. The things that are influencing you right now is ‘the ups and downs in a romantic comedy’ instead of a ‘timeline change.’ Well, I do hate to describe my relationship as a romantic comedy.”


  “R-Really. …I can’t believe all of this happened when I’m struggling to fight my cold. …Honestly, I feel like I’m the protagonist of Walking Dead season 1.”


  “Please don’t relate our situation to the end of the world.”


  She’s acting like we made a colossal mess, …even though we actually did.


  Chiaki-san answered with a “sorry” and chugged the sports drink I got for her. After she finished half of it, she looks a lot better. So, she covered herself with the blanket before facing me again.


  …It wasn’t until now that I realized Chiaki-san’s pyjamas aren’t appropriately worn, and her chest looks a bit red. It looks incredibly charming. I’m glad that Amano-kun didn’t visit her alone. …Just as I’m almost feeling relived, I noticed and immediately pinched the back of my hand.


  (I’m not his ‘girlfriend’ anymore. I’m his ex, right! No, I can’t feel that! Jeez! I’ve always been-)


  “Karen-san?”


  Chiaki-san was confused by what I’m doing and tilted her head. I quickly stopped pinching my hand and tried to calm myself down. Then, I followed it with a cough before explaining again.


  “Although we didn’t talk to each other in advance, …that day, Uehara-kun and I broke up with our lovers separately.”


  “Uh, this means that…after…you two…kissed each other?”


  Chiaki-san asked embarrassingly. I can feel my cheeks are heating too as I answered her.


  “Y-Yeah, well, …after…the k-kiss…”


  Chiaki-san’s room was filled with silence for a while, around 10 seconds.


  Then, Chiaki-san said something unexpected -yet it fits her style.


  “…Well, I feel terrible for Keita…and Aguri-chan…”


  Chiaki-san looks gloomy, perhaps she might break into tears. Even though it’s inappropriate for me to mention this, I’m convinced by her.


  (Even though you’re in such a sorry state, …your spirit and stamina should be incredibly low right now. You’re still just as compassionate to your friends, Chiaki-san…)


  The embarrassing fact is that I don’t think I can act in the same way.


  Moreover, since she loves Amano-kun, …no one will blame her even if she’s “happy” about our situation at first…


  (Sigh, …it’s because you’re a person like this, that’s why I…)


  After I saw Chiaki-san’s thoroughly depressed face, I…I once again believed that my decision is “correct.”


  (Perhaps no one will understand. I sincerely get that I’m asserting things here. However, …this…this is how I’m going to show my sincerity. …This is…the conclusion I’ve reached for my relationship.)


  I stared at Chiaki-san’s eyes again. As for her, …she’s still glaring at me with a shocked look, even mixed with slight sparks of anger.


  (…It’s because you’re a person like this…)


  At this moment, I took a deep breath…


  -Then, finally, I told someone why I’m doing this.


  “But, this way, everyone can finally ‘love’ each other, without any boundaries.”


  “-Eh?”


  Chiaki-san was speechless. I held her hand and smiled warmly before continuing.


  “Chiaki-san, the love you have for Amano-kun. …Although I’m unwilling to admit this, I’ll say that it’s ‘genuine,’ …to the point where I’m in awe.”


  “Eh? W-Well, how, uh, uh, I, Keita…”


  Chiaki-san freaked out since she’s embarrassed. I still held her hand tightly and pressed on.


  “Of course, I love Amano-kun too. I sincerely…and deeply love him, …to the point that I’m willing to let myself suffer.”


  “…Yes.”


  This time, after Chiaki-san heard the sentence that I mustered out, she held my hand tightly. …I want to cry. However, I can’t break down here. I raised my head determined and continued.


  “However, previously, -the fact that I’m dating him has trampled…your noble love, …and your feeling brutally.”


  “N-No, my feelings weren’t trampled! I’m not thinking that at all…!”


  Chiaki-san tried to retort, but I interrupted her.


  “The reason why I started dating him is twisted. It’s a product of misunderstandings and luck. However, I think…I’ve always just sat and enjoyed the relationship with Amano-kun since I love him.”


  “It’s not like that. …Think about it, …Keita’s second confession is undoubtedly sincere…”


  Chiaki-san was startled as she quickly comforted me, who’s supposed to be her rival in love.


  (…Really, why can’t you notice it? The more you act like this, …the more determined I became.)


  Although I can’t help but laugh out, I still continued.


  “Yeah, after that confession, I think we’re genuinely dating. That love is 100% real. …E-Even though I suspected it idiotically at one time, I still believed we were couples at that time. That’s why, while this relationship is temporary, and I understand that it’s really selfish, I took his first kiss away before breaking up. After all, this is undeniable evidence that we dated.”


  “If that’s the case…”


  “However, even so, the fact that it’s flawed at the start won’t change.  …Also, someone’s rejected feelings won’t disappear as well.”


  “…………”


  Chiaki-san still looks like she can’t accept it, so I decided to put it in another way.


  “It’s like a racing game. Even though the winner of that match is an overwhelming professional player that can mow all opposition down. Even though the winner will win when you consider her skills. Even so, …if that match started with a ‘sneak off,’ I think the result should be invalidated.”


  “Karen-san…”


  Chiaki-san is very impressed by my extraordinary philosophy of winning and losing. After I saw her reaction, I put up a smug face confidently. Then, suddenly, …Chiaki-san squinted and complained.


  “…Did you just secretly emphasize that ‘you’re better even without a sneak off’ when you’re presenting your view?”


  “…Alright, let’s forget about that.”


  “Karen-san…?”


  Their ears are still really sensitive when it comes to small things like this—these loners, …whatever.


  I glanced at Chiaki-san’s eyes again and told her this.


  “Chiaki-san, I…I hope I can win legitimately. Not at a competition where I get to start first, but it’s a legitimate competition where we share the same conditions, that’s where I want to win.”


  “…Karen-san, …but, …if you do that, …I still feel like…”


  During this time, she glared at my eyes brutally with a determined look.


  “I still feel terrible for Keita. He’s upset because of our selfishness. …I’m absolutely not willing to hurt his love! I won’t back down on this one!”


  “…Really.”


  With how sincere her words…and attitude are, I already surrendered countless times in my heart. …Although I’m the one that triggered her, …this girl is way too unbeatable when it comes to being considerate to Amano-kun. …However-


  That’s why Karen Tendou will move forward fearlessly. It’s because an obstacle is blocking me.


  I glared at Chiaki-san fiercely as well and told her.


  “That’s why I’m competing with you fairly. This is for Amano-kun to get his ‘true happiness.’ After all, you won’t be happy just because you got ‘someone’ to go out with, right? I think true happiness can only be acquired by dating someone you sincerely love with your entire soul.”


  “Karen-san…”


  My retort stunned Chiaki-san.


  I slowly let go of her hand.


  “Also, the most important thing is that…”


  I brought on a slightly cunning conclusion to convince her.


  “After this competition, we can at least be sure that Amano-kun can be ‘truly happy.’ Don’t you think…this is the best ending for us as well? We both love him, right.”


  *


  It’s been 10 minutes since I talked to Chiaki-san and when she accepted my reasoning.


  It’s not good to overstay my visit. So, even though I don’t want to leave yet, I still prepared to go home. “Right-“ Chiaki-san maintained her pose on the bed and said.


  “I wasn’t paying attention when I was talking about Keita with you. But, …did Uehara-kun and Aguri-chan broke up because of the same reason?”


  “Eh? Oh, ..well, …hmm…”


  I started putting on my scarf as I replied Chiaki-san with a vague smile.


  “I think so, …but it’s hard to say. Like what I’ve said before, Uehara-kun and I didn’t agree that we’ll break up with our lovers together in advance. Perhaps he has his own reasons.”


  “Right. …Uh, can I ask how did things go for the two of them?”


  Chiaki-san asked worriedly. …Jeez, this girl is the kindest person ever.


  Although I can’t help but chuckle, I stilled stopped putting on my scarf and answered her.


  “Well, for Uehara-kun, …hmm, I guess he’s just the same. Even though I didn’t talk to him directly, I saw that he’s still messing with his friends in-class cheerfully as they walked.”


  “Really? Well, how about Aguri-chan…”


  “…Sorry, I don’t know too much then. While I’m worried as well, …even so, I’m not supposed to interfere in her relationship too much.”


  “Ah, …right. I guess I shouldn’t ask that.”


  Chiaki-san scratched her face embarrassingly. We’re actually friends and partners in the Hobby Club. However, honestly, we still mind each other’s existence.


  I started putting on my scarf again as I sighed loudly.


  “Ay, Amano-kun should be a good companion of her right now…”


  “Ah, yeah. Speaking of this, I feel like Aguri-chan can also heal Keita’s wounds pretty well too…”


  “Yeah, you’re right. From this perspective, right now, they’re irreplaceable to each other-“


  “Yes, yes. Currently, they’ve never needed to rely on each other so much mentally-“


  At this moment, we paused everything we’re doing.


  …………


  I stopped putting on my scarf.


  Chiaki-san stopped scratching her cheeks.


  -We started sweating profusely. Then, the two of us looked at each other and screamed in our hearts.


  (THIS PERSON IN FRONT OF ME ISN’T THE STRONGEST OPPONENT THAT I SHOULD WORRY RIGHT NOW!)


  We still smiled at each other, …yet sweat keeps appearing on our faces as we continued the conversation.


  “H-Hiya, this is not good. Well, I, …right! I want to find Amano-kun directly and talk about gaming together, yes. I have to see him now, a-as a friend!”


  “W-What a coincidence, Karen-san! I also want to look for Keita, uh, well, r-right, there’s something I would like to ask him about the mobile game, a-as a friend, o-of course!”


  So, we laughed emotionlessly at each other.


  So, a moment of silence passed.


  We started moving quickly.


  Chiaki-san grabbed her phone next to the bed, and I opened the door.


  “Well, stay safe, Chiaki-san!”


  “Alright! Sorry for not bidding farewell properly, Karen-san! See you!”


  “K, bye!”


  I hastily waved at her and just left by the corridor directly. After I put my shoes on within 2 seconds and walked out of the entrance, I immediately got my phone out and opened the texting app. Usually, I will never walk while paying attention to my phone, but now’s different. Anyway, once I confirmed that there’s no pedestrians or cars nearby, I dashed across the residential area as I typed.


  <Hello, Amano-kun. I’ve never messaged you since then. Did anything change for you? By the way, if you’re free right now, do you want to meet->


  Just as I’m typing this.


  “…Sigh, sigh, how regrettable.”


  “You’re saying that again…”


  I heard some familiar voices.


  I can’t help but my raise my head from the screen. So, I saw a high school boy and girl walking out from the park not far away…


  (Uh, that’s Amano-kun? Also, …Konoha-san too!)


  Due to the surprise, I stopped walking.


  (Eh? Why? Why is Amano-kun here? Is he visiting Chiaki-san? …No, he’s not my class, I don’t think he even knows that Chiaki-san is absent. Moreover, Konoha-san is with him. …But it’s natural for her to show up around Hoshinomori’s home…)


  Although I thought of all the possible scenarios, anyway, the worst possible one – the scene when Aguri-san and him “instantly matched” each other, didn’t happen. I pressed my chest in relief.


  I wanted to say hi to them. -However, at this moment, Amano-kun, who faced me with his back, put his hands on Konoha-san’s shoulders tightly.


  “Eh!”


  “Eh!”


  The gasps that Konoha-san and I let out due to shock completely overlapped each other. At the same time, since she’s facing Amano-kun, she made eye contact with me, who’s behind him.


  Konoha-san noticed my presence and tried to tell Amano-kun.


  Her eyes are bouncing between Amano-kun and me. However, …Amano-kun didn’t notice it at all.


  Moreover, …he grabbed Konoha-san’s shoulders with his hands even tighter and told her this with an unprecedentedly “manly” tone.


  “Well, now that we have a chance, why don’t you comfort me with the flirty way that you just mentioned, Konoha-san?”


  “Eh!” “Eh!”


  Konoha-san’s and my voice overlapped again. At the same time, I’m feeling dizzy.


  …What’s happening? Is this reality?


  “…A-Amano…-kun?”


  I can’t help but call him out. However, even so, Amano-kun still didn’t look back.


  However, …after a couple seconds, he was clearly alerted. Then, …he looked back quite slowly.


  …With a pretty awkward expression.


  As for me, I calmed down and asked.


  “Amano-kun, …what…did you…just say to Konoha-san…”


  “T-Tendou-san…?”


  Right away, Amano-kun’s face is painted full of hopelessness. …T-This reaction, …it looks like it can’t be too far from that…


  The atmosphere that feels like a cheater getting caught is permeating between Amano-kun and me.


  So, it looks like Konoha-san can’t take it anymore, so she hastily broke the silence and attempted to smooth things over.


  “H-Hiya, Tendou-senpai, what a coincidence to see you here! L-Let’s forget about that, how should I put it, we’re just chatting, yes! Senpai said that because of the things we talked about!”


  “…Oh, oh, …really. W-What did you two talk about?”


  “Eh? Uh, well, …I mentioned to senpai that, actually, I can comfort him with an extremely flirty way…”


  “If that’s true, then it’s just like what I expected. I didn’t misunderstand anything, right!”


  “Crap, you’re right! Uh, b-but, that’s not true! Right, senpai?”


  Konoha-san threw the topic to Amano-kun. He started nodded repeatedly like a wind-up doll. His face is pale as he tried his best to explain to me.


  “Yes! I was thinking about ‘why don’t I take the initiative’ sometimes…”


  “Y-You’re literally falling in love with her, right…!”


  “Y-You’re wrong! It’s not like that! I should say I’m just trying to return Konoha-san’s effort…”


  “You want to return Konoha-san’s ‘sexual desires,’ right!”


  “No, no, no, no, no! It’s not like what you’ve said…!”


  “Senpai! If that’s true, I’m totally alright even if we’re doing it in public suddenly!”


  “YOU’RE ACTUALLY NOT TRYING TO HELP ME, RIGHT!”


  After Amano-kun shouted, he scratched his brain repeatedly before explaining everything to me with his entire soul. From what I’ve heard, that was just his way of “joking” with Konoha-san.


  When I heard the full story, I felt like it fits his style, so I pressed my chest in relief. …However, after seeing his expression that looks like he’s explaining to his girlfriend, I realized I shouldn’t act like this. So, I crossed my arms and answered him coldly with a sharp attitude.


  “Amano-kun doing what with who has nothing to do with me, a-anyway! We’re not dating, a-after all!”


  “…Y-You’re…right…”


  Amano-kun dropped his shoulders depressingly right away. …What the, I feel terrible. I really want to hug him right now. However, …I’ve already announced that I’m competing legitimately, so I can’t step out of bounds and enter the “girlfriend” realm…


  “Wow, I feel sorry for senpai…”


  “K-Konoha-san?”


  So, at the next moment, Konoha-san hugged Amano-kun’s arm intimately for some reason. She kept touching him with her plumpy chest that’s as big as her sister. Moreover, her entire body is leaning on him, nearly putting his arm in her cleavage.


  “HEY-“


  I can’t suppress my anger. However, Konoha-san immediately said, “Weird?” as she looked at me mischievously.


  “Why is Ms. ‘Ex-girlfriend’ getting angry when she broke up with senpai?”


  “Uh, ugh…!”


  “Like what you’ve said, you’re already the ‘ex-girlfriend’ now. Is it reasonable for you to be angry at times like this? Ah, …or, Tendou-senpai, you’re actually still in love with senpai?”


  Konoha-san asked me while showing an evil smile. J-Jeez, she has always been like this…! While she acts freely and carelessly on the surface, in reality, …she’s doing all this to cheer Amano-kun up. That’s why Konoha-san revealed my feelings in front of him, …I guess.


  Amano-kun was convinced by what she said, so he mustered up his courage and stepped forward to face me.


  “T-Tendou-san! Uh, …i-if that’s true, w…well! P-Please, can…can we…can we go out…once again! Please! T-This time, I, …well, …I’ll work even harder!”


  Amano-kun bowed down as he reached his hand out to me.


  “You’ll work even harder, …right…”


  As for me, when I’m faced with his request that’s about to make me jump in excitement, I can’t help but lowered my head as I held my trembling hands tightly.


  I…I really love Keita Amano.


  He loves gaming. He’s always cheerful. He’s gentle, yet he got a strong opinion. He’s timid but filled with courage at the same time, and he’s incredibly sincere to everyone…


  I fell in love with him unconsciously. …I really love him. I really love him, I’m in love him so much that I can’t pull myself out.


  I want to stay with him forever. I want to laugh with him together. I want to be…the closest to him. Yes, I sincerely wished that.


  However, that’s why, at the same time, I hope… No, I really hope-


  -I really hope that he can truly happy with the person he loves the most.


  …If I’m that person, then nothing is happier in the world for me. At that time, I think I will forget everyone and love him wholeheartedly and enjoy our lives together.


  However, that’s the exact reason.


  I don’t hope that…he chose me because “we used to be a couple.”


  …That’s why, …that’s why I…


  I clenched my fist subconsciously. …Even so,  I still squeezed out my final strength and raised my head with a calm smile. Then, I told this to my favourite boy in the world.


  “No, thanks, Amano-kun. It’s because you’re not the Amano-kun that I want to go out with right now.”


  *


  (AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!)


  It’s been 10 minutes since I met with Amano-kun and Konoha-san. I, Karen Tendou, bid farewell to them and left with a chic “nice girl” aura. …After that, I headed to the nearest convenience store and bought carbonated drinks, which I usually wouldn’t try. Then, when I chugged the whole bottle at the food court, …I scratched my head as I flooded myself in regret.


  (Why! Why would I reject Amano-kun with a smug face! What’s the reason to turn down your most beloved person’s confession! There’s literally nothing in the world that stops me from dating him, not in my family at least! I just rejected him because of self-satisfaction, …isn’t this too weird? True love overrides everything, right? If that’s the case, this means that what I did…is just committing suicide! Am I an idiot! Seriously, what was I doing…)


  I stopped scratched my head as I leaned on the chair and stared at the roof of the store. A dusty air conditioner came into view. …I was feeling as boundless as the sea and sky when I was explaining to Chiaki-san. Right now, I’m utterly depressed.


  (Sigh, …can Amano-kun please ask me to date him again.)


  The Karen Tendou in Hoshinomori’s home was nowhere to be found, I was hopeless. Although I’m dumbfounded at myself, the bitterness in my heart hurts way more, so I’m really helpless too.


  Venting out in the store alone like this, I feel like… all these hesitations in my heart doesn’t even matter if I can stay with Amano-kun.


  Really, how petty and low do I have to be as a girl.


  However, …on the other hand, I did expect this.


  “Even though I’m such a coward alone, …when I’m in front of Amano-kun or Chiaki-san, I bet I’ll still pretend to be the strong-willed Karen Tendou. …I’ve always been like this.”


  Really. It’s idiotic, no matter how you look at it.


  I sighed loudly after I’m completely fed up with myself. So, …my phone on the table suddenly vibrated. I casually grabbed it and turned on the screen while still feeling depressed, then I found out…


  “…It’s from Konoha-san?”


  Konoha-san texted me on her own. I always get a half-baked response even if I tried to talk to her. It’s rare for her to text me.


  I opened the app and read it.


  <Konoha Hoshinomori: About the question earlier, I think I can answer more straightforwardly. Sorry, even though this is still my own definition, please allow me to answer again if possible.>


  “The question earlier?”


  I was confused with what she’s talking about, so I checked our message history. So, after a while of sliding, I found out the message I wanted.


  “Ah, ‘what is love?’ That’s what I asked, right.”


  That’s the question I threw to her during the school trip. Initially, Konoha-san answered me casually. …Then, she wrote something sincere as the reply and alerted me. …Yep.


  “I feel like she already answered it pretty simply…”


  I confirmed the brilliant answer I got from her once again as I tilted my head.


  At this time, another message comes through. I scrolled the history and confirmed the latest content. So, the text written there is straightforward. …It’s her 4-word definition of love.


  <Konoha Hoshinomori: It’s in your heart.>


  “…………”


  I blinked at what she said for a second.


  After a moment, …I can’t help but chuckle.


  “Really, …is that true…”


  If that’s the case, …nothing is more exciting than this.


  After all, this means that I’m finally with Chiaki-san and Aguri-san…


  I’m finally standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the girls that I’ve respected for long.


  …………


  I looked at the screen for a while.


  Then, I rose up from the chair chicly as I let out a “yep” and straightened my back. After that…


  “…Alright, I’ll enjoy myself with video games once I got home today!”


  Well, today’s the same. I started my dumbfoundedly usual daily routine with video games.


  Chapter 3: Tasuku Uehara and Difficulty Change


  “Eh? Hey, this isn’t right. …Why are you not contacting Aguri on your own, Amano!”


  “Uh, even if you ask me why…”


  The second Tuesday of December. In other words, the second school day after the end of the trip, lunchtime.


  In the stairs of the old school building that no one walks through, I stopped chewing my curry sandwich and looked back at Amano.


  He’s putting his back against me as he’s eating the same sandwich. Then, he looked at the boring scenery below the stairs and spoke up.


  “Well, …after the 4th night of the trip, we confirmed each of our situations in the lobby of the hotel. …However, we didn’t text each other after that. Yep!”


  Amano said this like it’s nothing before chewing on his sandwich casually.


  In comparison, anxiety is clearly running high on my face as I asked him.


  “B-But, …in times like this, won’t you two dash towards the family restaurant immediately?”


  “Yeah, that’s true normally. …However, honestly, I don’t feel like it this time…”


  “W-Why! Go! To the family restaurant! Just the two of you!”


  “Huh? I don’t get it, Uehara-kun. Why are you mad?”


  At this point, Amano finally looked at me with a confused face. To that, I can’t help but protest loudly.


  “I can’t believe you’re still asking me why. The premise of all of this is that I thought you’ll support Aguri-“


  However, I realized it and stopped in the middle of my sentence.


  “-Uh, it’s nothing. Forget about it.”


  “Really? Uehara-kun, I didn’t know that you want someone to support a depressed Aguri-san?”


  “You’re only incredibly smart in weird situations like this! I-I told you to forget about all that!”


  “That’s fine. …But, Uehara-kun, I feel like you were saying something really selfish just then. …Honestly, I’m a bit pissed off.”


  “!”


  Although it’s not as fierce as the one on the school trip, Amano still glared at me with a stern look. I’m a bit scared by his determination, …but I still sighed deeply. …This guy is really…


  “Ah. …Well, I’m sorry, Amano-kun. I was saying something mean just then.”


  I admitted it as I sat next to him.


  When I glanced at the side, I realized Amano is still chewing his sandwich a bit angrily.


  I scratched my head and continue apologizing to him.


  “Uh, I’m really sorry, Amano. How should I put it, I didn’t mean to blame you…”


  “You don’t need to say sorry to me. But, …I felt terrible for Aguri-san.”


  “…………”


  …I don’t need to apologize, right. …This guy is still just the same.


  I smiled bitterly and slightly lowered my head.


  “Right, …it’s my bad.”


  “…Sigh, whatever. In reality, it’s a fact that I can’t stay and talk with Aguri-san. I also feel like I’m pretty useless too.”


  “Eh, I’m not saying this with that in mind. Well, I’m the one that hurt her, after all…”


  “…………”


  Amano didn’t say anything as he took another bite of the sandwich. …As “Aguri’s friend,” he should be furious at what I just said. Even so, he still didn’t ask “why did you two break up.” I bet that’s because he’s being considerate as “my friend.”


  (You’re really…”


  I glanced at Amano gently. He quickly looked away embarrassingly upon the realization as he continued.


  “Actually, under the usual circumstances, I admit that I’ll immediately go to the restaurant with Aguri-san and just chat until the night.”


  “Yeah. So why didn’t you do that?”


  “Sigh, I guess it’s because…Aguri-san and I aren’t feeling normal.”


  He stopped eating and gave me a weak smile before continuing.


  “I feel like, …right now, Aguri-san and I can’t even ‘support each other’ properly. …If we just relied on ourselves, I think…the two of us might end up collapsing together.”


  “…Really…”


  I don’t know what to say, and I ended up crushing the curry sandwich together with the package. So, Amano freaked out and tried to calm me down.


  “Ah, sorry, Uehara-kun. I didn’t mean to blame you or Tendou-san at all…!”


  “Haha, that’s dumb. At this point, you don’t need to care about the guy that broke up with his girlfriend. No need to be polite. Just scold at me if you want to. It’s because there’s absolutely nothing wrong with this.”


  “Uehara-kun…”


  Amano looked at my eyes like he wanted to say something. “Seriously, why did you break up…” I feel like he’s about to spew this sentence at any moment. However, he forcefully swallowed that sentence down along with the carton of milk he’s drinking. So, he switched back to his normal tone and chatted with me.


  “However, come to think of it, none of us is in the same class as Aguri-san. …So, there’s no way for me to know how’s she doing recently. Perhaps I should be worried.”


  “Ah, right,  speaking of worries, I think Hoshinomori was absent yesterday because of a cold.”


  “Eh, really? Damn, crap, jeez, I was just paying attention to myself…!”


  Amano wrapped his hands around his hand regrettably right away. …How can this person always forget his depression right away. I really respect that.


  I smiled and calmed him down.


  “But I’ve heard that she already recovered today, and she came to school.”


  “Really, that’s great…”


  Amano pressed his chest in relief. …It looks like this guy already forgot that Hoshinomori is his rival entirely in front of me. Well, I think that’s how he is.


  Amano took another sip of milk and adjusted his breath. “Oh, that’s why…” He mumbled to himself and remembered something.


  “That’s why I saw Tendou-san near Hoshinomori’s home…”


  “Hmm? Yeah, Tendou is in the same class as her. I think she visited her yesterday. Forget about that, why were you near Hoshinomori’s home?”


  “Ah, it’s because there’s something I want to talk about with Konoha-san. Then, when I’m walking her home, I bumped into Tendou-san. Konoha-san and I were coincidentally…”


  “What did you do to her?”


  “An obscene request.”


  “The progress is way too fast!”


  I nearly splat all my coffee out as I stood up abruptly.


  Amano still looked into the distance as he continued.


  “Ay, …to put it simply, I’m already game over.”


  “It’s a complete over! Your social life is in ruins, not to mention your place in the romantic comedy!”


  “T-This is just a misunderstanding, Uehara-kun. I…I was possessed back then!”


  “There’s literally no misunderstanding! What kind of poor excuse is that! Keita Amano, you suck!”


  “Uh, I thought that can cheer her up…!”


  “You thought that can ‘cheer’ her up so you can bang her? That’s what a rapist would think!”


  “Moreover, she was the one that seduced me first. I think she’s at fault too.”


  “You’re a total prick! Everything terrible came out of your mouth today!”


  “Then, Tendou-san saw me doing that. …Now, I want to ask for your opinion, Uehara-kun. Do you think Tendou-san and I can still be back together?”


  “I can’t believe you got the nerve to ask this right now! Are you insane! That’s scary! Keita Amano, even though I always felt that you’re crazy, but that’s too horrible!”


  “…Hmm, …Uehara-kun, if it was you, I feel like you can use a more creative and relaxed tone to ask Konoha-san to do something erotic, right…”


  “What the hell was that! Stop it! That’s hurting my image real bad! I’ll quit hanging out with you-“


  “…Sigh, to a loner, it’s indeed hard to joke with someone else…”


  “…What? A-A joke?”


  Due to that, we need to wrap everything up once again. I sat back down, and Amano explained everything in 3 minutes. Finally, his suspicion of being a rapist was lifted. However…


  “…Really. In the end, Tendou brutally rejected you once again.”


  “Yeah, …that’s right.”


  Amano looked afar as he nodded. He doesn’t understand why Tendou’s doing this, and it seems like he already ran out of options. As for me, I stared at his face as I finished up the remaining coffee.


  (However, …I think I can theorize Tendou’s reasoning for a bit. But, I don’t believe these things should be explained by an outsider.)


  I already understood how terrible it can be to interpret other people’s relationships on your own, and in a painful way. I learned my lesson too.


  I put the last bit of the curry sandwich into my mouth. Then, I rubbed the package into a ball as I stood up and talked to Amano.


  “But, Amano, you’re less depressed than I thought you would be. If something like that happened yesterday, I feel like it’s not weird for you to be more upset today.”


  Amano gave me a bitter smile as he answered my question.


  “Although even I think I’m being naive as well, …what Tendou-san said wasn’t as negative as it sounded.”


  “Hmm? What do you mean?”


  “…Tendou-san doesn’t want to go out with me ‘right now.’ …This means that…it’s possible for me to date her in the ‘future,’ right?”


  “…I get it.”


  I’m convinced by how’s he thinking about stuff. …Keita Amano, even though this guy’s life is filled with puzzling misunderstandings and mistakes, he can always grasp the truth.


  Amano shoveled his remaining red bean sandwich in his mouth and chewed roughly. Then, he chugged all that time with milk before raising his head and looked at me.


  “If that’s the case, there’s still something I can do! Even if this round is over, and the save is gone, I can start a new journey whenever I wish.”


  “…You’re right.”


  I patted his head. …Yes, the right to ‘restart’ is shared by everyone, no matter when and who they are.


  That’s why I…I need to…restart with Aguri too…


  “Hiya, lunchtime’s almost over, Uehara-kun. Let’s go back to the classroom.”


  Amano said that as he stood up and packed up the trash. Then, he started dashing down the stairs.


  I faced his back.


  “Hey, Amano.”


  “?”


  I tried to suggest this to him with a smile.


  “Do you want to get everyone in a Game Hobby Club meeting today after school? It’s been a while.”


  -This is for me to start my new journey as well.


  *


  To my sudden suggestion for a meeting, the reaction of everyone in the Game Hobby Club is, …unexpectedly, they’re willing to join.


  Especially for Tendou and Hoshinomori, they immediately replied with “yes!” once I sent the message out. Actually, Amano and I guessed that the girls would turn us down, so we’re confused by their reaction.


  As for Aguri, …she said “alright” sometime later. …This reply is way too standard. We’re quite worried, and it made Amano and me feel a subtle sense of uneasiness.


  So, 2F classroom, after school.


  “Hey, it’s bee a long time, the Hobby Club! I’m already excited even if it isn’t starting yet, Karen-san!”


  “Yeah, Chiaki-san. Come to think of it, it’s been nearly a month since I can chill and chat about gaming all I want with other people. We’re going to have a great time today, right!”


  The smiles of the two gamer girls as they chatted cheerfully relieved us. Tendou just got a relationship issue with Amano, and Hoshinomori barely recovered. Amano and I were worried until every single member showed up. …I didn’t expect them to stay the same. Perhaps even though a lot of stuff happened in their relationships, their gamer side is still unfazed. Amano and I are even a bit throbbed.


  …Yes, so, it’s fine for gamers like them. It’s okay as long as you play games.


  The problem is…


  “…………”


  Next to the excited gamer girls.


  The person that’s a bit far from the girls’ sightlines. She even occupied the best position so that only us boys can see her face – a depressed high school gal that’s staring daggers at us.


  [image: img476.jpeg]


  As if she only wanted Amano and me to hear this, she subtly, quickly, …yet accurately moved her mouth.


  (…Wouldn’t it be funny if all machines in the world suddenly stopped working right now? …Haha…)


  (SHE’S INDEED REALLY MAD!!!)


  Before Amano and I even knew it, Aguri…already went over to the dark side! I can’t help but poke at Amano’s shoulder, who’s next to me, and blamed him.


  (I-It’s because you didn’t go to the family restaurant with her, Amano!)


  (Stop shifting your responsibilities! Uehara-kun, the root cause is because you broke up with her!)


  (You’re right…! But, I didn’t expect Aguri to be hit this hard. …Sorry, Amano, I’m actually a little bit relieved now.)


  (You idiot! Now’s not the time to say that! Look!)


  Amano urged me, so I looked at Aguri again. She…is still mumbling with her perfect volume that’s impossible for the girls to hear and cursed us.


  (If you guys like gaming so much, why don’t I shut everyone in a game’s world-)


  (SHE SAID SOMETHING THAT A FINAL BOSS WOULD SAY!)


  Amano and I are shivering in fear. Amano blamed me even further.


  (What should we do, Uehara-kun! I think the soul of the final boss finally befell on our timeline, and it’s on your girlfriend!)


  (Ex-girlfriend, she’s my ex-girlfriend.)


  (Now’s not the time to correct that, right!)


  (No, Amano! I’m begrudgingly spewing the word ‘ex-girlfriend’ out of my mouth.)


  (Who cares! Also, why are you crying, Uehara-kun! You’re a pain in the butt!)


  (Aguri, …how did you turn like this…)


  (Seriously! Why would you two drag a peaceful gaming meeting into your relationship issues!)


  Just as Amano is scolding me quietly yet fiercely, I glanced at Aguri again.


  So, Aguri…


  (I’m going to destroy all memories, all love, all games, …and then I’ll kill myself. F-O-R-E-V-E-R!)


  (She’s giving off a Silver final boss aura right now! This is the first time I’ve seen someone that wants to turn the world into a void so much!)


  (Aguri, …how did you turn into this…)


  (Uehara-kun, it’s because you broke up with her!)


  (Eh? Girls turn into final bosses when they broke up?)


  (Sorry, I guess this is a special case! B-But, anyway, Uehara-kun, you need to calm her down! Only Rose can stop the Demon King in DQ4!)


  (Wait, you can choose to not defeat the Demon King in DQ4?)


  (Ah, well, actually, in the remake version, you can- Wait, why are we talking about gaming!)


  (A-Amano, …you…suppressed…your love of gaming for once…?)


  (I’m frightened of you presenting your feeling in such a serious manner! Alright, anyway, you need to smooth things over with Aguri-san before the Hobby Club starts!)


  I can only face Aguri once Amano urged me. As for Amano, he directly joined the chattering between Hoshinomori and Tendou to prevent them from paying attention to this side. This way, I can talk to Aguri without any interruptions. However…


  (…While that’s true, right now, there’s nothing to talk about, just like Tendou…)


  …The most straightforward way would be saying that I want to get back together with Aguri.


  However, …this is the only thing I couldn’t do, even if it can cheers Aguri up. After all, that break up, …that’s the conclusion I reached after a long time of hesitation. It’s painful, but I don’t regret it. It’s because, at this moment, that’s my honest thought.


  …I really understand that this is selfish. But if it can bring back happiness for Aguri, …if it can “correct” our relationship, well, I can do something even more selfish.


  “…………”


  Even so, I didn’t expect Aguri to be devastated this much. I can’t just comfort her casually. Hmm, perhaps there’s still something I can tell her right now.


  After I picked my words carefully in my heart, …I decided to look at Aguri’s eyes directly and told her honestly.


  “Aguri, I…I love you, Aguri. Whether it’s the past or right now, and I bet it’s the same in the future.”


  “Huh! You’re just saying that on your own…!”


  Aguri glared at me with a face that I’ve never seen before. …I guess saying this will piss her off again, but I’m still…a bit happy to her reaction.


  I’m finally standing on the starting line. I felt that.


  I managed…to suppress the desire to immediately restore our relationship and continued.


  “Yeah. The guy that broke up with you first before announcing that he likes you isn’t a man at all. So, you can be angry at me. After all, Tasuku Uehara has always been such a prick.”


  “…………”


  “However, that’s why, …Aguri, you don’t need to be upset, and you don’t need to feel guilty. Also, please don’t take your anger on someone else. It’s because, right now, everything’s my fault.”


  “…………”


  “…I should be the only douche here. So, Aguri, today, …please still act like the best girl I know. I beg you, alright?”


  I lowered my head and apologized. As for Aguri, …she fell silent for a while. Then, she let out a deep sigh. …At the next second, she switched back to the “usual Aguri” and yelled at everyone.


  “Alright, alright! Well, the chitchatting’s over! It’s time for the Hobby Club to start! Ay, even though I’m totally not interested in gaming!”


  When they saw Aguri’s look, …even Tendou and Hoshinomori smiled warmly, not to mention Amano. …It looks like the two girls also subtly noticed Aguri’s situation. That’s why they explicitly allowed Amano and I, …no, allowed me to deal with it.


  I decided to express my gratitude for everyone and announced the topic that the Hobby Club will discuss today.


  “Ahem. So, at this moment where all of our relationships are in ruins, I, Tasuku Uehara, wanted to discuss something that can temporarily heal us…”


  “Say it, say it.”


  Everyone’s waiting for me with a hopeful look. Now’s the time…to tell them!


  “What will you guys do at Christmas?”


  “UWAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  It’s a one-hit KO. Everyone aside from me plopped their heads down deflatedly, and the colors of life entirely disappeared from their existence. If this was an anime, this scene would be painted in grey.


  I scratched my cheeks and observed everyone's reaction. …Then, I spoke up quietly.


  “Are we…not supposed to talk about this?”


  “Of course!”


  Everyone (single) immediately raised their head and protested to me.


  Amano was the first to yell at me with tears in his eyes.


  “The topic you’ve decided can be classified as the ‘worst’ in this situation! What the hell! Uehara-kun, aren’t you a normie? You’re actually not capable of observing the mood, right?”


  “Don’t look me down, Amano. Of course, I thought about that before! ‘Will it be awkward to talk about this?’ I wanted to say that.”


  “It will! This makes you all that more terrible when you brought this up despite knowing the mood! What is this! Why are you still throwing a grenade out when all members broke their relationships!”


  “I guess. …It’s because this is the commitment that I, Tasuku Uehara, a man that decided to atone for his sins, has realized.”


  “Why are you saying that line smugly!”


  “I don’t mind for you to use that line on the belly-band of a book.”


  “Who needs it! Even if there’s a light novel adaption of our story, that line will never be used!”


  “Hey, that’s not related. What are you guys going to do on Christmas?”


  “UWAHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  The four of them acted like they just got shot in the chest by arrows again as they leaned forward, …that’s too ridiculous.


  I sighed loudly. Then, I fiddled with my soft bangs and said this chicly.


  “The epitome of games is overcoming pain and challenges, right?”


  “Stop saying those idioms that are aiming to appear on the belly-band!”


  This time, it’s not just Amano. Everyone glared at me at the same time. Hmm, …even though these guys are basically chickens waiting to be fed, honestly, I’ll still be scared when I got this much hate. …Well, I shouldn’t provoke them too much. Even if it’s a joke, I think I went a little bit overboard.


  I cleared my throat and tried to smooth things over.


  “Sorry, I was stepping out of bounds just then. However, …Christmas is in 3 weeks, that’s why I really want to talk to everyone first. Also, the situation that we’re in required us to discuss this.”


  “Hmm? What do you mean by that?”


  Perhaps it’s because Tendou and I were the ones that broke up first, she calmed down faster than anyone and asked me with a suggestive attitude.


  I continued my explanation.


  “If this continues, well, …honestly, all of us can only spend Christmas alone, right?”


  “Yeah. Ay, even though you and I deserved it.”


  “I guess you’re right. Even so, …although we broke up, it’s not like we need to keep this funeral mood going and ignore Christmas, right.”


  “Uh, I think I can understand what you’re trying to say…”


  After Tendou responded, the rest finally regained their ability to communicate.


  Aguri said, “this means that…” and urged me to conclude. Then, I nodded and told them the real idea that I wanted to propose.


  “Now that there’s a chance, I want to invite everyone here for an exciting party, what do you think?”


  “…………”


  All the members looked at each other after they heard what I said. Hmm, …even though I said it myself, honestly, I guess it’s reasonable for them to not like the idea. It can’t be helped even if they…just give me a hostile “what’s wrong with this guy” look like what happened at the start.


  I’m okay with that. However, if there’s a chance to spend Christmas together with my precious pals, …if there’s a slight possibility for a happy Christmas that I ruined, I shouldn’t give up.


  …Even so, I’m not so enthusiastic to the point that I hope my friends can despise me. While I did mentally prepare myself, it’s painful to be hurt, and I’m scared.


  So, I looked at everyone’s faces while my heart was pounding.


  Then, tremblingly, I saw that the four of them-


  “Nice! (Nice!)”


  -A totally unexpected and hazeless smile.


  …For a moment, …just for a moment, this blessed scene nearly made up tear me, …but I managed to hold it back and continued.


  “Right? I was planning to consolidate the content for what we’re going to do on that day. Anyway, it’s better to understand what’s on everyone’s mind first.”


  Hoshinomori nodded her head deeply at what I said.


  “I get it. If that’s the case, I can also agree with you bringing this out right now. Hiya, …it’s because what you said earlier was too offensive. I almost wanted to install a bunch of suspicious apps that ask for random permissions on Uehara-kun’s phone to vent out my anger.”


  “No. Why are you taking your anger on me that way? It’s super scary.”


  Then, Tendou nodded as well.


  “Really. At first, I was even thinking, ‘I should get Kase-senpai here and…’”


  “I surrender! Why are you skipping the details! That just makes it even worse!”


  Even Aguri shrugged helplessly.


  “I almost…wanted to make Amanocchi all ‘glossy and smooth’ as revenge.”


  “Me? Eh, why are you going after me? Also, what exactly do you want to make all ‘glossy and smooth?’ It’s horrifying! It’s a hundred times worse than just punching holes in me!”


  Amano is shivering next to me. …That was close. My friend nearly turned into ‘glossy and smooth’ because of me. …Even though I don’t know what that means, I need to be careful too.


  Anyway, everyone’s in agreement. The schedule for Christmas night (Sunday) seems to be good as well when I asked them.


  Just as we’re discussing the actual content of the party, suddenly, I noticed that Amano and Hoshinomori weren’t joining our conversation at all since then. I glanced at them with a confused look. …Then, I found out that a pair of loners are sitting there ‘dazedly’ and stared at the middle of the air with the same expression.


  After that, the two of them, not specifically against anyone, …yet they said the same thing at the exact same time.


  “I can’t believe I’ll be spending Christmas with someone other than my family. …It’s like I’m in a dream…”


  “That’s too miserable!”


  Right away, the other three members, who have a lot of friends, suddenly feel a tinge of pain in their chest. Uh, even though Aguri and I only changed our appearances in high school, we still got some friends back in our innocent middle school era.


  We fell speechless. Then, a slight blush appeared on the two’s cheeks as they started talking with a cheerful smile.


  “W-What should I do, Chiaki? Honestly, I always thought that Christmas is just ‘a day where I can get my parents to buy me a game.’ So, the unlimited possibilities are making me unable to cover the fact that I’m freaking out!”


  “Yeah, yeah, Keita! Isn’t this too incredible? After all, it’s ‘5 guys and girls spending Christmas together!’ What is this! There’s no way for people like us to trigger an event like this, right! Is this a bug? Did we just see a bug?”


  “It should be a bug! But please relax, Chiaki! Who cares about a bug destroying the balance! Who cares about characters moving weirdly! It’s okay as long as it’s fun!”


  “Exactly! In other words, we can join the ‘Crazy Christmas Party with 5 Guys and Girls’ event even if we’re not supposed to…”


  “Yep! If things already happened, we should just enjoy ourselves! From a casual game developer’s perspective, a bug that doesn’t trouble the others won’t count as a bug! That’s already a…gift! It’s a gift from God!”


  “Gift! That sounds really pleasing! Hiya, if that’s the case, we should really…”


  “Yeah, a Christmas party with my precious friends…”


  So, they started dazing out intoxicatedly again and even mumbled passionately.


  “…I really look forward to it...”


  (THE BAR IS WAY TO HIGH!!!)


  On the other hand, Tendou, Aguri, and I plopped our heads down while sweating profusely.


  We quickly talked to each other when the two loners at staring at midair.


  (Uh, …actually, I thought about this in a more leisure way. The idea is just ‘the five of us going for dinner.’ Did I say anything wrong?)


  (N-No, Tasuku. I also feel that’s what you were saying.)


  (Yeah, it’s just that those two are unusually excited. I think Uehara-kun wasn’t at fault. While I do believe that’s true…)


  Then, the three of us looked at the two loners again. …Crap, what’s with their completely dazed faces? Hey, that looks like a kid stepping into a playground for the first time!


  (…Eh, what, don’t tell me we need to go overseas and rent a mansion for the party? Does it feel like the party that they’re requesting has to be that high standard?”


  (T-They’re actually expanding their imagination.)


  (Uh, uh, but think about it, guys. All in all, the two of them still have common sense…)


  Just as Tendou’s preparing to smooth things over.


  The loner group…mumbled something out of their mouth again.


  “…Ta-maya…” [Note: Ta-maya is the cheers that the Japanese crowd will yell when they’re watching fireworks. It’s a traditional thing.]


  (They’re watching fireworks inside their hearts!)


  Eh, wow, what in the world do we need to prepare for the Christmas party? It already feels like this isn’t something that a bunch of high school students can pull off. When I’m looking at their intoxicated look, and the imaginations flowing in their eyes, that’s absolutely not the fireworks you can find on the market!


  The two loners ignored our emotions and continued mumbling.


  “…Diving, …skydiving, …grilled meat, …a real Santa Claus…”


  (A real Santa Claus!?)


  The gradually increasing expectation is already off-limits to what a human is capable of.


  Aguri shivers as she slightly looked away.


  (…Tasuku, you’re the one that called for this party, right…)


  (A-Aguri! Why are you saying that like you have nothing to do with this…!)


  (…I-It’s because I’m already not dating you.)


  (You’re saying that now!)


  So, I looked at Tendou to seek help. …However, she also looked away silently.


  (…Uehara-kun, please, everyone will pay at most 1,000 yen for this activity.)


  (You want me to turn all those fantastical wishes into reality with a 5,000 yen budget!? That’s way too hard! No one can do that!)


  (Anyway, my boyfriend- Ahem, my ex-boyfriend Amano-kun is smiling so innocently. If you ruined his hope, even though the Gods allow it, the girl named as Tendou wouldn’t forgive you. …I, Tendou, will never forgive you!) [Note: The name Tendou literally means God’s rule, and it’s usually translated as divine morality.]


  (What’s with that chic face of yours? Stop it, that pun is lame. You just associated your name with the ‘Tendou’ that represents divine morality, and I bet you’re the only one that feels good about it. However, it’s not as incredible as you think. Also, if you’re saying that, you should be the one in charge of everyone then. The cost should be cheap.)


  (…Well, it can’t be helped. This is for Amano-kun’s sake too. …I’m willing to pay up to 1,200 yen!)


  (That doesn’t help anything! What can you do with an extra 200 yen! If you’re willing to buy a 6,000 yen game, why are you being so stingy in times like this!)


  I started scolded her. As for Tendou, …she slowly fiddled her blonde hair and answered me quietly with a smug face.


  (Nothing can invade the holy realm of games, not even love and friendship. Isn’t this…how all gamers like us are supposed to be?)


  (Shut up! Why are you saying that like it’s an idiom! What you just said was utterly useless! It means that you’re prioritizing gaming over Amano!)


  (What was that? I didn’t neglect Amano-kun at all. I’m just…asking you to think of a way to deal with this unreasonable challenge.)


  (You already said “unreasonable” yourself! You know that this plan won’t work at all!)


  The reasoning of my complaint is sound, and it made Tendou and Aguri fell silent.


  …If that’s the case, I guess there’s only one thing I can do. I coughed to attract Amano and Hoshinomori’s attention. …Then, I slightly lowered and scratched the back of my head as I spoke up.


  “Uh, …Amano, Hoshinomori, I’m really sorry about this. …Well, …the Christmas party that we’re holding is actually…”


  “Hmm? The Christmas party that we’re holding is?”


  The two of them tilted their heads surprisingly. …Ugh, I didn’t know that high school students can put up such an innocent face. Due to that, it’s difficult for me to say this out loud. While I don’t want to tell them…


  I still clenched my fist on the table and looked at them. Then, I told the loners the truth with a determined look.


  “Uh, …it’s actually just the five of us eating and playing games together!”


  “…………”


  After I revealed the truth without any hesitation, Tendou and Aguri observed the situation worriedly.


  As for Amano and Hoshinomori-


  -I didn’t expect them to be just as excited, and their eyes are sparkling.


  “That’s great! (Awesome!)”


  “…Eh?”


  In comparison to our relief, those two are still filled with excitement.


  “Ahhh, Keita, …I can’t believe I get to eat and play with my friends at Christmas. …I-If I’m a ghost, I should’ve ascended to the heavens right now.”


  “That’s my line, Chiaki. I didn’t expect something this blessing to happen in my life. Ahhh, what a great time to be alive. …Alright! Chiaki, we have to enjoy ourselves on that day to the max!”


  “Yes, yes!”


  The two loners are still smiling cheerfully. When we’re looking, the only thing that’s throbbing in our hearts…is pure happiness.


  (Indeed, it’s great to see these two…living happily.)


  Although I’ve never viewed myself as a “nice guy,” …for some reason, I honestly think that ‘It’s okay as long as these two are happy.” Due to that, I really hope that they can date, no matter what. …Even so, it’s true that I see Tendou as a ‘partner’ now. This is the part where I have mixed feelings. In reality, even when I’m looking at Tendou now, I will realize…


  (…This girl, …after watching those two “instantly matching” and “blessed” with each other, she can still smile sincerely as a friend, without any jealousy. She’s really something else.)


  To be honest, recently, I’m seriously starting to respect Karen Tendou as a girl. I already announced that I’m going to root for Hoshinomori. It’s really selfish, …even I’m fed up with how “smooth and slick” I can be. …Sigh, whatever.


  Anyway, my thoughts don’t matter in their relationships. In the end, they will figure something out naturally. At this point, I don’t plan to over-intervene anymore.


  …Just as we’re still watching them, Amano and Hoshinomori continued chatting on their own.


  “Well, Chiaki, then we need to think about what ‘games’ we should play on that day. …This means that-“


  “Yeah, Keita, I get it. This means that for otakus like us-“


  After she said that, the two shouted at the same time.


  “-The happiest time is starting!”


  When we heard what they said, Aguri and I are still waiting gently with a “really” tone…


  However, at this point, suddenly, Tendou is joining the loners, …no, she’s joining with the otakus!


  “I see! It’s great to think about the games that you want to recommend to someone and the games that are fun to play with the group on that day! That’s the best entertainment!”


  “Exactly!”


  So, this time, it turned into the three of them chatting about gaming joyfully. …The otaku trio.


  Aguri stared at them with a dumbfounded look and mumbled.


  “I always feel like, …why don’t the three of them just date together.”


  “Really, Aguri. I’ve actually thought about that too, but I didn’t expect girl will bring up something like that.”


  “Eh, usually, I don’t agree with cheating. While I don’t, …I feel like it’s like the bug they talked about, right? It’s fine for things to be not normal as long as they are happy.”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  Although we talked about it like that, in the end, Aguri and I weren’t serious about this. …It’s because both of us knew that this boy, Keita Amano, will never be flexible enough to allow it.


  “…Jeez, Amanocchi is really clumsy.”


  Aguri smiled bitterly, yet she mumbled with a gentle face. I stared at her for a while. Then, I sighed and went back to the discussion.


  “Hey, the otakus over there, even though we’re playing games, this is still a Christmas party, not a gaming party. You guys need to consider that too.”


  “I get it, Uehara-kun. About the games that we’ll play on that day, …we’ll carefully select 10 of them!”


  “You didn’t get it! 10!? We can’t play that many in a single night!”


  “…Sigh, outsiders…”


  “Hey, the three idiots over there, why are you saying that like I’m spineless. Don’t act smug just because you’re the majority of this community, alright?”


  When I glared at them, Aguri sighed dumbfoundedly and complained about the most fundamental part.


  “Basically, are the three of you familiar with even party games? Tendou-san is a hardcore gamer, not to mention Amanocchi and Hoshinocchi, who are total loners, right?”


  Her question made the three let out an “ugh” before backing down right away. They looked away and answered.


  “F-For me, …I’m quite familiar with it since I’ve always played with Kousei…”


  “I-I also play it with Konoha. …Uh, even though we don’t play that much, I’m not a total stranger for multiplayer games…”


  “Even though I call myself a hardcore gamer, I do like to learn from party games…”


  Aguri threw out another powerful sentence at the three of them.


  “What, this means that the three of you know party games as little as ordinary people do.”


  “Ughh!”


  They started sweating when someone complained mercilessly. I gave them a mischievous smile and thought they deserved it. Then, Amano slammed the table and retorted.


  “Uh, but that’s why I’m excited right now! Aguri-san, don’t you understand? It’s interesting to check all kinds of games out with a different perspective than usual!”


  Hoshinomori and Tendou agreed.


  “Yes, yes! Usually, when I see a game that says ‘online multiplayer is recommended to have fun with everyone’ in the introduction, I’ll quit before considering the content. As for right now, we can finally put those game content into consideration! Nothing is more exciting than this!”


  “Chiaki-san is exactly right! Although I, Karen Tendou, don’t play party games that are aimed for families usually, when there’s a precious chance like this, I need to join the selection actively and enjoy the epitome-“


  They were debating real hard, yet Aguri still…turned them down casually.


  “Will you find an ordinary guy to be the guide of a local sightseeing tour even though he’s only interested in overseas travels?”


  “Uwah!”


  After everything the fanatic gamers have said, Aguri used only a single sentence to finish them. …My ex-girlfriend is literally a WMD for gamers…


  Those three moaned like zombies for a while. …Finally, they looked at each other helplessly.  Amano represented the group and announced their surrender.


  “…We’ll choose one or two games on that day…”


  “Alright, that’s good.”


  Aguri gave a satisfied smile. Those three plopped their heads down deflatedly. …How should I put it. Honestly, I felt a little bad for them. However, when you brought 10 games excitedly but can only end up playing one, I guess that’s quite pathetic too. The disappointment is for their own good. …Usually, otakus that aren’t used to playing with friends will fall into traps like this. If there’re enough people, their desire to play everything is overwhelming. The expectation for a single party is too high. It will end up with an awkward situation for both the participants and promoters.


  (Even though their hearts are filled with pure hope and kindness, it somehow turned into an ending where no one benefits, right…)


  It’s just like the situation we’re in. …Sigh, especially love, it’s quite brutal to stop a person from forcefully adding his or her love and expectation on someone else. So, in a sense, this is the awkwardness that everyone has to go through, right.


  It looks like Aguri has the same idea. We accidentally made eye-contact before smiling bitterly at each other.


  However, it’s not like we should let the three of them sink in depression. So, I decided to change the direction and asked them.


  “Right, how about we play that? …Didn’t we play that ‘Game of Life’ thing in Hoshinomori’s home before…?”


  “Ah, you mean board games?”


  I answered Tendou with a “yeah” as I tried to dig deeper into this. However, in contrast to my will, Tendou crossed her arms with an awkward look.


  “Hmm, …that’s not something that we’re familiar with. The Game Club is still just a club for games, after all…”


  Aguri questioned her at that.


  “Ah, but in terms of the tribes, this overlapping isn’t weird, right. People that love to play games and people that love board games. Is there anyone that knows more about board games in the club?”


  “Oh, about that, I’m afraid not. They aren’t familiar with it. The reason is that there’s a ‘Tabletop Club’ in our school that’s separated from the Game Club. People that like board games would be on that side in the first place.”


  “Really, I see. …By the way, don’t you think there’s a problem with the indoor clubs of our school? Are they doing their club activities seriously?”


  “Ahaha, …a-at least our club did win in some major competitions. As for the Tabletop Game,...if I remembered correctly, it’s formed by a group of people that don’t like Chinese Chess nor Go. Those games can get a club on their own. …The club is filled with Western Chess and Reversi lovers, though. I think it’s a bit rash to perceive them as ‘not serious’ from the name alone.”


  “I see. Tendou-san, then do you know any of their club members? Why don’t we just ask someone to recommend a fun board game for us?”


  “Ah, I’m sorry, I’m not close to them. Moreover, I don’t encourage asking ‘what would you recommend’ to insiders.”


  “Why?”


  Aguri tilted her head. At the next second, Amano, Hoshinonomori, and Tendou smiled eerily. …Then, Tendou represented them and said something extremely convincing.


  “Aguri-san, would you ask us what games do we recommend?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Aguri bowed down and apologized right away. …It’s been a long time since I’ve heard something more convincing. That’s crazy. I feel ‘that’s not good’ when I heard it immediately.


  I continued with a “however” just as Aguri is shivering.


  “Even if we put the ‘Tabletop Club’ to the side, if we’re talking about games that don’t require skills or a special place, and from a party perspective, …board or card games are still better, right?”


  Everyone agreed with what I said. “You’re right…” Although they nodded, …no one is familiar with that kind of game. There’s not much development following that.


  During this time, Amano took out his phone and started clicking on it.


  “I’m going to search for simple recommended board games online.”


  “Ah, that’s nice. By the way, there should be a lot of information. Let’s split out and start digging.”


  “…………”


  So, right now, …there are 5 people that looked like they completely lost their sense of direction.


  We raised our heads at the same time and made eye contact. …Then, we said what we thought.


  “…Board games are really deep!”


  The more you search about board games, the more information you get.


  While Amano is exhausted, he still mumbled while exhaling enthusiastically.


  “Even though I knew that…there’s a lot of content already, it’s impossible to experiment with them by yourself in a single day. Sigh, I guess that’s true. The same thing goes for video games too.”


  Hoshinomori nodded.


  “Yeah. Well, of course, it’s not like we can’t simply pick some board games that are good for newbies, however…”


  Tendou continued for her.


  “Yeah, that’s the bad habit of gamers like us. Once we started searching, it’s easy for us to get all over the place. ‘Hmm, but the comment did say that, even though it’s a bit tougher, but this board game is more interesting. …Well, let’s check it out then. …Hmm, it looks fun! …Hiya, but this game used a mechanic from another version. Also, that game is just as renowned. …Really, I should check that one out first. …No, these games that pushed the mechanic to its height are the mainstream now-‘ It’s like we stepped into an endless maze, we can’t come back…”


  Those three then let out a half happy, half bitter sigh.


  While Aguri and I weren’t as ridiculous as they were, yet we feel the same pain.


  Aguri rubbed her neck as she spoke up.


  “I’m not like those three. I’ve always stayed at the ‘information shoal.’ …However, even if I only focused on the ‘shoal’ that’s for newbies and family, the ‘shoal’ ended up being pretty broad too. I was lost in it before I even realized…”


  “Yeah. Initially, I was like Aguri too, and just stayed near the ‘shoal’ and fished the information. However, I heard that there’s more in the deep end. …Then, I realized that I’m drowning.”


  So, the five of us fell silent for a moment. ….After that, we said this unanimously.


  “Board games are scary…”


  However, it’s not just for board games. I guess that’s true for any new realms as well. The knowledge accumulated will often sweep you away.


  Even so, we should get back to work. After a while, we gathered our searched results together and started checking.


  “Considering the price, portability, and difficulty, instead of playing the so-called board games, isn’t it better to play card games with small packages?”


  “Yeah, Tendou-san. Even so, there’s still a lot of choices when we applied this condition…”


  “Keita, Keita, why don’t we just look for games that have the most positive feedback on online shops?”


  “Eh? Wait, Hoshinocchi. I don’t want to say this, but I feel like feedback for games like this is unreliable on a subtle level.”


  “Yeah, I agree with Aguri on this one. It’s because all the opinions from hardcore players and casual players are mixed together. If we simply consider from the average score, it feels like it wouldn’t fit our criteria.”


  …Well, the 5 of us just continued discussing what isn’t right. Aguri, who’s chasing after relaxed gameplay, often come into conflict with Tendou, who more or less want to be competitive. Even after we sorted out their differences and decided the card game we want to play, Amano and Hoshinomori will start fighting. One wanted the remake version with cute illustrations while another wanted the original with elegant pictures. We ended up picking the game again.


  Anyway, the Hobby Club is still just as chaotic as ever…


  More importantly, everyone wanted to mess with each other, and it’s amusing.


  An hour passed in the blink of an eye. After we barely decided what card game we wanted to play, the Hobby Club meeting of today was dismissed.


  …………


  I can feel all kinds of emotions when I saw such a blessing scene in the Hobby Club. To avoid other people from noticing me, I even wiped the tears at the corner of my eyes with my sleeves secretly. …I would appreciate it if this secret can remain here forever.


  *


  “It’s hard to not feel cold in December.”


  Aguri hid her neck in the collar of her overcoat as she breathed white fumes out. I replied to her with a “yeah” as I stared at the dirty snow shoveled to the roadside.


  It’s 5 PM. After the Hobby Club is over, I was like, “why not give it a try” and invited Aguri to go home together. I didn’t expect her to say okay right away. So, …we walked home lovingly as if the break-up during the school trip didn’t happen.


  When the bus heading towards the school passed next to us, Aguri suddenly spoke up to me.


  “Right, in the end, those three went home alone.”


  “Hmm? That’s because they were heading in different directions. If Amano was still dating Tendou, I guess Amano can walk her home…”


  “I think Amanocchi really wanted to go home with Tendou-san together. …I feel like he looks like a little puppy abandoned by his former owner and can only stare from the fence.”


  Aguri chuckled after she said that. I don’t know whether she’s being generous or cruel towards Amano.


  I answered and tried to smooth things over for Amano.


  “Well, I think Hoshinomori and Tendou wanted to go with Amano too. …Sigh, naturally, Tendou was the one that broke up with him, so she can’t say something like that. While Amano is single right now, Hoshinomori won’t dare to invite him in front of his ‘ex-girlfriend.’ In the end, they kept everything in their hearts and just gave a ‘see you’ stutteringly before dismissing.”


  After I said that, Aguri and I smiled bitterly at each other for a while.


  Then, Aguri stared at the dusky sky and mumbled dumbfoundedly.


  “They are so passionate when it comes to their favorite games. Why can’t they express their feelings sincerely when it comes to love?”


  “…Yeah.”


  Amano, Tendou, and Hoshinomori are the type that likes to be sincere. They will say they love or hate something without hesitation. However, …even they are trapped in situations where thoughts can only stay in hearts. From this, …we can see that love really can’t always go your way.


  Also, we’re just the same. …We’re in love, yet nothing goes our way.


  “…………”


  The evidence is that, right now, if we relax for even a second, the conversation comes to an end. Although the mood wasn’t sour, we can clearly see that our faces are desperately trying to find something to talk about. …It’s quite awkward.


  Aguri wanted to stop this atmosphere, so she scratched her cheeks and changed the topic.


  “Ah, ah, …right, Tasuku, t-there’s something that I wanted to give you, but I couldn’t…”


  “R-Really? Uh, when did that happen?”


  “…Eh? …Ah, …I, …wanted to give you this on the 4th day of the trip…”


  “Ah, …ah…”


  We fell silent again. …T-This is embarrassing. Am I an idiot! I could’ve asked, “what did you want to give me,” yet I chose “when did you want to give me!” Sigh, really, things never go my way.


  I glanced at the girl next to me, and I realized Aguri completely fell into depression mode. Well, of course, it seems that she was just pretending to be cheerful until now. Then, I ignored the mood and said something that reminded her of the school trip. …I deserved it.


  (…I didn’t change for a single bit since middle school…)


  I thought I was “hardworking” when all I did was facing the desk and jotting down notes. …In the end, I failed pretty badly because I didn’t learn anything. Compared to that time, I didn’t change. Although my preferences switched from “studying” to “having a normie life,” I’m still making the same mistakes. …I only know how to cover up with my looks. My connotation is basically zero.


  So, even if I admit that I’m a normie with many friends, I still ended up missing out on what’s on the mind of a person that’s important to me.


  “…Phew.”


  I sighed loudly and tried to make up my mind. …This can’t continue, I’m not breaking up with Aguri to hurt her even more in this way.


  (…That’s enough. I should stop covering everything up. Even if I’ll be embarrassed, …even if I know she will feel dumbfounded by this, …even so, I should talk to her sincerely.)


  Although I made up my mind, …I can’t find a chance to speak up, so we walked silently for a while.


  So, when we arrived at the fountain in the downtown park, Aguri suddenly stopped.


  “Ah, Tasuku, look, the fountain has some Christmas decorations on it.”


  “Hmm? Come to think of it, I remembered it was the same last year.”


  The fountain in this park aren’t filled with water in winter, perhaps it’s to avoid freezing. However, the spout in the middle has some decorations, like a Christmas tree. It’s attracting the visitors of the park with a different vibe to summer.


  Aguri looked at the lights as she mumbled like she’s cherishing something.


  “…During this time last year, we started dating, and our attitudes are still a bit stiff.”


  “…Yeah.”


  From this perspective alone, we still haven’t changed yet. Now, we’re being considerate to each other, …while we’re paying attention to the beautiful scene to avoid something.


  (…This wouldn’t do.)


  I made up my mind again. …Then, I looked at Aguri, who’s staring at the fountain depressingly, and called her name.


  “…Hmm.”


  So, Aguri seems to have realized something and faced me.


  She’s always this thoughtful. I really appreciated that. …So, I looked into her eyes directly, puffed up my chest, -and said it out loud.


  “Let me just say this one more time. Right now, …we aren’t boyfriend and girlfriend.”


  “…Okay.”


  “There’s no way for me…to continue being a couple with you.”


  “…Okay.”


  She looked down and nodded calmly. …I deeply understand that I hurt her once again. I feel so terrible, and I want to punch myself to death.


  However, even so, …I already made up my mind.


  I wanted to tell her everything.


  So-


  “Being such a selfish prick, currently, there’s only one thing I’m confident to tell you.”


  “…What is it?”


  Aguri, who looks like she’s about to give up, asked me helplessly.


  I know how stupid, how embarrassing, and how disgusting I would be. …Even so, …I still expressed my feelings sincerely with a heavy blush.


  “At this moment, I, Tasuku Uehara, …is ‘honestly in love’ with you, Aguri.”


  “…Hiya!”


  Aguri was shocked for a second and looked like she didn’t understand what I just said, and then her face flared up. She squeaked weirdly. The lights on the fountain switched from blue to pink.
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  I was just as embarrassed as well, and my face is as red as a tomato. I even wanted to disappear right away. Aguri freaked out and asked me.


  “Uh, wait, eh, what does this mean? Eh, …Tasuku, what are you talking about? D-Didn’t you say there’s no way for you to go out with me?”


  “Y-Yeah, …you’re right.”


  “Yeah? Eh, but you said…you’re…”


  Aguri is hoping for something as she looked up to me. As for me, …I can’t help but look away and answered her.


  “…S-Sorry, Aguri. I can’t say the part after for now.”


  “What? N-No, no, no, Tasuku, you were literally confessing to me just then, right!”


  “I-I agree that it sounds like a confession. However, from my perspective, I don’t recall anything of a legitimate confession.”


  “You’re starting to sound like an untrustworthy politician!”


  Aguri was finally confused and tilted her head. I wanted to vent out this awkwardness. So, I scratched my head and managed to calm down. …Then, I spoke again.


  “Uh, …how should I say this? Aguri, I wanted to…properly confess to you in the future.”


  “Eh? Why must you do that at this point? …After all, I already…”


  “Yeah. …You already confessed to me in the past. At that time, …I just felt like, maybe it’s nice to hang out with a cute girl that got a thing for me. …I was helplessly frivolous then. ..No, I accepted you simply because of a man’s lowest desire.”


  “…………”


  “Even though I didn’t remember that I met you in middle school in the slightest. Ha, I was a total prick, how disgusting.”


  “…………”


  Aguri just listened to my self-mockery silently with a serious face.


  I sincerely appreciated her as I continued.


  “Of course, I feel like a relationship where people started getting closer gradually after they confessed works too. That counts as love as well.”


  “If that’s the case…”


  “…However, after we started dating, if this shallow thinking of mine made us- made me boast myself as ‘Aguri’s boyfriend’ and caused you to not be happy. …If I eliminated your possibility to find true happiness, …I will never forgive myself for that.”


  “…So, that’s why you said you’re breaking up with me?”


  Aguri asked dumbfoundedly. I nodded and went on.


  “It’s selfish, stupid, and terrible, right? You can be mad at me.”


  “Selfish, stupid, terrible, coward.”


  Aguri added one more and scolded me emotionlessly. I can’t help but smile bitterly.


  “However, that’s what I hoped. I want to skip all logic and desires…and only face my most sincere impulse. …Someone in my heart asked me to do that.


  Even though he’s just a dead-serious nerd with a dumb hairstyle and have no idea how to dress appropriately.


  “…Really?”


  Unbelievably, Aguri wasn’t mad this time. Moreover, her face has an “it can’t be helped” look.


  I faced her again. Then, finally, I brought up…the “core” option to her.


  “So, I hoped you can completely eliminate my existence as your ‘boyfriend’ first, and think about this again.”


  “…Think about what?”


  “-How do you feel about Amano?”


  “…………”


  Aguri glared at me with a sharp look. I can clearly see the anger in her eyes. …Even so, I didn’t back down this time, and I looked back at her sincerely.


  So, …a good 10 seconds that felt like an eternity passed.


  She sighed dumbfoundedly. Then, she slightly relaxed her expression and tone before telling me.


  “Hey, Tasuku, it’s like what I’ve repeated several times before, Amanocchi and I are always just-“


  I interrupted her and said.


  “…That guy got crazy for you on the school trip before I could.”


  “-What?”


  Aguri has question marks all over her face. So, I explained the incident with Kaburagi on the school trip, …which is Amano getting pissed off more severely, quickly, and fiercely than anyone for her.


  So, at this point, even a stubborn girl like her is confused with a tinge of embarrassment.


  “R-Really. …Amanocchi, he… Hmm, I feel terrible for him when it comes to things like this.”


  “No, you weren’t at fault, aside from your frivolous look.”


  “Tasuku, I’m going to kill someone, …but I didn’t know that. I ruined Amanocchi’s school trip…”


  “Eh, seriously, you don’t need to feel responsible. That’s not the point. What I wanted to say is that, when Amano did that, I think he has a sense of, …uh, love-“


  “Friendship.”


  Aguri corrected me with a severe glare. I can’t help but shiver, yet I didn’t change my mind and continued.


  “…Anyway, because of that, I’m thinking, the love that Amano has for you, has it surpassed mine by a long shot? That’s what the innocent teenager, Tasuku Uehara, thinks.”


  “That’s what the self-abased coward, Tasuku Uehara, thinks, right?”


  Aguri replied to me casually with that. However, at the next moment, she started thinking about it with a quite serious look.


  Don’t tell me she finally realized that she has a thing for Amano? I was nervous, so I asked. “W-What’s wrong?” So, Aguri, …she gave me an unprecedentedly dark look and spoke up.


  “Tasuku, do you know where I can get brass knuckles?”


  “You aren’t satisfied with just punching me by hand!?”


  “Uh, that’s true. But I want to find that Kaburagi guy more, …let’s punch him 10 times first…”


  “Don’t do that! Right now, everything is still okay between us, don’t escalate the problem!”


  “That’s fine! I will say ‘this one is for Amanocchi’ as I punch him 10 times!”


  “Why are you giving more hate to Amano! Aren’t you trying to avenge him!?”


  “I don’t care about Amanocchi. I punch people because I’m pissed.”


  “What kind of violent reason is that. Teenagers that don’t care about anything when they’re enraged are scary…”


  I heard that line somewhere else before.


  In the end, I was just complaining with a joking attitude, as for Aguri…


  “Even so, I don’t think it hurts too much with my strength alone. I need to get some kind of weapons. …Ah, also, you need to tell me where does that Kaburagi guy live-“


  “…You…”


  I looked at Aguri mumbling to herself while checking everything seriously. That’s when I changed my mind, …I was wrong. She’s not fooling around, just like Amano at that time.


  This is the first time that I’ve seen…how Aguri is when she’s seriously angry.


  “…………”


  I was a bit relieved…and lonely at the same time.


  Sigh, even so, I couldn’t just watch silently as my ex-girlfriend grab a weapon and punch her way towards my classmate’s home. So, I chopped her furious brain with my hand.


  Then,  Aguri wrapped her hands around her head and yelled, “it hurts.” She glared up to me angrily.


  “W-What are you doing, Tasuku…”


  “That’s my line, If things turned into this, instead of letting you getting this revenge that no one benefits from, how about you spend your energy on something more constructive.”


  “…Like what?”


  Aguri looked like she has no idea what I’m talking about, so I answered her with a smile.


  “You can listen to Amano’s whining in the family restaurant just like usual, right. Please, Aguri?”


  “…………”


  However, …to my suggestion, Aguri still replied me with a sulky face.


  “…What? Tasuku, are you satisfied with Amanocchi and me becoming a couple?”


  “Satisfied, …right. Well, I think I’ll be upset. As for satisfied or not, …perhaps I’ll be.”


  “Ha! Really, I see! Well, whatever, I don’t care! I was planning to give you the present I got earlier, guess what, I’m not giving you now!”


  Aguri rolled her tongue out and zipped her bag in front of me.


  I gave her childish reaction a bitter smile and nodded.


  “Hmm, although I don’t know what that is, …I also don’t want to receive it right now.”


  “Huh! W-What’s wrong, what’s wrong! Y-You don’t understand me…!”


  Aguri’s about to cry, but she still raised her fist and pouted angrily. I smiled warmly at her as I spoke up calmly.


  “Yeah. That present, you can give that on the day that I confessed to you properly, alright?”


  “Wha-“


  Right away, …Aguri blushed, but it’s not because she’s angry. Her raised fist lost strength.


  She plopped her head down embarrassingly. …Then, she nodded slightly.


  “…A-Anyway, I’m not going to find and kill that guy. …Also, I’ll try getting Amano to go to the family restaurant…”


  “Oh.”


  “…Also, …Tasuku, …I-I’m unexpectedly popular, you know! I-If you think I’ll keep waiting for your confession, you’re dead wrong!”


  “Really. I see. …It won’t take me long.”


  “Ugh…! Ufufu…! Ha…”


  “Hmm?”


  I tilted my head and asked. Suddenly, Aguri…glared at me fiercely. Then, at the next moment, she turned around and dashed away.


  “…Tasuku, you’re dumb! Idiot! You’re a coward that loves fawning everyone and seducing girls!”


  “Ah, …hey, hey…”


  My ex-girlfriend yelled like a small character as she ran towards downtown. She’s energetic.


  Anyway, I shouted, “be careful” at her as she slowly disappeared from my sight.


  Well, Aguri ran away. I’m the only one in the park. …I stared at the fountain lights again as I mumbled.


  “…Even I feel dumb for going the whole way around.”


  It’s like increasing the difficulty of an already challenging level, even though I’m not skilled. Only an idiot will do something like that.


  However, …I have to do that.


  To me, everything is worthless aside from real victory, whether it’s love or games.


  I can’t help but smile as I talked to myself.


  “Come to think of it, I’m the type that doesn’t want to miss out on proficiency and SR points in Super Robot Wars…”


  Even if the level is difficult, if that’s the only way towards the “true ending,” I will choose the challenging path without hesitation. It doesn’t matter for me to be stuck on it.


  “…Or not. I can’t believe I’m applying my gaming style to my life. It’s not like I’m Amano.”


  No. I can’t conclude if I used gaming as a metaphor. The audience will laugh. Whatever, the serious moment ends here.


  “Uh, speaking of this, it’s been a long time since I played SRW. …Alright, I’ll pay a visit to the game store before I go home!”


  I said my determination out loud to cheer myself.


  With an unbelievably enthusiastic feeling, I started stepping forward as if I’m chasing after Aguri.


  -The lights of the fountain are burning red right now.


  Chapter 4: Amano and Aguri and Intermission


  “So, that’s what happened between Tasuku and me.”


  “…I see.”


  After school, family restaurant.


  A gal finished her “Latest Aguri’s Diary” in one stroke as she kept sipping the remaining cola.


  As for me, I took a sip of my warm coffee. Then, I stared at Aguri-san, who’s sitting opposite to me, directly in her eyes.


  “By the way, Aguri-san, I have a question…”


  “Hmm? What’s your question, Amanocchi?”


  Aguri-san answered as she put the empty cup back to the edge of the table. I…


  I made up my mind and asked her this.


  “Aguri-san, who am I to you?”


  “Uwah, …what a disgustingly over self-conscious question…!”


  Aguri put out an intolerable attitude, I slammed the table hard and continued.


  “It’s not like that! We’ve always been partners that can share everything. However, is it…is it really necessary for you to describe your ‘private’ interaction with Uehara-kun in perfect detail to me! I feel quite guilty about it! It’s like accidentally hearing a close friend of mine talking about herself!


  “Ah! Yes, yes, yes! I can already see it just then! When I talked about the ‘whether I treat Amanocchi as a lover and as a man’ part, your awkward expression is excellent!”


  “No! T-That’s literally the only feeling I can have at that moment!”


  “Right, Amanocchi, can you help me pick my underwear?”


  “Are you trying to humiliate me! What? Is this bullying? Did you find a new way to bully me!”


  “This isn’t bullying. However, I do want to hold a presentation to read Amanocchi’s writing assignment.”


  “This is obviously bullying!”


  Just as I’m scratching my head to vent out the mental stress, Aguri-san laughed as she concluded the topic.


  “Ay, honestly, I don’t mean to hurt you. Perhaps this messed with your heart, …but, if I did the opposite thing and kept what I did with Tasuku as a secret from you completely, even realizing that you’re a man. This means you’ll need to bear the weight of our future. …Amanocchi, I guess you don’t like it either, right?”


  “W-WelL, …I guess that’s true.”


  I thought about it for a while before nodding. Hmm, …if Aguri-san suddenly kept her distance from me, or they broke up because of me, I guess I can only describe this situation as terrible.


  However, even if I knew that, this doesn’t mean that it’s not embarrassing. “I understand…” I scratched the back of my head and glared at Aguri-san.


  “Even so, then why didn’t you just give me a summary of what happened? You don’t need to jump into the details and explain everything…”


  “Ah, that’s just because I want to tease you. Soz.”


  “Soz?”


  I feel like that’s the most light-minded “apology” nowadays. When you consider how old the term is, I think it’s even less sincere than “sorry, thx.”


  Then, Aguri ignored me and went to the drink bar. So, I finished the remaining coffee and filled another cup.


  So, when we retook our seats, the conversation began again.


  “By the way, I feel like it’s been a long time since we’ve come to the family restaurant.”


  After she heard what I said, Aguri-san blew on her hot chocolate as she answered.


  “Yeah, …while that’s true, it’s actually not that long from last time. I think we went through a lot recently.”


  “Yes.”


  I blew on the coffee that I just poured for myself too. Aguri-san and I aren’t too fond of hot drinks.


  In the end, a strange silence fell on us when we were just blowing on our beverages…


  “…Haha!”


  The two of us can’t help but laugh. …Ahh, it’s been a long time since we’ve done this. Also, …for some reason, I realized that I feel…unbelievably relieved right now.


  I put my coffee cup down first before facing the girl in front of me with a serious face.


  “…Aguri-san, if you’re doing so much for me, I have to tell you everything too.”


  “Hmm? Uh, you don’t need to, Amanocchi. You aren’t hiding any shocking information from me, anyway, right?”


  Aguri-san started sipping on her hot chocolate as she said that.


  She’s totally unaware. …So, I finally made up my mind and report everything that happened recently to her.


  “Actually, Chiaki confessed to me a while ago.”


  “Nnngh!”


  Aguri-san didn’t swallow her hot chocolate successfully. Her cheeks pouted directly. Anyway, I continued calmly.


  “But I was still dating Tendou-san, so I immediately rejected her.”


  “!?”


  Aguri-san’s cheeks are pouting even harder, and her face turned red as if she’s about to spew out the hot chocolate.


  However, …I ignored her and pressed on.


  “After that, Chiaki told everything to Tendou-san, but I only knew this recently. …Also, right, speaking of Chiaki, she’s actually the game developer that I’ve admired for so long, NOBE. At the same time, she’s my dear partner in the mobile game, Mono. That’s all I have to report-“


  “PFFFFFFT!”


  Aguri-san finally spewed all her hot chocolate out. The scariest part is that, …whether it’s random chance, or gals have standards on this one, …that liquid didn’t mess up the sofa or the table. Instead, all of them landed on my face brilliantly.


  …Honestly, I already expected this to happen. So, I hastily prepared tissues and started wiping my face. So, Aguri slammed the table and stood up with a vicious look.


  “What is this! Amanocchi, I’m the one that should be complaining. What’s wrong with you! Why are you throwing such a bomb like this now…!”


  “Of course, this is to response you for ‘discussing something with me seriously,’ right.”


  “A-Amanocchi…”


  I answered calmly with a determined look. Aguri-san, who’s temper quickly died down, sat back down silently.


  Her attitude was somehow really abiding today, …so I continued my attacks.


  “However, I did say that on purpose when you were drinking that hot chocolate. Soz.”


  “Soz?”


  Aguri-san slammed the table unbelievably and stood up again.


  “Eh, what is this! Amanocchi, don’t tell me you’re treating the hot chocolate that I spewed out as ‘rewards’ or ‘holy water.’ Is that why you’re catching it with your face!”


  “…Uwah, …I can’t believe that’s what you’re thinking…”


  “W-Why are you the scared one! I-I’m not a girl that treats whatever she spewed out of her mouth as rewards or holy water!”


  “Exactly. Honestly, I feel like I was ‘defiled’ just then, …not even Tendou-san has done something like that to me before…”


  “I guess so. It’s more like, why are you, the disgusting otaku, giving me a victim’s face when you designed the trap yourself! This is the first time that I’m forced to use hot chocolate as ‘poisonous fog,’ alright!”


  “…Aguri-san, about the part when I was ‘defiled’ relentlessly, please keep this as a secret from Tendou-san…”


  “Why are you putting it in such a brutal way! That’s disgusting! What! Do you really need to keep your ‘getting spewed on the face by hot chocolate for the first time’ experience as a secret from your girlfriend! If that’s the case, why were you making me do that!”


  “Of course, it’s because I was wholeheartedly thinking of…bullying you.”


  “Bullying! What’s wrong with our relationship! Are we bitter rivals now!?”


  “Yeah. Now that we’re rivals, I feel quite bad for Uehara-kun, who’s currently getting a little jealous of us.”


  “Really! My boyfriend- ex-boyfriend just made all those outstanding commitments, and it already feels like that’s a long time ago! Amanocchi, you’re Tasuku ‘imaginary enemy in love’ after all. Why can’t you act like a normal person!”


  “…I understand. Well, let me tell you what I’m really thinking right now.”


  “A-Alright, …I was a bit nervous just then when you’re giving me such a serious look-“


  “Aguri-san. …Actually, …actually, about you spewing hot chocolate on my face, I feel nothing but ‘that’s super dirty’ right now! Thanks!”


  “Knuckles! Come to me at this instant, my knuckles!”


  Aguri-san yelled out a mysterious declaration heroically, and then she fell back to her seat.


  …Crap. It’s been a long time since we held a family restaurant gathering. I feel like we’re relaxing too much.


  The temperature of the drinks finally turned mild. We took our time sipping it and calmed down. …Then, we managed to begin a normal conversation again.


  “It’s more like, I did expect no one to tell you about what happened to me, Aguri-san.”


  “I haven’t heard anything. …Ah, but, Tasuku did bring up ‘Tendou seems to have gotten herself in a subtle misunderstanding’ when we were chatting. Is it related to the confession you talked about?”


  “It’s hard to say. I’m not sure why Tendou-san did that. However, perhaps she already noticed something when she saw the weird atmosphere between Chiaki and me.”


  “Ah, I feel like I can imagine that.”


  “Also, like what I’ve said before, Tendou-san seems to have known everything that happened between Chiaki and me. Actually, I wanted to report the confession with Chiaki to her. But, I think Chiaki explained it to Tendou-san on her own during the school trip.”


  “Uwah, Hoshinocchi is actually brave enough to pull that off.”


  “Exactly. In reality, I didn’t know this until later. …To be precise, Chiaki texted me about that after the last Game Hobby Club meeting. I freaked out after hearing that too, and I feel sorry for letting her handling everything by herself alone…”


  “I see…”


  Aguri-san absorbed all the information. She took the cup of hot chocolate and started drinking.


  I followed her and took a sip of my coffee as well. The two of us just relaxed our minds and looked out the window. The roads are painted by the dusk. The snow is being stepped on. The people and the cars are on their way home, crossing around the city.


  “…Everyone’s fighting on their own…”


  “…I guess you’re right…”


  …What was Chiaki thinking when she explained everything to Tendou-san alone? After Tendou-san heard it, what was she thinking when she broke up with me and visited Chiaki?


  Once I started thinking about this, I can always feel a tinge of pain and bitterness in my chest, perhaps even a sense of craziness and desperation. …How unbelievable. However, …even if I did hear them talking about “Keita Amano.” …I think I’m not supposed to intervene.


  It’s because that story belongs to Chiaki. At the same time, it belongs to Tendou-san as well.


  I finished the remaining bitter coffee. So, I realized that Aguri-san is looking at me.


  “Amanocchi, let me ask you this. …Are you happy now?”


  “You want to ask that to a guy who just broke up?”


  Although I smiled bitterly, I immediately puffed up my chest and answered.


  “I’m happy. Even though I failed the ‘relationship’ part, how can I not be happy when everyone is so caring for me.”


  After Aguri-san heard what I said, she smiled right away and nodded.


  “Yeah, I was thinking about that too. A lot of people do care about us.”


  “Yep, you’re right.”


  “…Thank you, Amanocchi.”


  “Me too. Thank you, Aguri-san.”


  The two of us…appreciated each other honestly, which is something that we rarely do.


  However, we can’t maintain this smooth atmosphere for long. So, we immediately switched the topic as if we’re covering up something.


  “By the way, Aguri-san, did you get any new ideas about the Christmas party?”


  “Ah, well, honestly, I didn’t. All I have is the feeling of not wanting the otaku trio to hold the party…”


  “No, please leave the game selection on that day to us! Including non-digital games, the three of us have already compiled a list of 150 games for selection!”


  “That’s why I don’t want to leave it to you guys…”


  Aguri-san seemed to have let out a solemn sigh. I tilted my head dumbfoundedly.


  “Is there anyone better than us when it comes to picking games?”


  “Ay, it’s because no one is better than you three. That’s why I hate this. It’s more like, why are you guys so enthusiastic about this? It’s more important for the five of us to hang out at Christmas, right? The games are just a sideshow.”


  “I-I can’t believe you said games are just a sideshow! Hmph! What should we do then! Aguri-san, are you okay with whatever we picked as long as it’s for five people!”


  “Honestly, yes…”


  “Is it okay for us to play a deadly game that sprays blood everywhere!”


  “Aren’t your example a little too extreme! Why must the five of us be dragged time into a deadly video game at Christmas!”


  “I’m not sure. However, if five guys and girls plan to enjoy Christmas, we should at least expect that some of us aren’t going to survive!”


  “Why! Amanocchi, your ‘normies = go to hell’ opinion is way too strong! It’s going to be fine! We shouldn’t trigger a deadly plot when we’re just having fun at Christmas!”


  “Really? Even if you’re fine with that, …I think we still need to decide on the theme of the games if we want to have fun.”


  “Uh, like I’ve said before, I’m good with anything. …Why don’t we just play poker?”


  “Really, we’re playing poker. I see. So, we’re going with that kind of plot, right? Next to Uehara-kun’s headless body in the kitchen, a black spade K is discovered…”


  “There’s no plot like that! Why must someone die in the end! Also, why are you started counting with my ex-boyfriend first! Do you really want all the normies to die, Amanocchi!”


  “Nope. This is just a reasonable and logical development…”


  “Amanocchi, you’re banned from calling yourself as a lonely passerby again! With that kind of mindset, you’re absolutely not an ordinary person!”


  “T-That’s quite embarrassing.”


  “Why! Sigh, whatever! Anyway, everyone should be alive if we’re playing games!”


  “Really, we’re going for an optimistic discussion, right.”


  “What I’ve said was completely normal! How negative must you be, Amanocchi!”


  “Gamers have to be ready for the ‘worst outcome’ at all times, Aguri-san.”


  “Hey, please don’t drag all gamers in the world down with you. You’re saying that like all of them agree that ‘there’s a high chance of death whenever we play with normies,’ alright! That’s definitely not the case!”


  “But Chiaki would agree with what I’ve said.”


  “Don’t bring up that clone of yours! You two only count as one vote! A-Anyway, please just talk about a typical game. Please, I beg you!”


  I have acquired the rare experience of Aguri-san begging me to talk about games. …It can’t be helped. I shall temporarily eliminate the possibility of a deadly game right now.


  “First of all, about a game that everyone loves, …it’s actually not that good for five people.”


  “Oh, I can’t believe Amanocchi isn’t recommending video games, what a rare sight.”


  “Of course, well, there are minigame bundles or games where everyone can take turns using the controller. …However, it’s for four people. It’s actually quite a difficult challenge to overcome the 5-player (offline) barrier.”


  “Ah, …I think I can understand.”


  Most “combat” entertainment games are for an even number of players. Games are limited by the number of controllers, which is more apparent at this point. The selection is immediately restricted if we’re looking for a 5-person combat game.


  “However-“ Aguri-san continued.


  “It doesn’t matter that much, even if the five of us can’t participate together, right. We can still separate into groups, or we can take turns playing a singleplayer game…”


  However, I slowly shook my head at her suggestion and answered.


  “Please think about it for a moment, Aguri-san. …What would Tendou-san’s eyes look like when you’re holding a singleplayer controller.”


  “Ugh…! What is this? …Even though I’ve never gone to one before, I can feel a driving course atmosphere there!”


  “Please think about it for a moment, Aguri-san. …What would you look like when you’re up against Tendou-san in a 2-player combat game!”


  “Ugh…! Why am I getting a ‘humanity finally remembered on that day’ vibe! I’m shivering!”


  “See? Aside from something that the five of us can enjoy together, I feel like…it’s too much, right?”


  “Y-You’re right. I didn’t expect Amanocchi’s gaming logics to be t-this accurate…”


  Aguri-san came to her realization as she scratched her head. I sighed helplessly and persuaded her.


  “So, we still need to review the possibility of a ‘deadly game,’ right-“


  “No, thanks. Anyway, I get that there aren’t many games for five people to play. …However, we can still pick something out, right?”


  “Uh, yeah.” I answered Aguri-san’s question with a serious expression.


  “It’s just that, …whether there’s a difference in our gaming skills or not, perhaps it will end up a bit awkward if we want to heat up the mood…”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Please imagine it. What will Tendou-san looks like when she’s the only one winning at a 5-player combat minigame.”


  “…What a harsh atmosphere. That’s tough.”


  “Think about it again. When we’re playing minigames that rely on luck, …you’re the only one winning while Tendou-san is in last place every time somehow!”


  “…What a harsh atmosphere. It’s just as upsetting!”


  “Right. Uh, let me defend party games for a bit. In reality, this is the best arrangement for a family-friendly setting. It’s just that, for us…”


  “Ah, …it doesn’t feel great.”


  Aguri-san understood it and mumbled. I left my seat to get a new drink. So, Aguri-san just said “mixed juice” to me and went to the toilet by herself. …I grabbed my oolong tea and her juice at the drink bar before going back to the seat.


  After a while, Aguri-san came back from the toilet. Then, she saw her mixed juice and said “nice” as she patted my head. To that, I replied casually. “Thanks for your love.” Then, I sipped my tea and continued the discussion.


  “So, like the conclusion we reached before, ‘board games’ are the first option since everyone is equally skilled. But because no one is familiar with it, I feel like…it’s hard to get common ground.”


  “Yep. However, if no one knows about it, why don’t we just randomly pick one that has a good rating.”


  “…Do you think indecisive otakus like us can do that?”


  “Nope. Ah, how about I pick it for you-“


  “…Do you think weird otakus like us can allow that?”


  “N-Nope…”


  Aguri-san sighed. She shrugged helplessly and looked at the restaurant, where it’s getting crowded. After a few seconds, …for some reason, she laughed.


  I tilted my head as I’m holding my cup of tea. Aguri-san explained to me with a cheerful look.


  “I feel like…even though I’m not with Tasuku, I was a bit throbbed when I can chat about gaming happily. While I’m touched, …I think this whole thing is kind of dumb at the same time.”


  After Aguri-san said that, …I put my cup down as I smiled gently.


  “Yeah. I don’t even know what we’re doing right now. That’s stupid.”


  “Exactly.”


  “However-“


  During this time, the reflection of the glass cup of oolong tea is suddenly projecting the memory of when Tendou-san invited me to the Game Club. …I can’t help but mumble.


  “But, …right now, this is the Hobby Club that I want to play games in.”


  “…Really?”


  Aguri-san answered what I said with a smile. I continued a bit embarrassingly.


  “Although we’re just talking about it, we didn’t play any video games at all. Haha, I feel like I’m just as indecisive as I used to be.”


  “Is that so? But why does it matter anyway? The most important thing is that you’re happy.”


  “…Aguri-san, you’re just as casual as before.”


  “Amanocchi, you’re the one overthinking stuff. However, that’s why the two of us are partners, right?”


  “…Yeah.”


  We faced and smiled at each other. Right now, our minds are connected to the point that we’re like in the same family.


  Also, it’s because we’re sure of this.


  We smiled mischievously, joked around, and said a random love confession out loud.


  “Hehe, I love you, Amanocchi.”


  “No, no, no, well, I love you the most, Aguri-san.”


  Things started to happen the next second.


  “EHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


  I can hear a familiar pair of girls behind my seat…


  …My beloved ex-girlfriend and the hentai game lover are screaming.


  “…Sigh.”


  Aguri-san and I let out a sigh, without bothering to check what’s going on.


  -I feel like this misunderstanding is already too cliché. It’s not even worth to react anymore.


  *


  “Amano-senpai, you’re at the ‘people secretly approaching you from behind’ month.”


  It’s been 30 minutes after that dumb encounter.


  After we paid and left the family restaurant, Konoha-san, who’s waiting outside first, smiled naughtily and started bugging me.


  I put the receipt and changes in my wallet as I glanced at her and answered.


  “What’s with the name of the month you talked about? I can feel a subtle sense of universal horror.”


  “It’s just like the name. All kinds of threats will approach you from behind in that month. For example, the ex-girlfriend that appeared when you’re forcing your beautiful junior to have sex with you. Also, the ex-girlfriend that showed up when you’re confessing to your friend’s girlfriend.”


  “That’s literally specifying one person.”


  “Nope. If senpai thinks that only your ex-girlfriend will show up during the month, you’re wrong. The nasty stuff from Cthulhu Mythos will tag along as well.”


  “I’m not looking forward to that, and please tell the nasty stuff to go home. Also, don’t compare Tendou-san in my mind with the things in Cthulhu Mythos.”


  “However, right now, Tendou-senpai is a high-level being that can chip away senpai’s sanity value.”


  “Ugh…! I-I can’t disagree with you…!”


  Indeed, perhaps the mental damage I took from Tendou-san staring at me coldly when we were at the suspected cheating scene is worse than I think. It’s far more hurting than even the abstract nightmare you got when a mysterious god invaded your dream.


  Just as Konoha-san and I are chatting, Tendou-san finished paying and caught up with us.


  “Hey, what are you two talking about? Ah, don’t tell me it’s something erotic again…”


  She glared at me half-jokingly. I smiled bitterly and denied.


  “No, please don’t mind. We were just talking about how high you will rank in Cthulhu Mythos.”


  “But I do mind that a lot!”


  During this time, Aguri-san showed up behind Tendou-san, who’s still shocked.


  “Thanks for the wait. Well, let’s head to the station.”


  “Okay!”


  “Ehh! You’re ending the conversation here! Eh! Konoha-san? Amano-kun? …R-Really?”


  So, we ignored Tendou-san, who’s still freaking out, as we walked towards the station. …Uh, although I feel terrible for Tendou-san, there’s no need for us to dig into that right now.


  In the northern lands, the sun is already setting at 6PM in December. The colorful lights from the bars are shining on the street. …Perhaps I’m still a kid, but I don’t feel comfortable walking around here with someone that’s not my parents.


  I coughed and asked Konoha-san, who’s walking next to me, calming myself down


  “Well, the four of us barely said anything before we left the restaurant, …but is this alright? Aren’t Tendou and you going to the restaurant because you two want to talk about something?”


  Then, I heard that they entered the restaurant right after Aguri-san and I left our seats. The waiter brought them to the seat behind us. …Can I say that we will often bump into situations like this?


  My question made Konoha-san let out a” hmm” mumble.


  “I’m not sure about Tendou-san, but I’m okay with it. Since whenever I meet senpai, it’s like, …right, it’s like encountering on a lost metal slime when I’m leveling up.”


  “Eh, it’s not that ridiculous. You can’t get any EXP even if you beat me.”


  “It’s hard to say. …I think the reality isn’t the same as RPGs. EXP isn’t decided on the opponents that are defeated, it’s based on the attitude of the combatant.”


  “Ohhh, …t-that’s deep.”


  “Can I get this on a book waist?”


  “You want to fight for that too!”


  What’s wrong with my friends recently? Are they trying to hold a gaming idiom competition? Do we really need to write this into a light novel as the Hekiyou Student Council does?


  Konoha-san put up her scarf again as she continued.


  “Moreover, speaking of what we were talking about, we just wanted to meet each other sometimes since we usually text instead.”


  “I see.”


  The two of them have gotten really close. I didn’t expect that. At the same time, I glanced at Tendou-san behind me. Currently, she seems to be chatting with Aguri-san about something. -However, because she suddenly looked at me, we accidentally made eye-contact with each other.


  “!”


  Both of us blushed for some reason and looked away. Then, we freaked out and faced the front. …During this time, I can hear Konoha-san’s dumbfounded voice next to me.


  “…Uh, if you two really broke up, can’t you act a bit harsher? What’s with that mood? I just felt ‘a wind of flirt’ blowing towards me.”


  “W-We’re not flirting with each other. For me, I can’t bring myself to look at Tendou-san, the greatest angel in the universe, in the eye. It’s because my brain will collapse.”


  “Karen Tendou is really part of the Cthulhu Mythos now. …Senpai, I feel like your ‘affection for Tendou-senpai’ increased even after you two broke up?”


  “Konoha-san, you’re half correct.”


  “What does senpai mean?”


  “Whether we broke up or not, I, Keita Amano’s ‘affection meter for Tendou-san’ will increase as time passes by, just like an idle game.”


  “Wow, thanks for saying something so brutal when you’re single, senpai. It just makes me and my sister feel dumb when we were trying so hard to get you to love us.”


  Konoha-san picked her ears as she started throwing a tantrum. …Did I say something impolite? But I feel like what I said was reasonable…


  During this time, a similar conversation can be heard behind us, Aguri-san is-


  “I’ll quit letting Amanocchi dumping all his relationship problems on me! This is dumb!”


  She screamed angrily. …I don’t know what did Tendou-san say. If Aguri-san wasn’t here for me as a troubleshooting unit, I’d feel as lonely as when it’s the end of Hikaru Ijuin’s radio show. [Hikaru Ijuin, famous comedian and computer game reviewer.]


  So, just as we’re chatting with each other, the station quickly came into view.


  I talked with Konoha-san as I glanced at Tendou-san again to see how she’s doing.


  “…………”


  It’s the same, whether in the Hobby Club earlier, or the family restaurant today. …Although Tendou-san and I can hold a proper conversation as long as someone is beside us, honestly, I don’t think I can talk to her alone.


  A real man should be able to go on the attack at times like this. …However, I won’t be alone in high school if a guy like me can pull that off.


  Also, Tendou-san seems to feel guilty for breaking up with me. I can sense that she’s trying to stay a step away from me. Thanks to that, …although we didn’t mean it, we’re radiating an overwhelmingly anxious aura to the surroundings.


  Konoha-san finally snapped and yelled next to me. “That’s enough!”


  “Seriously, what’s happening right now! Honestly, I feel like I can have an easier time sexually harassing senpai when you’re dating Tendou-senpai!”


  “Hey, I hope that you can stop sexually harassing me at all times.”


  “Jesus! Stop making a fuss about this, senpai, you’re annoying! I’m going to touch your crotch if you don’t shut up!”


  “Aren’t you sexually harassing me right now!”


  “Anyway!”


  At this moment, Konoha-san stepped forward and turned back at us so that the two behind can hear her as well.


  “If Amano-senpai and Tendou-senpai aren’t a couple anymore, can you two act a bit more like a single person, please! Especially Tendou-senpai!”


  “Eh, you’re talking to me?”


  Tendou-senpai was suddenly attacked by her, so she protested with a shocked expression.


  “I’m acting like a single girl. You’re right. Even if Amano-kun is chatting with you happily, and it kept stinging me, I still put up a normal face and talked to Aguri-san like it’s nothing. Even though I really, really love looking at Amano-kun’s small figure from behind, I still did nothing and just randomly answered Aguri-san! I want to hug him right now!”


  Tendou-san’s blushing as she’s running out of breaths. “Isn’t that the problem!” Konoha-san complained.


  “In this world, only Amano-senpai and you think that those words are a proper ‘single declaration,’ alright! To be honest, you were just emphasizing, ‘I really, really love Amano-kun! I love him! I love him!’ in Agu-senpai and my eyes!”


  “Wha- Konoha-san, don’t tell me…you have superpowers!”


  “Shut up!”


  Konoha-san finally screamed out. …I can’t believe that this person didn’t show her real side in Hekiyou. Her mask comes off easily once it involves us.


  “Alright, alright, calm down, Konocchi.” Aguri-san tried to comfort Konoha-san, who’s still catching her breaths.


  She patted Konoha-san’s back and said, “However, I think what Konocchi just said makes sense.” She teamed up and started confronting us.


  “Actually, perhaps I’m not in a place to say anything, because I’m in a similar situation. …However, if you two broke up, I feel like you should act more like one.”


  What she said triggered me for a bit, so I quickly retorted.


  “What do you mean by acting like we broke up? We can’t even talk anymore?”


  “I’m not saying that. But, …didn’t you two forget about something?”


  “Forgot what!?”


  My question was mixed with a bit of impatience. It made Aguri-san…answer with a slightly sad look.


  “In this world, …someone is seriously in love with Amanocchi as well, not to mention the boys that like Tendou-san.”


  “!”


  This made Tendou-san and I back down. Then, this time, Aguri-san turned to Tendou-san instead and spoke to her alone.


  “Especially Tendou-san, …you broke up with Amanocchi because of that, right?”


  “…………”


  Tendou-san didn’t give an answer and just looked down. Even though I don’t want to understand what Aguri-san was talking about, …I think I can get what she meant.


  The incident that happened at Starry Plaza quickly and irreversibly surfaced up in my heart.


  Under the starry sky, a respectable friend of mine confessed to me. Also, -there’s Chiaki’s sincere eyes.


  We plopped our heads down and remained silent. So, Aguri-san relaxed a bit and continued.


  “Sorry, I’m not mad at you two. It’s just that, how should I put it? …At least, Tendou-san should be more or less responsible for…giving a ‘chance’ to Konocchi, …and Hoshinocchi.”


  “Ugh…”


  Tendou-san cringed as she took a step back.


  At the next second, -Konoha-san seems to perceive this change as an opportunity. A big ☆ is sparkling in her eyes as her voice became louder.


  “Well, well, well, Amano-senpai, this means that you can go out with me-“


  -However, she realized something and stopped in the middle of her sentence. …Then, an impressively warm smile appeared on her face for a second. …She changed her mind and spoke.


  “Amano-senpai, this means that- you can go out with onee-chan next time?”


  “…Eh?”


  The three of us froze at Konoha-san’s far-fetched suggestion.


  However…


  “…………”


  At the same time, no one spoke up. …It’s also a fact that no one can clearly reject or deny this.


  At last…


  “Well, senpai’s going on a date with onee-chan on the next holiday! Let’s go!”


  “…Eh? Really, …hmm…?”


  After we snapped out of it, we were overwhelmed by Konoha-san’s strange momentum. We answered her mysterious suggestion with a nod, even though Chiaki wasn’t here.


  …A call to attract customers can be heard from the bars down the street. “You can hang out with nice girls if you come in!”


  Chapter 5: Chiaki Hoshinomori and Forced Multiplayer


  “D-Did you wait for a long time?”


  “N-No, I just arrived…”


  “R-Really.”


  “Y-Yes.”


  “…………”


  “………...”


  Afternoon, a Saturday in the middle of December. Next to the station, there’s a shy high school couple too embarrassed to even look at each other. -It seems like that, but, in reality, it’s more like two lonely gamers going to an internet café.


  …Of course, that’s me, Keita Amano, and Chiaki Hoshinomori.


  “………..”


  …Even though we met according to the plan, we completely paused there and remained silent.


  After all, …this activity wasn’t planned by Chiaki and me at all.


  Konoha-san brought up the suggestion. In the end, Tendou-san stubbornly insisted that-


  “Y-You’re right. Yeah, …perhaps that’s fairness. Yes.”


  Since she’s agreeing with a stiff face, …at last, the schedule that ignored Chiaki and my opinion were decided.


  So, that’s why we’re going on a date today. …Or, should I say, the plan of “Keita Amano and Chiaki Hoshinomori Spending A Day Together” is in action.


  “…………”


  Also, aside from the meeting place and time, the organizers didn’t arrange anything for this activity. Talk about irresponsible, man. Thanks to that, it left us where we are. We’re stuck, completely. We feel as if we’re in an open-world RPG and stumbled on a bug that prevented the game from leading us to the next quest location. The two of us are helpless in an enormous world map filled with countless options.


  …Even so, Chiaki wasn’t at fault for this situation. However, since I’m the one that participated in that conversation, I’m more or less responsible.


  I faced Chiaki again. …Although my voice is still a bit stiff, I tried and suggested to her.


  “A-Anyway, well, …this is sudden. However, time’s running out. Why don’t we go downtown and grab lunch? Is that okay with you?”


  “Ah, y-yes, of course. Uh, yeah, no problem.”


  “R-Really, that’s great.”


  “Yes…”


  So, we headed towards the urban areas quietly. …For some reason, Chiaki’s keeping three steps away from me like a traditional Japanese nice wife as she’s following me…


  “Uh, …Chiaki? It’s…quite hard to talk to you if you’re that far…”


  “Y-You’re right. Right. It’s just that, Keita, …I don’t think I can walk next to you with no issues…”


  “…Ah, …yes, okay…”


  Indeed, perhaps it’s right now that she brought this up. Uh, currently, if I’m not dating anyone, there’s no problem strictly speaking. …Yes. How should I put it? If it’s Konoha-san or Aguri-san instead of Chiaki, I won’t even mind at all. …However, she once confessed to me, so it’s hard to not put her on my heart…


  “…………”


  So, we’re suffering from the relatively hard-to-talk position as well. We…strolled on the sunny downtown quietly, non-stop…


  …Well, after an imposing and speechless 5 minutes, Chiaki…mumbled something at me.


  “Uh, …Keita. While I do feel terrible for saying this to a guy that I just started ‘dating’ at the start…”


  “…Hmm. It’s fine, I can take it. Just say it.”


  Even though I can already sense what she’s going to say, I still looked at the front and answered.


  Chiaki mumbled. “Well, I’ll be honest…” After that, she took a deep breath.


  When she’s fully prepared, she conveyed the “truth” of the current situation.


  “Aren’t we being…super awkward right now!”


  “Exactly!”


  I turned around immediately and agreed with tears in my eyes. Chiaki stopped walking. Then, she started venting out everything that’s piling up in her heart at this point with a relieved face.


  “No, no, no, no, no, what is this! I can’t believe that I’m forced to go on a date with the guy that just rejected me, not to mention this is suggested by my sister and the guy’s ex-girlfriend! Is this a new kind of hell!”


  “Right! This is indeed very weird, right! Why am I being encouraged by the girl I loved to go out with another girl! Also, I literally trashed the person’s feeling a while ago, and now you want me to enjoy the day happily with her. …Honestly, the bar is high! I can’t do this!”


  “Yeah! Keita, even though I just want to stay as your friend, they arranged this ‘dating’ scene for us. Honestly, my mind is about to go haywire! What should I do! Should I say ‘ah…’ when feeding you during lunch! We need to do that, right!”


  “That’s just making even more awkward! Instead of calling it a date, that’s already cheating!”


  “W-What should we do on the date then! We do a self-introduction first, watch movies, and then we’ll decide when we go out next time. Is that alright!”


  “We aren’t meeting for the first time! Eh, our relationship already surpassed that, right!”


  “Well, how about I say hi to Keita’s parents instead?”


  “That’s too ceremonial! It’s not just cheating anymore. We’re already at the final stage towards marriage!”


  “But then what should we do to call this a date, Keita!”


  I backed down upon hearing her question. …Then, I scratched my cheeks and answered.


  “It’s, …how should I put it? F-For example, we’ll play together, have lunch together, and walk together. Then, we’ll be physically or mentally closer to each other. …Finally, we’ll call it a day with a slightly blessed feeling. I guess that’s a typical date, right…”


  I said all that as I remembered the times I went out with Tendou-san. In terms of the situation, the Tendou-san in memory is subconsciously replaced by Chiaki right now. …The guilt is making me a bit anxious.


  An awkward silence fell onto the two of us. Then, …I just realized that Chiaki took a deep breath. She repeated what she said earlier again.


  “Aren’t we being…super awkward right now!”


  “Exactly!”


  The two of us are about to break into tears. Was there a date that the participants were this unwilling to hop in?


  …However, after we vent the thoughts in our hearts out, …I feel like the mood was relaxed. 


  -Just as I’m thinking about that, perhaps it’s because the anxiety is relieved. Our stomachs reminded us that we’re hungry.


  “…………”


  Chiaki and I looked at each other. Then, both of us chuckled.


  (…Ay, right. No matter how unreasonable this is, …I’m still me, and Chiaki is still Chiaki. We’re the same type of loners. We love video games, …and we’re cowards.)


  I’m relieved now. …This is a rare holiday, after all. Let’s forget whether this counts as a date or not. I think we should still enjoy it and be happy.


  I let out a “hmm” and stretched my back with my elbows pointing to the side. After that, I tried to ease the awkwardness by chatting with Chiaki.


  “Alright, let’s eat lunch first, Chiaki. Ah, I feel like I want noodles today.”


  After hearing that, Chiaki answered me with a face that looks like her nervousness has been relieved.


  “Ah, what a coincidence, Keita! I want noodles too! Well, let’s find a restaurant quickly and figure out what we should do after that. I want pasta. Pasta is better!”


  “Eh? Hmm, …is there a spaghetti made of rolled noddles?”


  “Hey, hey, hey, Keita, why did you just include ‘rolled noodles’ in your search like it’s nothing? Huh?”


  Although Chiaki glared at me, …she came up next to me subconsciously and didn’t keep her distance. I feel like…I’m relieved to see that.


  During this time, she scanned my whole body once before mumbling quietly.


  “…Ah, I don’t think there’s a spaghetti that uses bean sprout to…”


  “Hey, Chiaki, why are you suddenly adding ‘bean sprout’ to your search? Huh?”


  So, …we put all of our messed thoughts to the side, and our “exciting date” finally began.


  *


  “No, no, no, you’re wrong, Chiaki. It’s better to use ‘animation rendering’ in open-world games, right!”


  “You’re helpless, Keita. Stop using those ‘reverse’ points to act cool, alright? Usually, people wanted a ‘realistic’ representation of imagery for open-world games. It’s pure and powerful.”


  “Well, I do agree that a realistic scene is attractive! However, from a simple game point, using an animation or manga style gives off a ‘clear and easy’ feeling-“


  “No, no, no, no, even though it’s a realistic style, you can include the ‘clear and easy demand in the UI design! I feel like making it apparent that ‘where the latest game is the strongest at’ is one of the responsibilities of major companies-“


  It’s been 40 minutes since we entered a spaghetti chain restaurant.


  Speaking of Chiaki and me, …ay, of course, we’re debating each other as usual.


  A plate of slightly dried, half-finished pollock roe pasta is in front of me. As for Chiaki, in contrast to mine, her plate of half-empty clam chowder soup spaghetti is starting to absorb too much water.


  We poked our forks into the plate, …yet we aren’t taking another bite. Instead, we continued our heated argument. 


  “Widening your dissatisfaction with ‘moe’ to the ‘2D style’ field, I feel like you’re too nit-picking.”


  “I didn’t say that! However, honestly, I feel like 2D style shares the same stuff like the ‘soft style’ which I hated.”


  “Uh, Chiaki, that’s true. But, even though your…NOBE’s games are 2D, the content is still pretty great. Also, it’s unique, hardcore, and fun, right-“


  Chiaki suddenly stopped retorting in the middle of my sentence and plopped her head down. I was a bit puzzled. In the end, …she mumbled with a super quiet voice with her ears flared up.


  “T-Thank…you. …T-Tsucchi…”


  “Eh? Ah, hmm, yes, …y-you’re welcome…”


  During this time, I finally realized that…I was praising Chiaki in front of her. So, the embarrassment hits me, and I lowered my head like her.


  …Then, as if we’re trying to escape from something, we started snooping the spaghetti at the same time. The lunch is surprisingly fast.


  We finished our meals at the exact same time after we stopped talking. So, we enjoyed the drinks that came with the set as we managed to begin a new conversation again.


  “W-Well, Chiaki, I feel like we were just talking about gaming. …Uh, what should we do next?”


  “R-Right. …Hmm, what should we do? Want to see a movie?”


  “You have any on your mind?”


  “Nope. Doesn’t it sound like a date when you have to see a movie that you aren’t interested in?”


  “It does sound like a date, …but do you really want to do that?”


  “…I’m sorry. I lied to my heart a little bit just then. No, I’m not spending 2 hours on those awful romantic movies.”


  “I guess so. You dislike ‘moe’ things at the start, so it’s just going to be a torture for you.”


  “Yeah, yeah. It’s more like, and I’m confused about this one, what’s the point to watch other people getting in love?”


  “Chiaki, can you stop it? Even though I don’t know why, but I feel like ‘the world revolving around us’ has just been insulted by you. I’m getting goosebumps. In a sense, you denied something that you should never hear…”


  “Your eighth-grade syndrome is still just as severe, Keita. Don’t tell me you want to be a light novel protagonist?”


  “Eh? Hmm, yes. I will be lying if I say I don’t want to be a protagonist. Well, actually, I did…”


  I answered with a subtle tone. It made Chiaki stared at me with a confused look as she’s blowing on her hot lemon tea.


  I took a sip of my iced lemon tea and gave her an embarrassed smile.


  “Right now, I don’t think I want to become a protagonist that much anymore. After all, if I really got isekai’d, I will never get to know you.”


  “Eh…?”


  Chiaki, who’s playing with the sliced lemon on the cup, accidentally dropped it into the tea. My heart started itching when I saw she was in such a shocked state. I quickly tried to calm her down.


  “Ah, well, it’s not just you! It’s also for Uehara-kun and Aguri-san. Tendou-san as well, of course. I’ll really hate this world if I can’t see them, or if they were dragged into some mystery.”


  “R-Really, …I-I see. Alright, I’m fine. E-Everything’s okay. Yes, p-please, don’t mind me.”


  After she finished that, Chiaki hastily picked up her lemon tea and started chugging it. “It’s hot!” But the temperature is still too high, so she moved her lips away with tears in her eyes.


  I can’t help but smile at her and continued.


  “Right now, I sincerely think that a lot of people care about me. …Ah, in this sense, I guess that’s the definition of ‘being a normie’ in my heart.”


  “Hmm? What do you mean?”


  Chiaki kept blowing on her lemon tea as she asked. I answered with a smile.


  “I’m no longer expecting something ‘unusual’ to happen. This means that I have a fulfilling and stable life, right.”


  “…I see. Perhaps, …it’s like what you said. Well, even though I don’t want to admit it, I guess I also count as a ‘normie’ right now.”


  “Hmm? You too?”


  I asked her. Chiaki’s still holding the cup with her hands as she smiled very gently.


  “Yes. It’s because…I don’t want to give up the daily lives where I get to hang out with you.”


  “!”


  I’m the one blushing this time. However, of course, Chiaki hastily made an excuse, just like what I did earlier.


  “I made a mistake! I made a mistake! It’s not just you. Everyone is included too! This part is crucial, alright!”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  “Desudesudesudesudesudesu!” [Note: ‘Desu’ sounds exactly like ‘death’ in Japanese.]


  “It sounded like a death curse when you were that sure…”


  My friend read the word ‘death’ a couple times when she was nodding vigorously. It’s quite damaging mentally. Depends on how’s your body doing on that day, it might really kill people.


  Ay, I’ll stop the jokes here, back to the topic.


  “So, seriously, what should we do next, Chiaki?”


  “Well, …if it’s not a date that we suggested, actually, come to think of it, I don’t feel like doing anything at all.”


  “Stop saying that. …It can’t be helped. Anyway, let’s go for a walk on the streets. Then, I’ll accompany you if there’s anything you want to buy, or anywhere you want to go. If there’s not, …let’s go to the game store or arcade…”


  “…Keita, although I don’t want to say this, …your idea is probably the worst for a date.”


  “Stop it!”


  “But I’m totally fine with it.”


  “You’re cool with that?”


  My eyes opened wide as I’m shocked. As for Chiaki, …she smiled with a slightly frustrated expression.


  “In reality, Keita, …I’m already really happy if I get to spend the day with you.”


  “…………”


  For a moment, what she said and her face made my chest hurts.


  However, …I immediately fudged with an “alright alright” before replying with a smile.


  “Actually, you’re supposed to say ‘us’ instead of ‘me,’ right?”


  When she heard what I said, Chiaki…rolled her tongue out and smiled a little bit mischievously.


  “Was I that obvious? Yes. Instead of you, it’s more like going out with friends.”


  “Jeez. …However, I should agree with that too. From our perspective, instead of making a date look like one, it’s better to just go out and have fun.”


  “Yeah. Well, we have this figured out then, Keita.”


  Then, Chiaki finally grabbed her cooled lemon tea, and, without any consideration of a girl’s etiquette, she chugged it at once manlily. After that, she stood up abruptly and looked at me.


  “Let’s go! The games won’t wait for us!”


  “You just completely ignored the suggestion of a walk. All that remains in your heart is video games, right? Sigh, …even though I’m the same.”


  So, I took away the straw and finished the iced tea at once.


  Both of us smiled at each other as we walked on the street during the sunny afternoon like elementary students.


  *


  “Even so, hmm, …it’s indeed boring for the two of us to just walk regularly.”


  “Stop it.”


  The excitement when we left the restaurant disappeared out of nowhere. We started complaining after just a single minute.


  Both of us didn’t check up on each other, and we just walked towards the familiar game store in a straight line. …No one said anything, not even looking to the side.


  “…………”


  Chiaki and I are too uninterested in anything other than gaming. That’s the fatal point.


  For example, …right, if it was Aguri-san, who’s the complete opposite of me, instead-


  “Please go to the game store with me, Aguri-san. Here.”


  “I guess I can. …Eh, Amanocchi, I want to check out that T-shirt. Come with me!”


  Yep, a “two-person sized desire” will started conflicting with each other like this. You can kill a lot of time, whether it’s good or not.


  However, for Chiaki and me, …which is the so-called “clone partners,” this won’t work at all.


  Our desires entirely overlapped. Honestly, it’s the exact same as spending the holiday alone. We’ll just pick the shortest route and head to the destination silently.


  “…………”


  That “it’s happy to be friends” declaration vanished right away. Currently, the two otakus are putting their minds entirely on gaming and are just moving on the street boringly.


  …C-Can we call this a date? I should say, it’s already quite questionable as to whether this can be defined as a “happy time you spend with your friends,” right?


  Although we shared the thought, we couldn’t answer if you asked us if there any solution. I mean, unless we’re arguing about gaming, …the two of us can fight forever. But, aside from that, we lacked any sort of interaction methods.


  …I felt slightly irresponsible. So, I glanced at the sky and tried to “chat normally” with Chiaki.


  “…Nice weather.”


  “Yeah.”


  The conversation part is over. Thanks for the work, everyone.


  “…………”


  So, right now, we’re presenting this sort of “voided time” to you. If this is a dating sim, the developer will absolutely delete the description of this plot. What is this?


  So, Chiaki seems to be at her limit of awkwardness. This time, she’s the one that talked to me instead. She even brought up something other than interests.


  “Keita, what did you and Karen-san chat about when you two were dating?”


  “What? That was sensitive as hell!”


  “No, no, no, it’s not like that, right. This is like one of those FromSoftware games where you need to pile up your death count to pass the level. Why can’t we learn from how other players died and apply that knowledge to our adventure?”


  “Why did you perceive that I’m unable to talk to Tendou-san properly! Well, even though I always mess it up! If we’re in a FromSoftware game right now, this area would be covered by my blood and soul remnants!”


  “Wow, I admire Karen-san’s patience.”


  “You’re not acknowledging my efforts!? I-I think I’ve grown up during that relationship too!”


  “Well then, please talk about something interesting, Keita.”


  “That’s the hardest challenge you can give to a loner!”


  “Well, please talk about something uninteresting then.”


  “Your quest is way too unusual! You’re telling me to talk about something uninteresting!”


  “Your past, for example.”


  “Don’t just assert that it’s boring! Even though it is boring! It’s so usual that it freaks you out!”


  “Ah, I want to hear it. Remember the time when a village screamed ‘Devil!’ while he threw rocks at you?”


  “I don’t have such a tragic past! Chiaki, who do you think I am!?”s


  “The best offline player of Life Online. Mr. Mistake. Dwarf Winter Melon. My tiny friend who’s a total midget.”


  “Very well, we’ll quit being ‘friends’ here! Let us fight each other to death, Chiaki!”


  “Eh, that’s monotonous. I’m not doing it today.”


  “You fired the cannon first, and now you’re not fighting!?”


  “Well, Keita, how about you say something extremely romantic to me.”


  “Stop giving an unreasonably difficult question to a lonely otaku! Chiaki, why don’t you say something instead!”


  “…Uh, …well, …n-nice weather.”


  “See!”


  Nope, we can’t figure out how to have a “normal conversation” indeed. Seriously, what will humans say when they’re hanging out! Also, why can’t we talk about something that’s not violent or depressing! Are we that emotionally unstable!?


  Anyway, the two of us strolled on the road silently after the conversation ended. Although we didn’t ban any gaming related topics, …it’s just like Chiaki refusing to battle before. This is still a date, and yet we’re already suspecting in our hearts. Should we just avoid everything again today?


  …The sunshine and the light reflected by the snow is gradually scorching our skin.


  There’s still a long 15-minute distance to the destination: the Game Store. This isn’t a distance where you can pass by saying nothing. However, as you can see here, we already ran out of all options.


  “…………”


  We frequently glanced at each other and then immediately looking away when we made eye-contact sometimes. …All we’re doing is walking forward. …As a professional embarrassment taster, the current embarrassment level is only second to the family restaurant meeting after the attempting kissing incident. That has already entered the Top 10 Keita Amano’s Most Embarrassment Moments. If we’re going by the growth from now on, it looks like the top spot will change very soon.


  In the end, Chiaki and I remained speechless for 3 minutes. …There’s just one route towards the game store. Just as we’re about to turn-


  “Ah.” “Hiya.”


  We nearly bumped into a guy and girl at the corner. No one walks on the same roads as people tend to drive in rural areas like this, so we made a little oopsie.


  After we lowered our heads and apologized to each other, we crossed each other directly-


  “…?”


  -We stopped as we’re about to move forward.


  The four of us turned back at the same moment and looked at each other’s faces. So, unexpectedly, we saw-


  “Eh, Kase-senpai…and Oiso-senpai?”


  -The two senpais are wearing casual clothes. They seem to have noticed Chiaki and me as well, and their eyes immediately widened.


  “Oh, aren’t you Keita Amano? Also, this is, …I remembered her visit to the club last time…”


  “Chiaki Hoshinomori, right. The kouhai that Kyoubu brought to the club.”


  “H-Hello.”


  Chiaki lowered her head and greeted them. Come to think of it, she visited the club before as well.


  We stopped for a second and simply greeted them with a “what a coincidence” and “we’re heading home from the game store.” However, …of course, there’s no reason for Kase-senpai and Oiso-senpai to pester us. After the greeting is over, they gave us a “bye” and turned around.


  “We’ll be leaving.”


  “Bye.”


  Kase-senpai bid farewell emotionlessly as he pushed his glasses. As for Oiso-senpai, she waved her hand lazily as usual.


  Just as the two were leaving, -Chiaki and I suddenly grabbed their wrist tightly.


  “Wha-?”


  The two senpais don’t know what’s happening, and they turned back with a shocked face. Their unfamiliar kouhais just suddenly held them by their wrist. They should be puzzled by the situation, right. …Actually, Chiaki and I won’t do this usually as well. However, today, …no, this moment is unique.


  It’s because…


  “Can you two please…”


  “…Huh?”


  The two senpais can’t hear our husky voice, so they asked us back.


  To their reaction, …Chiaki and I tried our best to raise our heads and get real close to them. Then, we wholeheartedly begged.


  “Can you two please chat with Chiaki (Keita) and me until we arrive at that game store!”


  “…Huh?”


  Even though our request is obvious, the two senpais are still tilting their head confusingly.


  *


  “I see what’s going on. However, Keita Amano, let me say something, alright?”


  Kase-senpai walked next to me as he and his glasses gazed at me coldly.


  “-What does that have to do with me?”


  “Y-You’re right. …B-But, uh, can senpai accommodate for this time?”


  I rubbed my hands as I begged Kase-senpai, which isn’t something that I usually do. Although he gave me a sincerely dumbfounded look, …he still walked next to me loyally. The route to the game store is definitely not short. I was thinking about this before, ...but this person is actually really nice. …However, I feel like I’m using him right now.
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  During this time, I can hear Oiso-senpai yawning behind me. When I looked back, senpai’s rubbing her eyes lazily due to sleepiness. Her wide-open jacket revealed the cami below, and it’s somewhat flirty. Honestly, I don’t know where I should look.


  Just as I hastily turned around, Chiaki, who’s next to Oiso-senpai, spoke up and apologized.


  “I-I’m sorry. I feel like we’re forcing senpai to stay with us…”


  “Hmm? I’m good with that. It’s boring to hang out with Kase alone, anyway.”


  “Hey, Oiso.”


  Kase-senpai turned around and glared at her. I can feel a really intimate vibe from this, so I tried to ask casually.


  “Also, …are you two dating or something…”


  “No.”


  They gave me a full denial. Even the sleepy head Oiso-senpai answered so firmly, I guess they find the idea pretty repulsive. …Hmm, but from my perspective, I think this just shows that they’re close…


  After I conveyed my thoughts out, Kase-senpai sighed troublesomely and explained.


  “Like what I’ve said before, Oiso and I are just going to the game store to buy controllers for the club. We already bought it. So, it’s really pointless for us to head back to the store-“


  “Wow, I can’t believe you’re going to the game store twice in a day, Kase-senpai! You’re the role model for all gamers! Ha, the trump card of the Game Club!”


  “Keita Amano, …your social skills have grown a bit after I met you last time, and I hate it.”


  “Hehe, thanks. I appreciated it.”


  “Your personality changed completely, right?”


  It looks like Kase-senpai can’t deal with my annoyingly flippant attitude, but who cares about him. Instead of remaining awkwardly silent with Chiaki for 15 minutes, I…I would rather for senpais to despise me!


  Oiso-senpai added something.


  “Also, a club member was with us until a while ago.”


  “Eh!”


  Chiaki and my nervous voice overlapped each other. Then, …Oiso-senpai continued like it’s nothing.


  “Ah, but Tendou wasn’t here.”


  “R-Really…”


  We pressed our chests in relief for some reason. …How should I put it? Even though Tendou-san is the one that arranged this date, …why are we so afraid to see her right now?


  Just as we’re being tortured by this incomprehensible sense of guilt, Kase-senpai let out an “ah” as he remembered something.


  “If I remembered correctly, …Tendou said that ‘she will wear a straitjacket and stay home’ today.”


  “Why!”


  Chiaki and I were shocked. Kase-senpai answered calmly.


  “Who knows? But I guess all gamers want to do that from time to time.”


  “I don’t think so!”


  “Really? I’ll sometimes be kidnapped and jailed by special forces during the holidays.”


  “The Game Club is really just as usual!”


  This time, Chiaki and I were the ones that can’t handle it. As for Oiso-senpai, she’s staring at mid-air alone and mumbling some words that sound like game commands. I guess she’s mentally simulating a fighting game to train herself. Eh, these people are really just the same.


  Just as Chiaki and I glanced at each other and smiled bitterly, this time, Kase-senpai…was the one that threw a fierce question at us as usual.


  “By the way, can I interpret this as Keita Amano and Chiaki Hoshinomori are dating each other?”


  “Ugh!”


  “This means that our Tendou lost the war on her love? Hmm, what a tragic woman.”


  “Ugh!”


  Kase-senpai turned his words into swinging blades without any consideration. Although we suffered massive damage, we still quickly tried to defend Tendou-san for her fame.


  “N-No, no, no! Chiaki and I aren’t dating!”


  “Y-Yeah! Moreover, Karen-san didn’t lose anything at all! Yes!”


  After he heard what we said, Kase-senpai answered calmly. “Really…” …However, he immediately threw out another grenade.


  “But if you two are going out on holiday like this, shouldn’t it means that you are interested in each other?”


  “Uwah!”


  What’s wrong with this person? Is he incapable of sensing anything related to love at all…? Uh, even though I feel like we aren’t in a position to complain!


  “If that’s the case, our club president is indeed a big loser in love…”


  “No, no, no! Kase-senpai, why do you want to think that Tendou-san is a loser!”


  “You’re asking me why? Of course, you should know it, right. Keita Amano.”


  “N-No, I don’t understand what you’re talking about at all…”


  I looked away immediately. However, Kase-senpai, …he remained emotionless as he spoke up calmly and fiercely.


  “It’s because that girl is more charming when she lost for some reason.”


  “You can’t say that!”


  Chiaki and I complained at the same time. …Honestly, we did subtly acknowledge that! Instead of remaining in a perfect mode, Tendou-san is as charming as fireworks when she’s losing it!


  I tried my best to defend Tendou-san.


  “B-But, Tendou-san’s temper should be better when she’s shining at the winning side, right!”


  “Hmm, I guess you’re right. …Let me think about it. If you want to describe our club’s cowardly president with a recent Dragon Ball episode, she would be like Kale.”


  “Please don’t say that! Why would you think Tendou-san is that of character!”


  “I want to put a smile on your face.”


  “That’s mean! You’re in the same club. Do you think that’s alright, Kase-senpai!”


  “Of course, initially, I also sincerely hoped that her skill as a gamer can improve, …and that her victory rate can be stable. However, after I saw what she’s like recently…”


  “What! If you’re saying that she’s better off as a loser, that’s definitely not what Tendou-san-“


  I was pissed off about my ex-girlfriend's reputation. During this time-


  Kase-senpai, …for a moment, he flashed an unprecedently gentle smile at me.


  “However, her charm when she’s losing in a match isn’t so bad too. That’s what I feel.”


  “…………”


  That’s something that we’ve never seen on Kase-senpai’s face when we were touring the Game Club before, …which means we’ll never get to see it. After Chiaki and I froze, Oiso-senpai, who suddenly snapped out of her simulation training a while ago, talked to us with a deep voice.


  “Hey, we’re also influenced by our club president Tendou as well. …This means that we’re influenced by the Tendou that’s ‘being influenced by Keita Amano and the Game Hobby Club,’ right?”


  “Really…”


  I can’t help but scratch my face out of this sudden embarrassment.


  Kase-senpai hmphed at this time.


  “However, even though a ‘defeat’ worths more now, it doesn’t mean that ‘winning’ values less.”


  “………….”


  For some reason, Chiaki and I were impressed by that sentence. Our bodies turned stiff after that.


  (…He’s right. Whether you were saved during a defeat or not, …winning is still the best conclusion, no matter what. This fact will never change…)


  That’s obviously not just for gaming. The same thing goes for love as well…


  Chiaki and I lowered our heads, while Kase-senpai suddenly said, “Oh.”


  Then, he quickly patted my shoulder as if he’s trying to push me forward. After that, he suddenly bid farewell to me, who’s still confused.


  “Well, we’ll leave now. Keita Amano.”


  “What? You’ve got to be kidding me. Uh, there’s still some time until we arrive at the store…”


  I begged. This time, Oiso-senpai looked behind and let out an “ah” before continuing.


  “Yep, well, that guy will stay with you for the remaining time. See you.”


  “Eh? Wait, senpai-“


  The two senpais completely ignored Chiaki and my panicking and quickly turned around and fled.


  We freaked out as we watched them disappear. …Then, both of us sighed as we faced forward. Thanks to senpais, it’s only 5 minutes until we reach the store. I guess I can tolerate the silence of the two of us alone…


  “Eh? Amano-kun?”


  “Eh?”


  I raised my always plopped-down head when someone suddenly called me.


  Then, the person that appeared in front of me is…


  “M-Mizumi-kun?”


  The refreshing protagonist that I haven’t seen in a long time. One of my few friends, at the same time, Eiichi Mizumi-kun-


  “Hi, long time no see, the Amano-kun that ‘wasted my efforts and broke up with Tendou-san!’ Wow, what an honor to see you here! No, no, no, you don’t need to mind at all, Amano-kun! I was just proud to be your wingman a while ago! Also, I’m the one that defended you after that attempted kissing incident! I ended up being a literal clown of love in the Game Club, …but I don’t mind that at all! Yes! Also, you don’t need to mind even if you’re immediately dating another beautiful girl other than Tendou-san! BYE!”


  -The demon that’s wrapped in his skin.


  He hastily prepares to leave with a hypocritical smile. So, I went in front of him, and then I immediately kneeled down even though we’re on the road.


  “No, I feel really sorry for you!”


  …As a whole, I guess I’m still not used to the people in the Game Club.


  *


  “I’m sorry. I was really joking just then. Don’t be that seriously startled, Amano-kun. Also, …uh, Hoshinomori-san? I want to apologize to you too. Even though this is the first time we talked, I think I already soured up the mood.”


  It’s been a few minutes since the terrible encounter. I tried my best to explain when we’re on the way to the game store. Mizumi-kun bitterly smiled as he answered me like this.


  “N-No, I’m totally…”


  Behind Mizumi-kun and me, who’s walking shoulder to shoulder, Chiaki’s introvert mode slightly got the better of her. However, she still managed to reply to Mizumi-kun sheepishly.


  Following Chiaki, I also apologized to Mizumi-kun depressingly.


  “I’m really sorry, Mizumi-kun. Even though you did a lot for Tendou-san and me…”


  “Ah, …in reality, I’m really regretful when you two broke up as well.”


  Mizumi scratched his cheeks awkwardly and continued.


  ‘However, I’m really not mad. So, please relax. It’s more like, there’s no reason for me to be mad.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. …Also, even though it’s too late to say this, sorry, please walk us to the store.”


  “Ah, you don’t need to mind that. It’s been a long time since I’ve chatted with you, anyway. I’m really excited.”


  Mizumi-kun’s smiling charmingly and refreshingly. …Where can we even find such a likable teenage protagonist? People will really fall for him. If there’s a chance for an Eiichi Mizumi harem, please let me join, even though I’ll be in the last place.


  During this time, Chiaki dragged the bottom of my shirt from behind. I slowed down and got closer to her, and then she whispered to me.


  (Whether it’s Uehara-kun, or this Mizumi-kun, Keita, you’re way too blessed by friends, right?)


  Although Chiaki sounds sarcastic, in reality, I sincerely agreed with her as well. So, I nodded and answered her.


  (Ah, yeah, I think so. A lot of people cared about me recently, including you.)


  (Eh? T-Thank you. …Well, I also feel that, …uh, …I-I’m blessed by…my friends as well…)


  (Hmm, you’re quite close to Tendou-san recently too, Chiaki.)


  (Eh? Yeah, y-you’re right. …Ughh, I don’t even have enough time to feel embarrassed…!)


  (Chiaki? What’s wrong? I think I heard you said “don’t feel embarrassed,” right.)


  (You’re asking me that!? I-I’m okay! I’m just thinking of a new spell for my game! L-Lighting Spell <Dunveelanbarius>! Like that?)


  (Oh, NOBE’s taste is just as crazy.)


  (Please leave me alone, Tsucchi!)


  I think Chiaki’s angry. So, I sped up and came next to Mizumi-kun again.


  So, Mizumi-kun, who I suspect that he’s watching the interaction between Chiaki and me, said something unexpected.


  “…I see. Well, …I guess Tendou-san is tired.”


  “Hmm? What did you say?”


  “Uh, nothing. I was just thinking our club president really likes to go hard on herself as usual.”


  Mizumi-kun chuckled cheerfully. …Although I don’t understand what’s happening, I guess I didn’t make him upset.


  We finally arrived at the game store destination after a while of chitchatting.


  “Well, I’ll be leaving…”


  Mizumi prepares to leave as he said that. However, I quickly asked him to stay.


  “Wait, Mizumi-kun, there’s something that I wanted to discuss with you. Can you spare just a bit more time?”


  “Discuss? Yeah, sure. …But Amano-kun, aren’t you going out with Hoshinomori-san right now?”


  Mizumi-kun showed sympathy to Chiaki, who’s standing next to me. I smiled and answered him.


  “No, that’s why we’re discussing this right now. This is also for Chiaki’s sake.”


  “It’s for Hoshinomori-san too? Well, even though I’m not sure of the situation, …hmm, it’s fine as long as I can help you.”


  Mizumi-kun said that as he turned to us again.


  He’s indeed a reliable friend. …So, I mentally prepared myself and stated what I wanted to bring up to him.


  “Mizumi-kun, in your opinion, …how should Chiaki and I continue our date?”


  “Ehhhh!”


  Mizumi-kun finally freaked out. He asked me this while trembling.


  “Y-You’re asking me that in front of the girl you’re going out with?”


  In contrast to Mizumi-kun, who’s looking next to me awkwardly, Chiaki answered with an emotionless face.


  “Ah, please don’t mind me. It’s because I’m just as hopeless as Keita.”


  “Why are you both hopeless!? Is this even a date!?”


  “It’s because Tendou-san and Konoha-san said that this is a date. I guess it counts as one today.”


  “Is this a third-party, Salad Anniversary-style definition of date!? The love story between you guys exceeded my comprehension by a considerable margin! [Note: Salad Anniversary, a collection of 500 short, song-like poems by Machi Tawara. The joke references the famous sentence: 6th July is Salad Anniversary because you said it tastes like. (Literal translation).]


  “I feel like that’s my line as well…”


  Even so,  the “Light Novel Protagonist” is actually complaining. From this perspective, perhaps our imbroglio already entered the unusual realm.


  Mizumi-kun sighed loudly and mumbled. “Sigh, I’m fine with that…” After that, he agreed to discuss with me once again.


  “Although I haven’t gone on any dates, …if you two aren’t couples yet, basically, you can just do something that ‘enhances the feelings’ on the date, right?”


  “Yes. Any examples?”


  “For instance, …let me think, like chatting, dining together, watching the beautiful scenery romantically. …Finally, you can confess your feelings for each other sincerely. Isn’t this the best date?”


  After I heard Mizumi-kun’s refreshing opinion, Chiaki and I can’t help but look at each other, …and then we answered him at the same time.


  “We’ve almost done all of them.”


  “Why! Aren’t you two not couples yet!?”


  “We are friends.”


  “Of course, you’ll be stuck! After all, you two already entered the last stage! It’s like reaching the level limit before changing your class, yet you keep earning more EXP!”


  “What a clear metaphor! You’re incredible!”


  “You two are still admiring me! A-Anyway, if you have already progressed so much, I can literally give zero ‘date planning’ ideas for you two right now-“


  Just as Mizumi-kun said that dumbfoundedly and almost put his hand on his forehead, …he suddenly realized something.


  “?”


  We tilted our heads. He…mumbled to himself. “Uh, this is too, …but…” The boy is hesitating.


  Chiaki and I glanced at each other. …Then, both of us faced Mizumi-kun again. I represented us and begged him sincerely once again.


  “We’re really stuck, Mizumi-kun. Please tell us if you got any good ideas. That would be really helpful…”


  “Amano-kun…”


  After he heard my request, Mizumi-kun scratched his head awkwardly.


  Although he looked troubled by something for a while, …at last, he can’t ignore Chiaki and my helpless “little puppy” eyes. So, he sighed and confessed to us.


  “Uh, how should I put it? I guess you two can do the thing that I did with Amano-kun before. …At least, I got really close to Amano-kun because of that…”


  “Hmm? What did I do with you? What was that? …Ah, you mean the club visit?”


  “Uh, no, it’s not that. It should be some time after that…”


  “Huh? What was that?”


  I was confused since I have no idea.


  Mizumi-kun looked at Chiaki and me for a couple of times. …Finally, he mumbled. “Tendou-san, I’m sorry…” After that, he told us this with an incredibly awkward face.


  “Uh, …I was thinking, can Hoshinomori-san visit Amano-kun’s home and play video games together…”


  “----“


  …Another pair of boy and girl that’s standing with an incredibly awkward face next to the game store.


  *


  “W-Well, e-excuse me.”


  “P-P-Please come in…”


  A nervous and stiff-looking girl is invited into the boy’s home, who’s just as stiff and anxious.


  …This hellish scene went live an hour after we separated from Mizumi-kun.


  Of course, after he suggested we continue our date at my house, Chiaki and I immediately rejected the idea vehemently.


  Then, 10 minutes after we bid farewell to Mizumi-kun and finished touring the game store, …we remained in the “silent” state. …We realized it when we kept walking.


  Currently, we can’t think of a happy “dating plan” at all aside from that.


  Come to think of it, it’s way too sly for him to suggest that “we play games at home.” It’s because that’s like…inviting a Japanese, who stays overseas all the time, into my house and give him salted rice ball as dinner. The mouth, the tongue, …and brain will be unable to think of anything “aside from that" option


  In the end, I was defeated by my desires and invited Chiaki. “Do you…want to come to my house?” She answered. “It can’t be helped! Yeah, it really can’t be helped!” She agreed especially enthusiastically with an “it can’t be helped.” In the end, we adapted Mizumi-kun’s suggestion gladly.


  However, even so, as soon as we got close to my home, Chiaki started getting nervous unavoidably. I started trembling when I saw her look too, and it all entered a vicious cycle. At last, both of us entered Amano’s house while as we complained exhaustingly. “Why did it go like this…”


  I explained to Chiaki once again as she’s still dragging her feet to take off her shoes.


  “As I’ve said before, my parents went somewhere far away to buy stuff today, so they aren’t here. You don’t need to be nervous. The ‘greeting with parents’ plot really won’t appear.”


  “A-Alright, uh, well, I understand. Yes.”


  Chiaki finally took off her shoes and tried to put them as close to the corner of the entrance as possible. I locked the door and took off my own as well before continuing.


  “Even so, it’s not just us two alone. Kousei is at home. …Kousei! I’m back!”


  I yelled across the room to the stairs heading towards the second floor after I walked in with Chiaki. After a while, I can hear someone opening the door, which is followed by footsteps.


  “Yes. You’re back. …Uh, strange? Brother, but you said you’ll be home later tonight…”


  Kousei said that as he stepped down lazily with his home clothes on.


  So, after he appeared in our view, Chiaki lowered her head and greeted him.


  “W-Well, thanks for having me, Kousei-kun.”


  Kousei immediately stopped at the stairs as soon as he saw Chiaki. It’s because I bought a friend obviously, …a female friend back home—what a rare sight. I explained the situation to him.


  “Ah, Chiaki and I went out today for specific reasons, and yet we couldn’t figure out how to kill time. So, I brought her here to play video games.”


  “…Brother, you invited Chiaki-senpai to home and play video games together…?”


  Kousei answered with a shocked face. I nodded and said “yes.”


  “Instead of saying us two, Kousei, you can join if you’re free-“


  However, in the middle of my sentence, Kousei…suddenly charged up the stairs and opened his door forcefully before entering and closing it. Then…


  “…YES! YES! YES! YES!”


  “?”


  …A confusing cheer can be heard from the second floor. …Ah, even though my little brother is more well-mannered than your average boys. He’s still in middle school, after all. I guess he could be frustrated on some days.


  Chiaki and I stood at the entrance. So, around 10 seconds later, just as I’m preparing to bring Chiaki to the living room, the door of my little brother’s room opened again.


  Without any further thinking, Chiaki and I waited for Kousei to get down the stairs.


  However, …when Kousei appeared in front of us once again…


  “Hey, Kousei, why are you bringing your bags and coat?”


  He’s clearly going out. Chiaki and I were surprised. So, Kousei told us this with a charming and refreshing smile.


  “Brother, there’s something urgent that I need to do.”


  “That’s quite sudden! Eh, what, what’s wrong? You’re not going to play video games with us?”


  “Hmm, even though that’s a lovely suggestion to me personally…”


  After Kousei said that, he glanced at us two standing together for some reason. Then, he smiled warmly.


  “However, in the grand scheme of things, Kousei Amano’s existence is unnecessary for this world right now!”


  “Why did you suddenly say that!”


  I think my little brother just suddenly said something utterly depressing. However, even though Kousei’s talking like that, he went past us with a happy look. He hummed a song as he got his shoes on. So, I faced his back and asked him further.


  “Uh, …Kousei? Where are you specifically going and doing…


  “Hmm? Oh, …well…”


  Although he said it’s something urgent, Kousei acted like he’s only thinking of an answer right now. He tied his shoelaces as he thought about it. After a while, he let out a “hey” and stood up abruptly before turning to us.


  “Well, I’ll take this rare opportunity and entertain myself with that hentai girl.”


  “Will someone spend their holiday like this!?”


  His schedule is so unprecedented that it made our jaws drop. What is this? Do middle schoolers like to do that nowadays?


  Just as Chiaki and I froze, Kousei pushed open the entrance door. He said, “Well, I’ll be leaving.” …He’s really gone now.


  “…………”


  Chiaki and I were left at the entrance alone. We can’t help but look at each other. …At the moment Kousei left home, Amano’s house is wrapped around in a somewhat heavy silence.


  (…The two of us are now alone…)


  We can see each other’s “understanding” of what’s happening, so we quickly looked away. I rudely locked the door that Kousei opened when he left as if I’m covering up something. So, Chiaki freaked out, and her shoulders are shivering.


  I noticed my mistake and quickly calmed her down.


  “Ah, it’s nothing. I’m sorry. Uh, I’m just locking the door usually, well…”


  “I-It’s okay. Well, I should be the one to apologize. I feel like I was way too sensitive…”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  The two of us lowered our heads in front of the entrance. …There’s a piece of good news that I need to report to everyone. This time, in my life’s “Most Embarrassing Moments,” the first place of “The Department of Fastest Wind Speed in One Second” has been updated. …That’s enough. Please forgive me. Do gods dislike lonely otakus that much?


  “…………”


  The two of us thoroughly enjoyed this sense of first-grade embarrassment, which it’s guaranteed to cost billions per bottle if it was made into red wine. Then…


  “Uh, …a-anyway, Chiaki, please move to the living room…”


  “Eh? Ah, yes, w-w-well, excuse me…”


  …Although our bodies are still very stiff, we finally moved away from the entrance.


  Amano’s home design is relatively clean. In an ample space filled with carpet, there’s a heater, TV, cupboards, and a sofa that’s next to the wall. There’s only an old and short table placed in the middle of the room.


  There’s nothing for Chiaki to do aside from looking around in a room like this. So, I turned on the heater and talked to her.


  “Just make yourself home and sit on the sofa. Ah, right, I’ll help you hang your coat.”


  “Ah, well, yes, sorry. I’m taking it off now…”


  “Eh? Ah, yes...”


  …Jesus. What is this? Why are we getting very nervous even though Chiaki is just taking off her coat?


  I quickly hung Chiaki’s coat on the rack next to the entrance. After that, I told Chiaki that I’ll put my bags in my room on the second floor first.


  “…Phew.”


  At the same time that I closed the door, I took a simple deep breath. Then, I looked at myself in the mirror unintentionally. So, just as I’m about to tidy my bangs, …I realized it.


  “…What the hell am I doing…”


  I’m slightly pissed at myself for being more or less excited. Why am I being such a show-off in front of a “friend” of mine? How disgusting.


  No, I guess my love of cleanliness is a bit too much if I’m hating myself over tidying my look. However, it’s because the person in question is Chiaki. …It’s because she’s a girl that confessed to a guy like me before. I think I couldn’t dishonor her feelings, …and I need to be a man.


  “…!”


  I put my hands on my cheeks and squeezed them hard. Honestly, I did a bit too much and left some marks. …Who cares. I deserved it.


  I picked a couple games that are great to play with her and walked down. In the meantime, I tried to set my brain to remove all those weird moods before heading back to the living room.


  “Chiaki, do you want to play anything? Well, not that there are many options.”


  “Eh? Ah, alright. …Let me see.”


  After I put the games onto the table, Chiaki, who’s still a bit anxious, stood up from the sofa and started looking at the games I selected. Then, a few seconds later, …she suddenly chuckled.


  I blinked my eyes since I don’t understand what’s happening. Chiaki pointed at the table and gave me a bitter smile.


  “Well, …it’s because…I have every single game here as well.”


  “Hey, ..eh? Really?”


  “Yeah, not even a single difference. …Our tastes are this similar. What a refreshing sight.”


  “…Perhaps.”


  We glanced at each other and can’t help but burst into laughter. Then, after a while, we finally…adjusted that “Game Hobby Club” atmosphere.


  (There are not many options for party games recommended for multiple players offline, which is quite unexpected. I guess we still can’t tell the difference just because of our varying values on “moe” elements.)


  “Yeah. Well, I’m okay with playing games that I have too. However, with this opportunity, I do want to play something I haven’t before. Ah, Keita, why don’t we play a downloaded game?”


  “Ah, you’re right. Wait, I’ll open the console now.”


  “Understood. Ah, Keita, if we’re playing together, shouldn’t we just sit in front of the sofa directly to be closer to the TV…”


  “Ah, you realized that? I feel like it’s weird to ask guests to sit on the ground, so I didn’t say it. But, to be honest, it’s easier to play when we’re sitting below. At least I sit there when I’m playing with Kousei.”


  “Yes. Well, I’ll be like you guys.”


  Chiaki came down from the sofa and sat down on the carpet with a pose that allows her legs to relax. I opened the console and prepared two controllers. After that, I sat down cross-legged next to her. …Unbelievably, we don’t feel nervous at all. Instead, I can even feel a sense of relief that resembles that when you’re playing games with your family.


  I used my controller to move through the menu and showed a list of downloadable games. Then, we chatted about “hey, I got that too” and “this looks like an indie game with moe illustrations, but the content is excellent.” I guess this is the break between games.


  So, after we browsed everything, Chiaki showed particular interest in one of them.


  “Ah, this one! Isn’t this that difficult-type spy action game? <S Plan>? I miss it. Initially, I was a bit curious, but I ignored it since my game development had reached the most important stage.”


  “That’s a shame. This one is cheap, simple, but super fun. Kousei and I were addicted to it for a while. …Even though we forgot how to pass the actual levels. You want to give it a try?”


  “Yeah!”


  Due to that, based on Chiaki’s preferences, we started playing this slightly tricky indie game. …Well, I guess it fits our twisted temper since we didn’t go for the cliché and just play party games happily.


  The game started right away after we learned the necessary controls in the tutorial level.


  In <S Plan>, your goal is to control a weak stick figure that dies easily and pass holes and traps that will instantly kill you. The level is complete once you reach the end. It counts as a 2D action game. Basically, all you need to do is move and jump. Since the character is agile, it depends a lot on the player’s control skills. However, teamwork is more important in multiplayer mode, so it’s excellent for brothers to yell and play together.


  (But that’s why I can never imagine myself playing this game with someone other than Kousei…)


  My worries were unreasonable, and I’m progressing through the levels with Chiaki quickly. The two of us definitely aren’t those professional gamers. However, a game that emphasizes teamwork over skill suits us well. At last, Chiaki even thought that “it’s not as hard as the comments said.” …You got to be kidding me. When I’m playing with Kousei, the number of times we died often reach three figures on challenging levels.


  However, we died less than 10 times on challenging levels this time. The two of us have no issues understanding what we need to do at that moment and the help required. Aside from simple mistakes and traps designed for newbies, we didn’t die on anything else.


  It’s quite an incredible experience to not feel stressed in a multiplayer game. This is different than a skilled player walking you through the mission. With the sense of achievement of the singleplayer and the unity of multiplayer, I can feel both feelings wholly and miraculously.


  -Honestly, this is the first time that I had a “refreshing” gaming experience.


  Chiaki seems to be the same too. She’ll look over every time we beat a level with sparkling eyes. I wholeheartedly agree with her. It’s super fun.


  So, Chiaki and I became addicted to <S Plan> and kept playing.


  So, it’s been 40 minutes since we started. The traps in the levels are getting pretty brutal. Our hands are slowly grabbing the controller harder and harder. …At this point, Chiaki kept her eyes focused on the screen, yet she suddenly said this to me.


  “Keita, there’s something that…I might have to apologize to you.”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong? Did you get yourself into a spot where you can’t press the switch? Just kill yourself and restart again.”


  “No, it’s not that. I have no issues with the game. Alright, I got the switch.”


  “Oh, thanks, the door’s opened. Well, all I need to do is get my character to the end. I need to focus.”


  “Yeah. Give it everything you got, Keita. Ah, about the thing that I want to apologize…”


  “Hmm? What is it?”


  I controlled my small and weak character cautiously to the most formidable challenge towards the end. I have to pass through a series of floating mines. So, there are 4 mine areas in total. I got through three of them, and only the last one remained. I adjusted my breath, and then…I carefully yet daringly charged into the mines-


  “Keita. Even if you rejected me, I still love you.”


  -I blew up. My stick figure was blown to pieces, and the respawned character immediately appeared on the checkpoint.  …One of the best parts about this game is that it’s easy to challenge again. There’s no concept of disability or game over, …unless the player gives up.


  “…I’m sorry. But, …this is what I truthfully and sincerely think.”


  Chiaki continued calmly when her eyes are still on the screen.


  “…Really?”


  I flatly answered as I prepared to go through the level again. …This time, I can’t even get through the first mine area out of the 4. I kept repeatedly dying due to simple mistakes …My hands are sweating profusely.


  I sighed. After I wiped the controller with my sleeves, I threw it to Chiaki.


  “Change of hand. Chiaki, please.”


  “…I understand.”


  Both of us still avoided eye-contact and just communicated with each other. After Chiaki got the controller, she was like my first playthrough and passed the three mine areas with ease. It’s only one last area away from the end.


  “…Chiaki. If that’s the case, there’s something that I need to tell you as well.”


  “…What is it?”


  Chiaki stared at the screen as she answered me, and then she adjusted her breaths in preparation for the final jump. So, when she finally started dashing towards the mines, …I told her.


  “Even if she rejected me, I still love Tendou-san.”


  Of course, Chiaki’s character-


  -It passed the mines brilliantly and cleanly. She reached the end.


  At this point, she turned towards me and gave a faint smile before giving the controller back.


  “Yes, I know it.”


  “…Really?”


  I received the controller from her hand. …It’s dry, and there’s no sweat at all.


  Chiaki grabbed the controller I gave her again as she looked at the screen like nothing happened. We started the next level.


  I started the game again like her. …So, both of us matched each other perfectly and passed through the middle section as we spoke once more.


  “…Why do we have to be this similar ?”


  “…I can’t deal with it..”


  “Yeah, this sucks. Jesus.”


  Chiaki answered me with a tone that sounds like she’s laughing and crying at the same time.


  After that, Chiaki and I made the same mistake in the game. The ripped-apart character respawned at the checkpoint, and then we started again.


  Even though she’s paying full attention to the game, Chiaki still threw a question at me.


  “…Keita, how many times can one challenge something again in reality?”


  To her question, I hesitated for a while, …and then I replied honestly.


  “…Of course, it’s just like this game.”


  “You mean there’s no limit?”


  “I think it depends on what the challenging person thinks.”


  “…I guess you’re right. Ow.”


  Then, even though Chiaki and I weren’t careless, we still failed. It looks like this level will be pretty tough. While we played it again and again, the two of us couldn’t overcome the obstacle. We spent a miserable 10 minutes at the same place, yet there’s no hope.


  However, Chiaki suddenly chuckled at times like this.


  “…What’s wrong?”


  “No, it’s nothing. I was just thinking…both of us are a pain in the butt.”


  “…After all, if we encountered a situation like this, you want to pass it, right, …no matter what.


  “Yes. I want to pass through the level when I’m in something like this, …no matter what.”


  Finally, we exchanged our thoughts like this.


  Today, …we only kept on fighting through the impregnable level silently until Chiaki has to go home.


  *


  “Ugh, by the way, I’m really unwilling to admit defeat. …We still didn’t finish it after all this time…”


  Chiaki fell onto the bench deflatedly after we arrived at the nearest station.


  “It can’t be helped.” I exhaled some white fumes and smiled bitterly.


  “It’s because that level ultimately emphasizes skill instead of teamwork. It’s hard for ‘follow-up’ players like us to get through it.”


  “Ughhh, …but Keita, didn’t you finish it a year ago?”


  “Kousei did it.”


  “Uwah, this older brother is useless.”


  “Shut up.”


  I kicked Chiaki and got her to give up some space on the bench. Then, I sat next to her.


  It’s already past 6pm. When I stare at the sky, the clean air of the winter is adorned with beautifully sparkling stars. It’s literally like…the night when she confessed to me.


  Chiaki stared at the starry sky next to me as well and mumbled.


  “…This feels unbelievable.”


  “What?”


  “…That night, when I confessed and rejected by you.”


  “………….”


  I quickly fell silent. So, Chiaki, who’s still staring at the night sky, smiled cheerfully.


  “…For some reason, that night became a treasured memory in my heart.”


  “A treasured memory? Even though…I gave you such a terrible answer?”


  “Yes. Even though you rejected me, …ahh, that’s indeed a great night. I still remember it from time to time nowadays….”


  …Chiaki doesn’t look like she’s forcing herself or trying to be considerate to me. This is real. She’s sincerely thinking that. After a while, Chiaki kept that smile as she continued.


  “Although I was always perplexed by it, I guess I slightly understand the reason today.”


  “…What is it?”


  “I’m not telling you.”


  “Ehh…”


  I was left at a cliffhanger at this point. Just as I’m giving her an unsatisfied look, Chiaki put her tongue out and told me.


  “Keita, I think you should worry about ‘Chiaki Hoshinomori’ a bit more.”


  “I do. Sometimes, I’ll think about what’s the best way to prepare a seaweed broth.”


  “Yep. Instead of minding the guilt of you rejecting me, you should first apologize for every mean thing you’ve said to me.”


  “Hey, here comes the bus, dried goods.”


  “Your sincerity towards girls is actually pretty biased! Am I right!”


  Chiaki complained as she stood up from the bench helplessly. We waited for the bus to arrive together.


  I followed and stood next to her as I stared at the sky once again. …I scratched my head and mumbled to myself quietly.


  “Well, …I had a lot of fun today.”


  Regrettably, I think Chiaki heard what I said clearly. So, she plopped her head down embarrassingly and answered me.


  “Uh, …me too.”


  “R-Really?”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  …Crap. I feel like we’re returning to the awkward mood at the start of the date.


  Just as we’re becoming restless, the bus arrived. It’s almost empty.


  The old door is struggling to open. Chiaki bid her farewell with a “bye” and waved at me a bit shyly.


  “See you at school, …ah, and the Christmas party as well. I’m looking forward to that!”


  “Ah, yeah, me too. Bye, Chiaki, see you at school.”


  Chiaki stepped on the stairs of the bus. …During this time, she seems she suddenly remembered something. So, she took a step back and turned towards me. Chiaki waved her hands and asked me to come over.


  “Ah, right, Keita, I forgot something! I forgot something!”


  “Hmm? Eh? What, don’t tell me you forgot something in my home-“


  I was a bit anxious. So, I unintentionally got a bit close to Chiaki. At this second-


  “----“


  -Something warm and moist touched my cold cheeks.


  “…Eh?”


  I touched my cheeks and froze there. As for Chiaki, ..although her face is as red as a tomato too, she’s still looking pretty imposing. She even smiled at me, mischievously.


  “W-Well, if we’re rechallenging this, I have to keep up my attacks better than last time. Yes!”


  After she said that, Chiaki didn’t bother to wait for an answer and got on the bus immediately.


  “…………”


  So, just as my mouth is opening and closing repeatedly, the door closed entirely. Chiaki took a seat near the door, and then she waved at me from the window a little embarrassingly.


  “…………”


  I waved at her when the bus is starting to move slowly. …Then, I saw her disappear. Finally, when the bus was gone entirely…


  “…Phew! AHHHHHHHH!”


  I collapsed onto the bench. …My freezing cheeks are burning like fire now. Although I almost died from embarrassment, I still wrapped my hands around my head and started twisting around.


  “No, no, no, this is too, uh, a bit, how should I put it? Well…!”


  Embarrassment, guilt, anxiety, confusion, …and a sense of happiness that I feel sorry for. All of these emotions mixed together and overwhelmed me. I ended up struggling at the lonely bus stop for a while.


  “AHHHHHHH! My chest! My chest feels so itchy, and I can’t handle it! UWAHHHHH, what is this! What is this!”


  I kept scratching my brain and chest until I’m exhausted. …I bet Chiaki’s so embarrassed that she’s kicking her legs around on the bus as well. Seriously, what is this?


  The loner that’s struggling because someone did something unexpected to him, and the loner that’s struggling because she did something she wouldn’t do.


  -The northern starry sky that’s sparkling above us is just as beautiful today.


  Chapter 6: Gamers and Abstract Christmas


  December 24, Sunday. 2 PM.


  “Kousei, you’re really not going to the Christmas party with me?”


  After I got on my shoes, I turned my head around and asked my little brother – Kousei Amano. He leaned on the wall of the corridor as he crossed his arms and answered me with a bitter smile.


  “Nope. I don’t feel comfortable going to a Christmas party full of senpais.”


  “Really? Ah, but think about it, the party ended up at Hoshinomori’s home because their parents aren’t there. So, Konoha-san will be there as well.”


  “About the part where brother thinks that this is the reason why I may go to the party, I’ll investigate this seriously later. However, I’m really not trying to be polite. Please don’t worry about me.”


  “Chiaki’s home feels super comfy.”


  “Well, I do think that I should pay a visit to my older brother’s wife.”


  “Older brother’s wife?”


  “…It’s nothing. Anyway, you don’t need to mind. Just go and have fun, brother. Stay safe.”


  Kousei waved his hands casually as if he’s forcing me to leave. …This little brother doesn’t care about his older brother that much.


  I sighed. “Alright, alright, I’ll be leaving.” After I waved my hands, I grabbed my bags and left my home.


  It takes around 50 minutes from Amano’s house to Hoshinomori’s place by bus and the additional walking. First of all, I need to take the bus heading towards the downtown station and then take the one that leads toward Hoshinomori’s home.


  I arrived at the station at 2:15 PM. If everything goes right, I can arrive at Chiaki’s place before 2:50.


  “Alright.”


  I grabbed my bags heavily filled with games and gifts as I walked towards the bus stop heading to Hoshinomori’s home.


  “…Oh, it started snowing.”


  When I’m looking up to the sky, I found out that snowflakes are falling from the thin clouds. Well, since I live in the north, I don’t treasure snow that much. Even so, I do appreciate the snow for adding a little bit of mood towards Christmas night.


  I walked towards the stop as I stared at the sky blankly. Then, …I can’t help but vent out my emotions along with the white fumes.


  “…I’m looking forward to it…”


  In the end, …my sentence overlapped with someone else, and it freaked me out. It looks like someone arrived at the bus stop first. I quickly looked downwards to check out who that is and apologize. -At this moment, I immediately snapped out.


  “…T-Tendou-san?”


  “A-Amano…-kun?”


  A beautiful angel stood before the snow. -No, she’s my ex-girlfriend, Karen Tendou.


  “…………”


  For some reason, we just kept staring at each other. Our eyes are locked as the snow floats across midair silently.


  …My face is flaring up, and my heart is pounding hard. …Why do my chest still feel so bitter and helpless…when I’m facing this girl, Karen Tendou, no matter how long it is? Although I understand that this “unwilling to let go” mindset will make Tendou-san upset, …even so, I can’t help it.


  “…Well-“


  Both of us spoke at the exact same time accidentally. Then, we fell silent again.


  …Come to think of it, this isn’t exactly a “fateful encounter” you see in movies.


  We’re going to the same party, anyway. Meeting each other at the same time and place, of course, I’ll coincidentally, …or definitely see her.


  In other words, I can’t get excited over “it’s my fate to meet Tendou-san” in an encounter like this. …Uh, I’m actually thrilled. Welp, I managed to suppress my emotions down. …After that, I barely gave Tendou-san a successful “normal” style.”


  “H-Hello, Tendou-san. What a coincidence.”


  So, rarely, Tendou-san…smiled stiffly and answered.


  “Y-Yeah, hey, Amano-kun. Y-You’re right, what a coincidence. Yeah, I didn’t expect to see you here. There’s no such thing as fate. How should I put it? This is a probable ‘coincidence,’ yes.”


  “Y-Yes…”


  I replied to her like that as I looked away temporarily. …Then, I quickly pressed my chest!


  (T-That was close! I nearly said this is “fate” or something like that! Yeah! Even though we were dating, it’s too disgusting to put the word “fate” on trivial things like this!)


  I barely got a hold of myself and sighed in relief. After that, I answered Tendou-san.


  “If we think that it’s “fate” to see each other on the road leading towards the same destination, doesn’t that make us stalkers, right!”


  “Y-Yeah. Yes, you’re right. I think so too, Amano-kun! Yes, exactly!”


  After I said that, for some reason, Tendou-san looked away from me and pressed her chest…? What’s wrong with her? Nausea?


  When she finally cleared her throat and turned towards me, …she already reverted to the usual “Karen Tendou” mode and chatted with me.


  “Well, it looks like Kousei-kun isn’t going, right?”


  “Yeah, you’re right. However, I guess he worried about going to a party surrounded by older people.”


  After I said that, Tendou-san looked down slightly and mumbled for some reason.


  “…No, I don’t think he’s the type that worries things like that…”


  “Hmm? Ah, Kousei got really close to you guys last time, after all…”


  “…I-Instead of saying he got closer to us, …no, nevermind. Well, I guess it’s still the usual 6 people today.”


  “Yeah, the five of us in the Game Hobby Club and Konoha-san. That’s 6 people.”


  “Naturally, we’re borrowing Hoshinomori’s home.”


  Just as we’re chatting, the bus to Hoshinomori’s house arrived.


  Tendou-san followed me and stepped onto the stairs. The bus is empty. Then, Tendou-san sat down at the double seat first. I also- almost sat next to her before coming to my realization.


  (W-We aren’t dating anymore. Can I sit next to a girl like it’s nothing?)


  I think I’m about to sit next to Tendou-san just then. However, come to think of it, …that’s a bit overstepping, right.


  Luckily, no one is on the bus. In other words, there’s no problem for me to take a double seat alone.


  So, …I changed my mind and sat at the double seat in front of Tendou-san.


  “Phew…”


  I sat next to the window and put my bags aside before sighing. …Alright, I managed to prevent myself from making the wrong choice again. I didn’t misjudge the distance we need to keep after we broke up…


  So, at the moment that I’m about to press my chest in relief.


  “…!”


  …I can feel someone staring daggers into my neck…from behind. …I’m in danger.


  I shivered as I tried to glance back and check out what’s happening tremblingly.


  I saw…


  “…*smiling*.”


  …Karen Tendou-san is smiling at me with an angelic face.


  …………


  I can guarantee this. I, Keita Amano, have never seen something more terrifying in my 17 years of life than the hellish aura released by this person.


  I hastily turned and faced the front again as I thought about it with a face full of sweat!


  (Eh, why! Why is this girl mad at me! Is it because I didn’t sit next to her? Eh, but we aren’t dating now! If I just sat next to her like it’s nothing, doesn’t that make me a crappy simp that pretends to be close with his ex-girlfriend!)


  Honestly, I can’t accept the fact that she’s angry at me. …Since I can’t get it, while I’m still scared, I barely managed to…squeeze out a protesting suspicion to her from my dried throat.


  “Uh, …Tendou-san?”


  I glanced at my back. As for Tendou-san, …she kept her angelic face plastered.


  “Yes, what can I help you, cowar- Keita Amano-kun?”


  This girl just tried to call me a coward, right? …Sigh, whatever.


  “Uh, …think about it, we’re…not dating now, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Exactly. If that’s the case, …it’s okay for us to sit separately on the bus, right?”


  “…I-I guess it’s okay.”


  I can hear someone biting her fingernails from behind. …That’s scary. So, what? What do you want, Karen Tendou-san? You’re the one that broke up with me, right?


  Anyway, I won’t die if I don’t provoke the school idol. …I think this concept quickly embedded into my mind after I met her. I stared at the scenery outside of the window silently.


  …So, around a minute passed. “Ahem!” I can hear Tendou-san’s intimidating cough from behind. After that, …this blonde girl started talking to herself.


  “Ah, ah, it’s a bit cold today. …I-I even put my bag onto my lap. I-It’s so warm. …Even though the seat next to me is empty, perhaps…it’s still pretty warm.”


  “…………”


  “…B-But, it’s strange. I still feel a bit cold. Yeah. W-Why is that? Did I catch a cold? Oh, I guess it would better if someone can sit next to me and warm me up-“


  During this time, the kind bus driver from the rural areas broadcast something.


  “Ah, I’ll turn up the heater for you, passenger.”


  “…Ugh! …T-Thank you, driver-san…!”


  The school idol behind thanked the bus driver unwillingly before quieting down. …Also, the bus is already quite hot. If the heater’s turning up, we will sweat for real. Well, at least no other passengers are dragged into this mess.


  “…………”


  A suffocating silence, a somehow scorching bus, sweaty skins, and a couple that just broke up.


  …This is literally hell. What kind of Christmas night is this, …Jesus.


  “…Sigh.”


  So, I sighed deeply before grabbing my bags and standing up.


  After that…


  “Eh?”


  I came next to Tendou-san, who’s still confused, and took a seat blatantly. …It’s hot. Since I’m really close to Tendou-san, it’s several times hotter. However…


  My eyes remained locked onto the corridor as I spoke to her a bit roughly.


  “…That’s enough.”


  “What?”


  “I’m saying that…I decided to not care anymore. Feel free to scold at me for being a stalker. Even though it’ll cause a lot of troubles for Tendou-san, …I’ll do whatever I want right now.”


  “…………”


  Tendou-san didn’t say anything. …Ugh, this is really embarrassing.


  I covered up my embarrassment and continued.


  “…S-So, Tendou-san, although you must be boiling up right now, I don’t care. It’s simple. You can think of this as revenge from a rejected guy. Please give up. Sorry, but I’m this disgusting.”


  I gave up on myself and vented out to her.
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  As for Tendou-san, …she sat next to me and chuckled before giving me a response.


  “Jeez, I caný believe you’re sitting next to me when it’s so hot. This ex-boyfriend is surely annoying. Ay, even though you’re such an annoying person, …I guess I can let you sit next to me for a bit.”


  “R-Really? …Well, I-I’ll do what you said then.”


  “Y-Yeah, …uh, …please take a seat.”


  …So, for a short couple minutes -and within a baffling environment that is inside of the bus, even so-


  The two of us still maintained a loving atmosphere as we spent the time right before Christmas.


  *


  In the end, Tendou-san and I arrived at Hoshinomori’s home 10 minutes before the meeting time. When Chiaki came to the entrance to pick us up, both of us remembered that mandatory dating last time. So, for a moment, both of us nearly freaked out. However, since Tendou-san is here as well, we barely managed to contain our confusion and embarrassment.


  When we were lead into the living room, Konoha-san greeted us with a simple wave. Then, the doorbell rang. It must be Uehara-kun and Aguri-san. I guess these two bumped into each other coincidentally on the bus as well. From their slightly awkward yet satisfied expression, I bet they experienced when Tendou-san and I just did too.


  Aguri-san and I accidentally made eye-contact, so we smiled at each other a bit embarrassingly.


  So, when the introduction is over, everyone took a seat around the table in the living room. After everyone got a cup of orange soda, Uehara-kun held his cup and stood up before clearing his throat.


  Standing in front of the small yet slightly elegant Christmas tree in Hoshinomori’s home, Uehara-kun spoke up nervously.


  “Uh, with everyone related to the Game Hobby Club in here, I’m sincerely-“


  However, Aguri-san interrupted him and raised her glass.


  “Here. Everyone, cheers!”


  “Cheers!”


  We yelled at the same time. Everyone’s cups touched each other aside from Uehara-kun. Then, we took a sip of the orange soda. Uehara-kun is the only one complaining. “Hey, you guys!” His reaction really fits his character. However, he’s actually laughing cheerfully. Ay, I guess Uehara-kun expected Aguri-san to cut him off.


  He sat back down helplessly and cheered with Aguri-san, who’s next to him. So, when everyone put their cups back onto the table, Uehara-kun became the host again.


  “Well, even though this is a party, we didn’t plan too much for the schedule. So, what should we do next? Play video games?”


  To his suggestion, everyone gave a subtle reaction. “Hmm…”


  The reason for that…isn’t because we hate games. …Uh.


  Uehara-kun smiled bitterly and explained it.


  “Ay, r-right. Everyone still cares about…the ‘present exchange’ activity.”


  We all smiled helplessly at what he said.


  Present exchange.


  This is the only activity we agreed on in advance of this Christmas party with basically no rules.


  As for the content, …hmm, it’s what it says. A standard gift exchange. Everyone will bring one present respectively, …and then we shuffle and hand them out randomly. It’s a bit cliché.


  However, …initially, everyone didn’t feel comfortable with this suggestion.


  This is bound to happen. After all, …uh…


  We’re the ones participating in this activity.


  We can’t see any good results from randomly exchanging presents.


  (Nothing good will happen, anyway!)


  Everyone shared the same idea. To that, I think the organizer, Uehara-kun, knew that full well too. …However, even so, he still strongly insisted that we do it. This is his perspective.


  “Eh, if we’re taking away the present exchange as well. At this point, what are we going to do at the Christmas party?”


  Also, Uehara-kun emphasized the following as he continued.


  “Don’t spend too much effort on it. Let’s put all the love and relationships aside first. This is just a simple present exchange among friends, alright? It’s a part of games, so come play it.”


  He said that. Well, there’s no reason for us to vehemently reject it.


  So, we prepared our gifts and brought them to the party today…


  Konoha-san mumbled with a bitter smile.


  “However, honestly, I’m still feeling very restless after all that. The present exchange activity.”


  Aguri-san agreed.


  “Konocchi is right. …Well, how about we exchange gifts first?”


  Upon hearing Aguri-san’s suggestion, …we glanced at each other. …Then, everyone nodded.


  “Yeah. I don’t feel like playing video games under anxiety too!”


  “R-Right. I’m the type that finishes her homework first.”


  “Y-Yes! Well, …let’s do it! Everyone gets their presents out!”


  So, under Uehara-kun’s order, we quickly started the present exchange.


  In reality, what we need to do is very simple. We just hand out the gifts based on the results of the reshuffling app. It’s completely randomized, aside from the setting of the app that prevented us from drawing our own present.


  Chiaki clicked on the tablet and showed the app on the TV.


  We gulped and stared at the screen.


  …Honestly, if you want me to tell the truth-


  …We lied about the friends giving presents out cheerfully part.


  In reality, everyone wanted to exchange presents with the one they love.


  T-That’s guaranteed, right! After all, it’s Christmas! Also, we’re currently in a situation where everyone’s relationships aren’t going great!


  It’s tough for us to not look forward to some Christmas miracles!


  “…………”


  Due to that, the “exchanging gifts cheerfully” part disappeared right away. Everyone’s looking at the screen while praying. Even Uehara-kun, the one who brought up the bright idea, stared at the screen with a vicious face. …Y-You’re pretty worked up, right…


  So, under a web of complicated thoughts and prayers, the result is finally revealed. -This is a list of presents that everyone got!


  Keita Amano: Face massage roll (from Tasuku Uehara)


  Tasuku Uehara: Handkerchief for girls (from Keita Amano)


  Chiaki Hoshinomori: A series of moe rom-com light novels (from Konoha Hoshinomori)


  Konoha Hoshinomori: Leather wallet for boys (from Aguri)


  Karen Tendou: Handkerchief for boys (from Chiaki Hoshinomori)


  Aguri: Professional game controller for hardcore players (sold out) (from Karen Tendou)


  …Ay, after the exchange is over, everyone shared the same thought.


  (WHO NEEDS IT!)


  Although we did say this is within our expectation, …even so, our hopes were brutally crushed.


  As for me, …I rolled the face massage roller on my cheeks as I scolded at Uehara-kun!


  “Why did you put a face massage roller as a present! Didn’t you consider the possibility of me getting it!?”


  “Who cares about you! That’s what Aguri asked for a while ago…!  N-No, wait, didn’t you buy a handkerchief for girls as a present? What a dull choice from an otaku that doesn’t know how to get along with girls!”


  “W-What do you mean by dull! Look, didn’t Chiaki pick a handkerchief for boys as well!”


  “…Yep, I got Chiaki-san’s present…”


  Tendou-san looked at Chiaki and me very awkwardly. …Uh, uh, well, as for Chiaki, …I guess she wanted to give it to me. That’s why she prepared a handkerchief for boys. …Yes, …that’s why, now that it went to Tendou-san’s hand, I bet Chiaki is upset, naturally.


  Also, Chiaki’s staring at something with tears in her eyes, …the series of light novels filled with moe illustrations in her hands which she’s totally uninterested.


  “…Konoha, why…”


  “W-Why did you bother to ask why…”


  Konoha-san quickly died down. …I get it, Konoha-san. I can tell that’s a famous light novel written by the director of hentai games. Actually, she wanted to share it with a partner like me. I get it. While I do understand, …how did you not consider the possibility that your sister, the girl that hates moe elements the most, will receive it in the slightest!?


  Moreover, Konoha-san is holding a leather wallet in her hand with a confused look.


  “…I’m not too fond of this wallet…”


  “I-I didn’t mean to give it to you! I picked that because I think Tasuku likes it!”


  “Why! We said that this is a present exchange, right! Isn’t it more possible for people other than him to get it!?”


  “Yeah, …you’re right! But everyone can use a wallet! From this perspective, …what the hell am I supposed to do with this!”


  “Professional game controller. It’s for the latest console that was just released.”


  Tendou-san answered calmly. Aguri-san immediately started bickering with her tearfully.


  “But, I don’t even have that console!”


  “It’s okay. Uh, please just enjoy the feeling of holding a controller made for your hands.”


  “I can’t! You’re way too biased! Can’t I just exchange this with someone else!?”


  “W-Wel…”


  After Tendou-san fell speechless, everyone’s suddenly immersed in anxiety.


  Indeed, …if we just exchange the gifts as Aguri-san said, everyone will be better off. While everyone will be happier, …this way…


  (We’ll definitely fight over who’s getting who’s presents!)


  This is something that we absolutely understand too. In the end, the festive Christmas party will be entirely over.


  If that’s the case, …there’s only one conclusion.


  “…………”


  Suddenly, including Aguri-san, everyone reached the same conclusion.


  We looked at each other before nodding at the same time.


  “…Ughhh…”


  Everyone…gritted their teeth as they put the presents into their bags.


  …………


  …Seriously, how did those normies enjoy something like this?


  *


  “L-Let’s improve the mood with games, play games! Alright?”


  To heat up the freezing atmosphere, Tendou-san clapped her hands and suggested us to play video games. Honestly, everyone kind of expected that the present exchange will be a mess. So, actually, we didn’t take that much damage.


  We followed Tendou-san and spoke up with an enthusiastic attitude again.


  First of all, Uehara-kun agreed to her.


  “Sure. Ah, come to think of it, Amano, did you end up bringing a playable board game here?”


  “Yes, I did. We can play a simple card game first. Also, you can ask Chiaki about the video game part.”


  I threw the topic to Chiaki, who’s sitting next to the table. She nodded and continued.


  “Yes. While I can’t find any party game for 6 people, Konoha did help me look for some multiplayer games.”


  After she said that, Konoha-san, who’s sitting opposite to Chiaki, nodded.


  “In our student council room, I think there are a lot of board games left by past members, so I borrowed them. …From this perspective, I bet the senpais from my school didn’t work in the student council seriously…”


  Konoha-san sighed. …Hmm, I’m quite suspicious as to whether the current student council president is serious as well. I’m afraid that her personality is the weirdest. However, I guess I shouldn’t say that since I’m the only one that knows her love for hentai games, after all.


  No matter what, we listed the games brought by the Hoshinomori sisters and me out and tried them one by one.


  We played Werewolf, Game of Life, and some minigame type stuff. Needless to say, the experience is enjoyable. In the end, we even split into two tables and tried out a strategy board game.


  So, 3 hours went by in a flash. I…reached one conclusion from all the party games that I’ve touched on, which is honestly not that many.


  (I see. In this genre, the quality of the game isn’t directly reflected by the ratings.)


  This is quite a refreshing realization for a thoroughly casual player like me.


  Of course, even for current games, …which can be represented by NOBE’s works, the ratings can change based on personal preferences.


  However, this becomes more apparent when it comes to party games. Honestly, a bad one can always spice up everyone’s mood. There’s a lot of examples.


  For example, one of the card games that Konoha-san brought from the student council, which I suspect was made by previous Hekiyou members, called <Student Council’s Duel>. However, …the design of this game is total crap. To put you into perspective, even the total gaming newbie Aguri-san can tell on the first round. “This game is pretty unbalanced, right?”


  However, while we’re unwilling to admit this, …it got us excited because of how terrible it is. Everyone will boo when they saw an unreasonable card. When there’s an unexpected plot twist, the loser even requested. “One more match!” Hmm, honestly, …it’s super fun.


  Even so, a poorly designed party game that entirely relies on luck isn’t the only solution, obviously. 


  Some are wildly popular among casual players, and that’s why we bought them to play with everyone. Their designs are incredible, indeed. It’s top-tier from a pure game perspective.


  Among them, one is very attractive today. …It made Tendou-san and Uehara-kun all hyped up into it – an “abstract strategy” board game.


  Abstract strategy game. This term mainly refers to games that have nothing to do with luck in the industry. Even so, there seem to be no clear definitions. Put it simply, I guess you can imagine it as chess. It refers to games that aren’t decided by dices or drawing cards. …Uh, even though this is just something that I read recently.


  Then, the abstract strategy games we played today are mostly related to territorial control. Some required us to put things into their assigned areas to expand the territory, while some needed us to utilize knights or castles to expand our realm. The winner is decided by the score.


  This genre is way too suitable for gamers, …especially the hardcore faction. Tendou-san and Uehara-kun scrambled their brains to fight each other, and they seem to be running out of breaths.


  However, if we want a comparison, Konoha-san and Aguri-san are surprisingly better at this. 


  “I guess this is like deciding which coupon you want to spend on buying things.”


  This is what Aguri-san said. In reality, she doesn’t play games at all, yet her accurate instinct of when to retreat or attack is useful here.


  Also, Konoha-san is even better than her.


  “I’m the best at hiding my thoughts and tricking others. I’m a student council president, after all.”


  Her momentum is real when she’s holding the pieces and saying all that confidently.


  So, the Christmas party was even warmer than expected. Then-


  “…Phew.”


  After my round is over, I returned to the dining table and took a sip of soda. In front of the TV, Uehara-kun, Chiaki, and Tendou-san, who are more experienced in gaming, are competing fiercely in a minigame match.


  “Eh, Amanocchi, you’re not joining them?”


  During this time, Aguri-san returned from the toilet and sat in front of me.


  I smiled bitterly.


  “…Tendou-san is all worked up. I don’t want to fight against her.”


  “…I see.”


  Aguri-san turned her lazy gaze towards Tendou-san. Right there, …Tendou-san, who’s terrible luck in minigames dragged her down to the lowest score, yet she’s still fighting determinedly with a smile. As for Chiaki and Uehara-kun, …they’re a bit afraid to play against her.


  Aguri-san looked back to me once again and smiled gently.


  “Ahaha, I feel so relaxed when I’m face-to-face with Amanocchi.”


  “Indeed. Right now, it feels like we’re in the family restaurant.”


  “Yeah/ Amanocchi, get something for me at the drink bar.”


  “I’m not brave enough to open someone else’s fridge. Please just make do with a not-so-iced soda.”


  I said that as I poured a flat orange soda into Aguri-san’s glass. However, she immediately complained upon taking a sip. “It’s not cold anymore!” …Why even brother nagging at me.


  Aguri-san and I each held a cup of soda as we watched the minigame match between the three of them.


  …Suddenly, Aguri-san said this casually.


  “Amanocchi, if you and me…”


  “What?”


  I drank a little soda. Aguri-san’s eyes remained on the minigame screen as she continued.


  “If you and I got married, I bet we’ll be happy.”


  “…………”


  ….For a moment, my brain displayed me a picture where I immediately splat out my drink. …However, in reality, I don’t feel pretty shocked. It’s more like, I’m surprised by how calm I am.


  I drank my soda before answering flatly.


  “Perhaps you’re right.”


  …Of course, Uehara-kun and the rest didn’t hear all this. It’d be troublesome if they did. But…I guess Aguri-san and I didn’t really care whether they heard it or not. How should I put it? This conversation is very pure.


  Aguri-san continued.


  “But, in reality, we won’t date or marry each other at all.”


  “Nope. I didn’t even think about it.”


  “Why did you repeat that in a graver tone? …Sigh, but don’t you feel like…we can’t convey this message to our respective partners?”


  “Yeah, …I really don’t know where’s the problem.”


  “I don’t know.”


  Both of us sighed helplessly. …I took another sip of my soda, and then something came up to my mind. So, I tried to suggest it.


  “Ah, why don’t we just completely cut ties with each other? Should we try that?”


  “Oh, …hmm. We…can try that.”


  “…………”


  “………...”


  We stared at the TV screen silently. This time, Tendou-san won, and she put up a victory pose. Uehara-kun, who finished last, looks really unwilling to admit defeat. When Aguri-san and I witnessed that, we can’t help but smile. …Then, we laughed at each other’s reaction.


  Aguri-san lay on the table lazily and complained.


  “…I feel repulsive to the idea, no matter what.”


  “Yeah. …Sigh, is this where we are at fault?”


  “Probably…”


  Both of us have no idea what to do. Then, just like what we’re usually like at the family restaurant, an aura of helplessness radiated between us.


  At this point-


  “Hiya, what’s wrong with you two? What’s with the depressed faces?”


  Konoha-san returned to the living room and talked to us.


  Konoha Hoshinomori


  After I put down the board games we finished earlier back into my room, I tidied my looks before heading back to the living room. Then, I found out that Amano-senpai and Agu-senpai are releasing a somewhat depressing aura next to onee-chan, who’s having fun with others.


  I sat between them and asked what’s going on. “What?” I sighed dumbfoundedly.


  “This means that there’s an erotic relationship between Amano-senpai and Agu-senpai, which you two can’t split no matter what? Is that right?”


  “It’s not right at all.”


  The two of them denied quickly. …However, I wasn’t serious, anyway.


  But I do feel their problem is pretty close to that.


  I grabbed some snacks on the table and discussed it with them.


  “Basically, the evidence of Amano-senpai and Agu-senpai not seeing each other as a boy and girl isn’t too convincing.”


  “But, we emphasized that we aren’t like that.”


  I sighed helplessly and continued at Amano-senpai’s retort.


  “It doesn’t feel sincere when you keep saying you didn’t.”


  “But, it’s true.”


  “It’s the same, even when it’s true.”


  “Well, what should we do then?”


  Amano-senpai is at a loss. …Ah, it feels good to be relied on by him. Thanks to that, I can’t help but inject myself into this trivial matter that doesn’t really benefit me.


  After I thought about it for a while, …I came up with a good idea and raised my index finger.


  “Well, how about I ask you two a question? Please answer honestly.”


  “It’s like a psychological quiz?”


  “It’s not that serious, but I guess it’s similar. With your answers, I can judge whether you two, …are you listening? After I asked, you two really need to answer with a sincere heart. Ready?”


  Upon hearing my question, they glanced at each other. …However, they immediately answered innocently. “Yes.”


  So, when the two are looking at me, I threw the question out.


  “How do you feel when you’re imagining each other kissing with their lovers?”


  To my question-


  Those two…leaned forward and answered with sparkling eyes without any hesitation.


  “I’ll be thrilled!”


  “Hiya.”


  They are way more excited than my expectation, …and it freaked me out a bit. However, the two of them awaited my diagnosis eagerly. …So, I let out a cough and answered.


  “W-Well, if there’s no sense of jealousy at all, …it seems to prove that you two aren’t remotely close to cheating.”


  “Exactly!”


  They are satisfied with my answer, so the two looked at each other in relief. I glanced at them gently…as I let out a sigh in my heart.


  (If they can answer that question with “I’m thrilled” right away, in a sense, this relationship isn’t exactly safe either…)


  At least, I won’t be this considerate towards a “normal friend” of mine.


  Those two pressed their chest in genuine relief, anyway.


  “Wow, it feels great to prove your feelings. Aguri-san.”


  “Yeah. Indeed, that question was quite reasonable. Yep, describing the feeling you get when you imagine we kissing each of our lovers, that’s amazing. Konocchi is a genius!”


  “I-It’s nothing, senpai is overpraising me…”


  Why are these people keep admiring me as a master of love recently? I hope they can just leave me alone. I’m already tangled up with figuring out the love of onee-chan and myself-


  “Ah, …right. I’ll get some drinks at the convenience store nearby.”


  -During this time, Amano-senpai suddenly stood up. The unexpected action freaked me out, but Agu-senpai immediately answered in agreement. “Oh, that’s nice!”


  “The drinks aren’t cold anymore. Well, I want juice!”


  “Alright, got it. Konoha-san, you want anything?”


  Amano-senpai smiled warmly at me.


  After I saw his “weird” expression, I…


  “…Ah, no. I don’t want anything in particular. …Uh, our house has water and tea.”


  “Eh? Ah, alright, but Aguri-san wants juice, and I…want coffee as well. I guess I should go. As for those three, …hmm, it seems that they won’t have the time to answer, so I’ll randomly pick something for them.”


  Amano-senpai smiled bitterly at the fanatic gaming trio before quickly wearing his coat and grabbing the wallet from his pocket.


  “Take your time.”


  “Alright.”


  When Agu-senpai sent him off, Amano-senpai swiftly left the living room. The gaming trio didn’t even seem to realize that.


  …Okay.


  “Eh? What’s wrong, Konocchi?”


  I followed senpai and stood up. Agu-senpai tilted her head shockingly and asked.


  I took my coat into the living room and answered.


  “Uh, I have nothing to do. I plan to go along with senpai and help him.”


  I quickly made preparation after I said that. Also, just before the moment I left the living room, I patted onee-chan’s shoulder, who’s still playing.


  “Hmm? What’s wrong, Konoha? I’m a bit busy right now-“


  “Just hear me out, alright. I’ll tell you…”


  I quickly issued some orders to onee-chan, and I ignored her confusion. “Huh?” Anyway, I left down an “I’ll be leaving” and walked towards the corridor.


  Senpai seems to be out already. I didn’t see him at the entrance. So, I shoved my feet into my shoes quickly and dashed out of the door after him.


  I ran for around 10 seconds. Finally, I turned a corner and caught up with senpai before yelling at him.


  “Senpai!”


  “Huh! …Eh, K-Konoha-san?”


  Senpai freaked out and looked back when he’s suddenly called on a street at night. I hastily went in front of him. Although I’m still catching my breath, I smiled at him.


  “I’m going with senpai too. After all, there might be a lot of stuff we need to buy.”


  “Eh? No, I’m not planning to buy that much…”


  “Alright, alright. Here, let’s go, senpai.”


  “Eh? Ah, wait, Konoha-san.”


  I hooked senpai’s arm with my as I started dragging him forward. Senpai freaked out at first, but he quickly sighed and gave me a dumbfounded look. “Alright.” He said that and walked beside me.


  Senpai tried to push me away forcefully. Although I curled my lips, I didn’t bug him. So, I let go and stayed beside senpai.


  Senpai tilted his head a bit deflatedly, yet he’s still stepping forward while remaining silent.


  …Both of us walked shoulder-to-shoulder as we continued heading towards the convenience store beneath the night sky silently.


  “…………”


  Since he was in Hoshinomori’s home that’s pretty crowded and heated up for a while, senpai looks quite uncomfortable. I’m reticent when I’m supposed to stare and force him to talk usually. I guess this made him mind a lot.


  He scratched his head awkwardly and tried to squeeze out a chat with me.


  “Ah, …well, Konoha-san, are you having fun today?”


  “Yes, I’m enjoying it.”


  “…Ah, really? I see…”


  I didn’t even flip my erotic switch and just replied obediently. It made senpai plop his head down with an extremely frustrated look. …Even though he doesn’t like me blabbing all those erotic things usually, he’s disappointed when I don’t. Senpai is an idiot.


  I can’t help but chuckle and stop before dragging senpai’s coat. He stopped puzzlingly.


  “Senpai, this is the park where we chatted a while ago. You remember?”


  “Eh? Ah, yes, I remember. …The snow’s getting thicker.”


  “Yeah.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  “…Uh, Konoha-san? It’s time for us to go…”


  I remained in front of the park. So, senpai suggested to me with a confused face.


  After I heard him, I answered with a “yes” and took a couple of steps. …When I’m in front of senpai, I quickly turned around and blocked his path.


  Senpai was surprised when I stopped him.


  “Uh, …Konoha-san? Aren’t we going to the convenience store…”


  As for me, I threw…a question that seems unrelated at first to his face as if I’m cutting him off.


  “Senpai tried to ‘imagine’ about it, right? Also, …this time, your heart can’t accept it, right? That’s why you’re running outside to calm your head down.”


  “Hmm? What are you talking about? Is this a hentai game meme? Sorry, I don’t understand.”


  After he said that, senpai walked next to me as if he’s trying to escape. However, I stopped him determinedly.


  “Eh, …w-what do you want?”


  Amano-senpai finally threw some angry words at me with a frustrated face.


  Facing senpai like that-


  I still didn’t back down, and we remained in a silent standoff for a while.


  So, …I kept my silence and tried to take the best opportunity.


  I grabbed my chance and threw the core question at him, …the boy Keita Amano.


  “Senpai, you’re finding this repulsive, right? It hurts you a lot, right? No, you should feel angry, right? Or should I say, it’s all of that? No matter what, …that’s different than what you think about Agu-senpai, right. You were shocked by the difference between the two, right?”


  “Hey, Konoha-san, what the hell are you talking about-“


  Finally, Amano-senpai tried to push me away impatiently.


  As for me, …I looked at his back and yelled at him, not wanting to admit defeat.


  “Didn’t you realize you can’t happily imagine onee-chan pairing up with a boy other than you, senpai!?”


  “!”


  For a moment, senpai stopped walking. …I went around in front of senpai once again. …Then, I asked him with a determined look.


  “What’s wrong, senpai? Please, don’t run away…and answer me. I think I have the right to hear your answer.”


  “…………”


  “…Senpai!”


  I forced him to answer-


  Senpai lowered his head…and grabbed his upper left arm with his right hand tightly.


  So, after a 10-second silence, …he finally answered.


  “…It’s exactly like what you said.”


  “!”


  I can’t help but take a deep breath. This time, senpai vented out all of the emotions at me like a collapsed dam.


  “It’s exactly like what you said! Yeah, you’re right, okay! I feel repulsive! When I applied your question to Chiaki, I’m so upset to the point that I’m shocked about it! Even though I feel nothing but happiness when I imagine Aguri-san and Uehara-kun staying together…! However, once I think about Chiaki going out with a stranger, …I…I…!”


  “…Senpai…”


  I lightly put my hand on his shoulder. So, he grabbed his chest tightly…and spoke to me in a voice that sounds like he’s struck down by regret and is now crying.


  “But, I’m such a jerk…! Even though I love Tendou-san…! Even so, …just because Chiaki once confessed to me, …yet I have this disgusting desire of possessiveness towards her…!”


  “Senpai, there’s nothing wrong with having such thoughts towards others like that…”


  After he heard what I said, …senpai slightly got his cool back and answered.


  “…You’re right. At this stage, …I’m still just a jerk for having thoughts like that. …Currently, I barely managed to stop myself from hurting others. This is the only thing…that I’m glad about.”


  Senpai said that as he tried to gently put my hand away from his should. He…looked at my eyes once again.


  His eyes are filled with sadness, guilt, and…adorned with some sort of determination.


  “Due to that, …even  though the bitterness pains me, I should still swallow this feeling down silently and secretly.”


  “You’re swallowing it down, …but what are you going to do after that? Do you want to just ignore the feelings you have for onee-chan and go out with Tendou-senpai as if nothing has happened? Is that what you’re going to do?”


  My eyes are about to pierce through him-


  Senpai, …he replied with a shocked expression.


  “Eh, how can a jerk like me choose something that only I’ll benefit? This doesn’t make sense, right?”


  “…Eh?”


  “So, after I swallowed such an impure feeling towards Chiaki, I, …uh, I plan to disappear from the two girls entirely…”


  “…W-What?”


  Senpai said something unexpected, and I froze. He quickly waved his hands and answered me.


  “Ah, even though I’m saying that I’ll disappear, I’m not really going to go missing. How should I put it? I wanted to disappear from a ‘lover’s’ and a ‘man’s’ perspective, I guess. After all, …a sucker that carries a feeling close to cheating like me can never hope to match those two girls. So, I will try to distance myself as much as possible-“


  “-Pfft! Ahahahaha!”


  “K-Konoha-san?”


  I suddenly burst into laughter, and it freaked senpai out. I put my hands around my stomach and continued laughing. …I tried to wipe my tears away from the laugh and thought.


  (Jeez, …this person is just as usual. He’s dumb, innocent, and has a love of cleanliness. …However, that’s why…I want him to be loved.)


  When did this all start? I feel like, …even though I’m not the girl that can pair up with him, I’m good as long as this person is happy.


  However, this is obviously different than how Agu-senpai feels. After all, I…


  Right now, I still actually want to become the no.1 in this boy’s heart.


  This made me almost cry. This made me almost went insane.


  However, …even so, at the same time, I do agree with that. I can’t help but agree with that.


  My most immense happiness comes from the smile of someone that I treasure.


  Coincidentally, this is just something beautiful that I mentioned as the student council president of Hekiyou High School on the surface.


  (Sigh, …really, when did I turn into a ‘nice woman’ like this?)


  I can’t believe I’m thinking about a childish thought seriously. I’ll be happy as long as someone else is.


  Also…


  I’m actually “carrying” the plan out.


  “…Senpai.”


  After I laughed for a while, I slightly lowered my head and told this to him


  Senpai is still looking at me with a sincerely worried face, …damn.


  “…I want to tell you one thing, alright?”


  “Hmm? What?”


  “Senpai, the feeling that you have for onee-chan, …honestly, what is it?”


  “What is it? …Hmm, let me think, …it’s guaranteed to be an ugly sense of possessiveness…”


  “No. Let’s take a step back and don’t restrain yourself. …Put all those guilt away first. If we’re describing it in a more sincere and positive sense, what would that be?”


  “What would that be? Uh, it’s, …even though I’m impure, …I think that is…”


  Senpai scratched his cheeks embarrassingly. Then, he finally admitted defeat and told me.


  “Uh, …it’s love, …or something like that.”


  I can’t help but grin upon hearing his answer. At the same time, I lowered my head even further.


  “Thanks, senpai. Uh, also, I’m sorry.”


  “…What?”


  Senpai tilted his head with a confused look.


  I raised my head. After that, I ignored his confusion and said many things that he’s guaranteed to not understand right now.


  “I’m sorry. However, I think senpai’s wish couldn’t be fulfilled.”


  “Hmm? What? No, eh, what’s happening? What are you saying?”


  “I’m talking about senpai…wanting to swallow the feeling you have for onee-chan and disappear from the two girls from a lover’s perspective.”


  “Hmm? Why? Ah, you mean you’re going to intervene next?”


  “Hmm, regrettably, I’m not. Instead of saying what I’m going to do, my mission is already over.”


  “It’s already over?”


  “Yeah. At least, among all the spears pointing at senpai, one of them can’t be saved anymore. It’s because what happened tonight already put it at full throttle towards you.”


  “…Uh, Konoha-san? I really don’t understand what you mean…”


  “Really? Ah, if you don’t, I can tell you one more thing. …Even though I’m cheating for a bit, …I already warned senpai earlier. Ay, I went out of my way to come to this park. I guess you can say that this is a warning.”


  “Coming to the park is a warning?”


  “Yes. So, this is like an abstract strategy game, just like the one we played. All of the information is in public now, and there’s no luck involved. In the end, I think nothing can escape my palm.”


  “What? Uh, that’s enough. Even if you say that, I really still don’t understand...”


  During this time, senpai suddenly realized something and froze.


  …It looks like he finally remembered what happened in this park a while ago.


  Also-


  …The warning he received from me a bit later when we were at the family restaurant.


  “…………”


  Senpai, …he slowly…turned around…with a pale face…


  In other words-


  He looked into the direction where my eyes were at the back when we were at a standoff.


  “Didn’t I tell you, senpai?”


  I saw his look, …no.


  I saw their looks. Then, I spoke up with an expression…that appears like I pulled off a prank, yet warmly caring about them at the same time.


  “Senpai, you’re at the ‘people secretly approaching you from behind’ month.”


  This is because-


  After senpai slowly turned his head, he saw what’s in front of him.


  “…………”


  There’s a lonely girl with a heavily blushed face because her love is granted by a miracle at Christmas.


  In other words-


  “…Chi..aki…?”


  “K-Keita, …well, …uh, ..I-I, …uh, …uh…”


  -My onee-chan who’s about to have her wish fulfilled, Chiaki Hoshinomori.


  Afterword


  Hello, I’m the innocent light novel author that still thinks dentists are scary after he grew up, Sekina Aoi. …You can’t just say I’m a coward.


  Well, I didn’t just make zero progress in my childhood. I even started to devolve right now. However, there’s one thing that I can guarantee that I made progress in when compared to the entire human race.


  Yes, that is the relationship with afterwords.


  There are 3 pages for this afterword. However, the first sentence of the editor responsible for the pages is actually-


  “You want a couple more pages?”


  It’s this. Will someone really suggest something like this to me? The worst problem is that my brain flashed something for a moment. “3 pages, …I think I’ve been disappointing the readers recently.” 


  That’s enough. What is actually an afterword? Currently, which world is the reader and I’m in for us to talk like this? This place is much weirder than the main story, right.


  So, even though I hesitated for a bit, I still followed the “it’ll be over if I cut the main story short or the novel got more expensive” mentality. I wrote a 3-page afterword. Sorry.


  Well, let’s talk about the plot. This time, it’s because the last volume is way too upset. Personally, I planned to make this volume into a “happy” episode. In reality, I’m not sure if this is happy or not. The editor said this to me. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen the comedy in the early stage of the series.” However, …honestly, I didn’t realize this at all. So-


  “Ah, y-yeah, you’re right. I did it on purpose. Y-You actually noticed it.”


  I answered stiffly. …Indeed, perhaps it’s just like the early stage of the series. …I didn’t realize it. …Ahem.


  The next volume is actually the <Gamers!> Short Story collection. We plan to release it in autumn. The content is mainly bundling the magazine stories together, but the magazine is about another plot line of <Gamers!>. Therefore, if readers are interested, please come and buy one. The book will contain the days Amano spent with his close gaming friends- …No, the days Amano spent with the “bombs” that weren’t in the main story.


  Also, during the release of this volume, the anime version of <Gamers!> Is already up. This is made by the fantastic staff and VAs when the original author is trembling over his fear of dentists. Please watch it if you’re interested. Aside from that, the first two volumes of <Gamers!> manga adaptation are also being released on Monthly Shonen Ace too! (Advertisement)


  Well, here’s the appreciation speech.


  First of all, thank you, Cactus-sensei. I appreciate you for providing the incredible illustrations for this volume even when you’re busy due to the release of the anime.


  Then, props to the editor. Thank you for dealing with all kinds of chores and small details when the author is solely responsible for the writing. I’ll be counting on you.


  Finally, it’s reader-sama. Recently, Amano-kun has become a lot “normier.” However, if he’s really a guy that can sincerely enjoy happiness like this, he wouldn’t suffer from the beginning. The same can be said for other members.


  So, if you’re willing to look forward to all characters being pranked between their “situations” and “thoughts,” I would love to hear that. …Uh, even though I’m putting it in a cool way, it’s merely a dumb story.


  Well, I’ll see you in Volume 9, or the short story collection!


  Sekina Aoi
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