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  Chapter 1: Gamers and Overwritten Records


  Winter is an incredibly blessed season for high school gamers in the north.


  After all, the Christmas sale provided many games, and you get New Year’s money to buy them. Aside from that, you can play for all you want during the winter holidays.


  Moreover, the winter holidays in the north are 10 days longer than usual.


  What else can you call this other than a High School Gamer’s Golden Season?


  This is the only reason lonely gamers like us can tolerate our miserable school life.


  So, right now, I would like to announce something.


  Of course, a lonely gamer must stay in his room like a hibernating bear during the winter holidays. It’s a must, and there’s a reason-


  “Onii-san, it’s almost time for us to go. The other relatives already arrived at Shin-san’s place.”


  -My little brother Kousei knocked from the outside as if he’s trying to ruin my inner monologue. I hugged my legs on the chair as I answered him, who’s still in the corridor.


  “…Y-You can just help me get my New Year’s money back, Kousei.”


  “Save that douche sentence for later. Come out, onii-san. What’s wrong with you?”


  “…I’m throwing a tantrum.”


  “Isn’t that what you’re like usually? By the way, you always went to our relatives’ New Year parties cheerfully. Why are you throwing a tantrum now?”


  Kousei asked from outside the door. …The older brother in high school year 2 is being persuaded by his little brother in middle school year 3. This fact is so miserable that I’m about to cry.


  Even so, I want to struggle a bit more. I wiped the small stains on the table with my fingers meaninglessly as I answered.


  “…We’re going to the shrine in front of Shin-san’s house to pray, right?”


  “Hmm? Yeah, it’s right next to his house. We visit that every year, right?”


  “That’s true. …However, come to think of it, that shrine is right on the street…”


  “Hmm? So?”


  I can sense Kousei tilting his head outside the door.


  I sighed deeply. …Then, I told him the crux of this problem.


  “I feel like there’s a high chance for me to bump into the Hoshinomori sisters or Tendou-san…”


  “…What? Uh, well, …eh? So? What’s wrong with that?”


  Kousei asked me like he’s thoroughly confused. Sigh, it’s hard to blame him. It’s because…I don’t want to see them due to an incredibly personal reason.


  Uh, not wanting to see them, I guess I shouldn’t put it this way.


  The correct way to put it would be…I can’t bring myself to face them.


  The reason for that is…


  (During the Christmas party, …Konoha-san pointed out an incredibly disgusting and insincere fact – I view Chiaki as a girl…)


  Also, Chiaki overheard the entire conversation. The situation couldn’t be worse.


  (I don’t even remember how did the Christmas party end…)


  I bet Chiaki’s the same as well. After that, Chiaki and I weren’t talking to each other appropriately. When 2 out of 6 participants were like this, the other members couldn’t cheer up the mood.


  In the end, the party ended on a sad note. …I’m not really sure, though.


  Anyway, at least, the silver lining is that only Chiaki, Konoha-san, and I were involved in that incident. Tendou-san, Uehara-kun, and Aguri-san only noticed that something wasn’t right during the latter half.


  From this perspective, including the Hoshinomori sisters, no one blamed me for anything.


  …Aside from one person.


  I’m the one that’s endlessly blaming myself right now.


  I hugged my legs tightly as I remained in the chair.


  I don’t even want to see Uehara-kun and Aguri-san right now since they are respectable friends. Their relationship is so bright. Of course, not to mention Tendou-san and the Hoshinomori sisters.


  After all, that’s like I’m the only one forced to wear undies during a formal and luxurious party.


  Right now, I feel like I’m being cared for by friends that I don’t deserve.


  However, it’s because that happened.


  The nicer they are, the more I feel depressed, and it’s even worse than I was just a loner.


  “…………”


  I looked at the PC screen. It showed the last town of NOBE’s new RPG. All I need to do is to beat the boss in the final maze at the north not far ahead, and it’s the end. I’m just one step away from winning the game, but…


  “…………”


  I clicked the controller a couple times. The heroes took a step out of the town. Then, the randomly-encountered enemies immediately showed up. I chose to battle. At the next moment-


  <Shining Man used Youth’s Light and burnt everything to the ground! The heroes took 1068 damage on average! The heroes were all dead…>


  “…Sigh.”


  The game returned to the title screen. I decided to load the save, and the adventure started at the church of the final town again.


  “…………”


  As if I’m trying to confirm something, I clicked the button and opened the heroes’ status screen.


  Then, their stats are still-


  <Hero: Lv.1 – Fighter: Lv.1 – Monk: Lv.1 – Mage: Lv.1>


  -What a hopeless situation.


  It’s all because of a bug. When you executed a specific action in this town, the protagonists will revert back to their initial state and gears, without any money. I can’t believe I encountered this.


  In the end, …since there’s no way for me to teleport to other cities, I can only walk away from the town first. Of course, the last area’s enemies are powerful, and the protagonists can’t defeat them. So, they can’t get any money or experience. They aren’t even allowed to start from scratch.


  …In the others, I’m completely stuck.


  “…Sigh.”


  “Hmm? Onii-san? In the end, why you don’t want to see Chiaki-senpai?”


  “…This is precisely the situation I’m in right now.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Kousei’s unbelievably confused voice can be heard from outside the door. Of course, he can’t see this screen. I think he’s pretty baffled. Although I feel sorry for him, I don’t have the strength to explain the hellish reality to him.


  After I fell silent, Kousei spoke up again.


  “I’m not sure what’s going on, …but it should be fine, right? Usually, it’s not easy to meet specific people.”


  “Usually. But how should I say this? I think a guy like me will have a 90% chance of meeting them.”


  “…It’s not that bad, right. …Ugh, …it’s good. …Uh…”


  Kousei fell silent when he’s trying to comfort me. …Well, …your brother is fated to encounter something like this even from your perspective. …I thought so.


  I continued with an even more determined mind.


  “So, I won’t go! I can’t go! I shouldn’t go!”


  “It’s not going to work even if you’re saying that like Three Non-nuclear Principles. Let’s go, Onii-san.”


  “No, I already said…”


  I’m still trying to look for an excuse. So, Kousei mumbled with a slightly lower voice.


  “However, no matter what, in the end, our onii-san’s dumb enough to not avoid something like this, right?”


  “…I-I’m not…”


  I stopped talking. Kousei laughed from the outside and continued.


  “I knew it. Onii-san, you already prepared your hair, clothes, and bags.”


  “…………”


  …I sighed. Then, I turned on the lights in the room with the remote next to my hands. Just like what Kousei said, I already prepared everything. …I hate this aspect of mine.


  Even though I know I’m just feeding the enemies once I walked outside the town, and I don’t have any grand strategy. Even so, I still think there’s something I can do. So, I became a dumb hero that prepared for the adventure. That’s me. I even knew I’m just walking straight to game over.


  During this time, I can hear Kousei leaving from the outside.


  “Well, let’s get going, my blind onii-san.”


  I heard this from my little brother.


  I hugged my legs tightly…for a whole 10 seconds.


  I stood up abruptly from the chair.


  In this new year, I finally made up my mind. …This is the first time that I left home since Christmas.


  *


  It takes around 30 minutes on the bus from our house to my uncle’s. There’s a huge shrine in the middle called the Ebihei. Well, it’s just a rural shrine that can’t compete with famous shrines or the Jingu. Even so, it’s still the grandest shrine around here. Stalls do open here during the new year. It’s quite lively.


  It’s just that the God worshipped here is responsible for agriculture and development. So, it’s not as attractive as gods that bless your academics or relationship. Therefore, it’s not bustling with noise during the exam season or Valentine’s Day. That’s why it’s pretty much integrated into the local life, and the people loved it. It’s a strange shrine.


  When we saw the Ebihei shrine’s torii is surrounded by people, Kousei dropped his shoulders while walking next to me.


  “Ah, …I should’ve gone to the department store with mum and dad, right?”


  “Stop it. Also, Kousei, if you went to the store as well, doesn’t that make me the only one to visit here in our house? You should be serious when praying.


  Since the shrine’s parking lot is tiny, we always park our car near the department store and walk from there. However, my parents said that they wanted to get more gifts for Shin-san before worship. So, right now, only Kousei and I are strolling towards the shrine.


  Kousei shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat. Then, he sighed with a slightly philosophical expression.


  “Basically, I don’t really like gods.”


  “Why are you saying that in front of your shrine? Is your eighth-grade syndrome going again?”


  “I’m in 9th grade. Uh, how should I put it? Don’t you think everything should be achieved with one’s own effort and mind?”


  “Nope.”


  I immediately answered. Kousei bulged his eyes. So, I continued with a solemn look.


  “I think it’s more exciting when you managed to barely win a tough boss fight with a series of impossible critical hits. That kind of miracle must exist. It makes the game more fun.”


  “Our onii-san has to put everything in a gamer’s sense, right?”


  Kousei mumbled dumbfoundedly. I smiled and continued.


  “But, Kousei, I think what you just said was pretty similar to what Konoha-san would think. -Hey, what’s wrong, Kousei!? Why are you giving me a face that only appears in manga for delinquents!?”


  “Uh, …it’s nothing, onii-san. It’s just that…my dignity as a human was severely insulted by my family.”


  “Isn’t that serious!? Eh, I’m sorry, did I say something inappropriate?”


  “No, it’s okay. You weren’t at fault here, onii-san. It’s all of that black twin-tail, inferior creature’s fault. She reminds me of a cockroach’s tentacles.”


  “C-Cockroach?”


  I really don’t know who’s Kousei talking about, so I fell into confusion.


  So-


  “Ahem!”


  -We heard someone coughing loudly behind us.


  I quickly turned around. Then, I saw a pair of tentacles- No, I saw a girl with black twin-tails.


  “T-Those heavy S brothers over there, what were you guys talking about?”


  “K-Konoha-san?”


  …I don’t know whether I should say I didn’t expect this or not. …A contestant of the top or second girl that I don’t want to see right now, Konoha Hoshinomori-san. She’s still wearing her usual coat even during the new year.


  I fell speechless by seeing her alone. However, Kousei wasn’t moved for a single inch. He even answered her emotionlessly.


  “Ah, isn’t this the erotic girl- Konoha Hoshinomori-senpai? Ara, what a coincidence. We were just talking about you.”


  “Huh! H-Happy New Year. …B-But I don’t think so, right? You guys weren’t talking about me, right. Aren’t you two talking about cockroaches or something-“


  “Yeah! So! We were just talking about YOU!”


  “…………”


  “………...”


  The two of them are smiling at each other, yet sparks are overflowing between them. …I feel like these two are indeed really close, even though they don’t share a point of contact …Hmm.


  When I’m observing these two, I can hear straw shoe footsteps behind Konoha-san. The person is clearly not used to wearing them yet, and there’s a familiar yet quiet voice too.


  “W-Wait for me, Konoha. Why did you go first-“


  At this point, the owner of the voice saw us. …No, she mainly saw me first, so she immediately froze. I also stared at her while remaining speechless.


  “Ah, K-Keita…”


  “…C…Chiaki…”


  An indescribable and incredibly awkward atmosphere radiated between us two. …This is not just the awkwardness after the Christmas party.


  The thing that freaked me out the most is that…Chiaki looks way too beautiful in a kimono.


  “…………”


  Chiaki blushed embarrassingly, and she hastily hid behind Konoha-san. For some reason, I also felt like I just saw something I wasn’t supposed to look at. So, I can’t help but look away. …If there’s only the two of us, perhaps we’ll really just bid farewell to each other quietly since it’s too awkward. However, of course, our little brother and sister won’t allow something like that.


  Their rivalry disappeared immediately. Kousei and Konoha-san immediately synced with each other.


  “Ah, Chiaki-senpai! Happy New Year! Hiya, you’re in a kimono! Onii-san, you should come to look at Chiaki-senpai in a kimono too!”


  “Eh? Ah, uh, okay…”


  I was forced to come forward. So, in front of me, Chiaki was pushed by Konoha-san forcefully as well.


  “Yeah! Senpai, please look at my onee-chan in a kimono! Due to the implicit patterns and colors, it just makes onee-chan seems even prettier! She dressed this just for you, senpai!”


  “EH? No, it’s not like that. T-T-The reason I wore this is because Konoha forced me-“


  “Let’s forget about that, senpai! What do you think!? How do you feel about this!?”


  “Eh? W-Why are you asking…”


  My heart is wavering. Then, Kousei barged in front of me.


  “Come, onii-san! You should say something to a dressed up girl! It’s manners, right!? Also, come to think of it, onii-san should say it first! Go!”


  “Ehhh…!”


  “Onee-chan, you should come forward too! Stand in front of Amano-senpai!”


  “E-Ehhh!”


  Chiaki and I were forced to stand in front of the shrine. …Well, at least we aren’t disrupting anyone, but we’re facing each other.


  “…………”


  This is so embarrassing. It’s almost like we’re a pair of bride and groom just before our wedding. At this point, we’re nearly forced to declare our love for each other. …I really want to escape. While I tried to…


  “Say it! Say it! Say it!”


  …Our little brother and sister’s cheers gave us tremendous pressure. What made them so energetic? No matter what, …I think I’m sure of one thing – Chiaki and I can’t escape this time.


  (…Sigh. I should just quickly praise Chiaki and get this over with.)


  I guess I should do that for Chiaki’s good. Yep, it’s not like I’m confessing, anyway. Even though I’m a loner, I can still praise a close friend’s clothes easily. Sheesh, don’t underestimate Chiaki and me.


  After I adjusted my mind, I faced Chiaki again. Then-


  (-Crap.)


  -I can feel that the praises I casually prepared just disappeared away.


  “…………”


  Chiaki’s glancing up at me frequently. After I saw her seemingly embarrassed look, …I think my face’s getting hotter and hotter too.


  (W-What is this? H-Huh? I should know how to praise a girl politely too…)


  I can say it. Of course, I can say it. When Aguri-san asked me, “Did you realize I cut my hair for a bit?” I immediately answered without a tinge of sincerity. “Of course! Hiya, you’re so pretty!” And then I was punched in the face. …How can I possibly be unable to do something as simple as praising a girl I know casually…?


  “…Ah, ugh.”


  …No, I can’t say it. This is so embarrassing. …I’m already too embarrassed to say something as simple as calling Chiaki “cute.”


  After all, …the most knotty part is that…no matter which way I put it…


  (…I-It’s going to be how I really feel!)


  Damn! Why do I feel that Chiaki’s really adorable!? Of course, that’s embarrassing enough! I’m not trying to be polite! It’s what I think literally! This is not the same as casually dealing with Aguri-san and then getting beaten up by her!


  “…………”


  The awkward atmosphere persisted between us. Time is slowly passing second by second. …At this point, even Kousei and Konoha-san, who started all this, are getting embarrassed as well. From their faces-


  “What is this? It’s harder to praise her if you keep dragging!”


  I can even see what they are thinking. Exactly. Right now, …perhaps I missed the chance to praise her simply. The awkwardness meter between Chiaki and me keeps breaking new records.


  …This can’t continue. Although I’m the same, Chiaki’s more miserable than anyone.


  I finally made up my mind after taking a deep breath. I looked at Chiaki’s eyes…and barely managed to tell her this.


  “…I…I think you…look pretty cute…in this…”


  “…T…Thank you…”


  For some reason, we spoke respectfully to each other and nodded repeatedly.


  As for the younger siblings that observed this scene, …they’re so excited as if they won the lottery. Suddenly, they grabbed their brother and sister’s hands and took a step before yelling.


  “Good luck!”


  “What!?”


  I don’t really understand what’s happening, but Kousei and Konoha-san are both in a good mood.


  Chiaki and I were dragged along with them as our eyes rolled around in exhaustion. When we looked at each other, at that moment-


  “…Haha.”


  -We exchanged a bitter and embarrassed smile. …Then, the two of us greeted each other for the new year in our own way.


  *


  After we washed our hands in the shrine, the four of us lined up for the praying. Even though I said that it’s rural, there are still many worshippers during the day of the new year. I guess it’ll take us another 5 minutes before we can see the offering box.


  Both sides came to pray without their parents due to similar reasons. After we talked about what happened to us, Kousei and Konoha-san lead us. …They pretended to act naturally, but they’re clearly trying to pair up Chiaki and me. Kousei and Konoha-san lined up together. Also, Kousei even said this later.


  “Ah, I’m having exams this year. So, I should get an amulet. Let’s go, dirty thing.”


  “Let me ask you this, who’s the dirty thing here? Hey? Why are you dragging my arm? Hey!?”


  Then, they left. So, in the end, Chiaki and I are all alone…


  “…………”


  Both of us are surrounded by old couples that look super blessed. We plopped our heads down sheepishly, and no conversation was made.


  …However, after some time, I couldn’t hold my laughter back. Chiaki tilted her head and stared at me in her kimono.


  “Hmm? What’s wrong, Keita?”


  “Ah, it’s nothing. How should I say this…? After all the things that happened last year, we still ended up like we just knew each other. I think it’s pretty funny.”


  “Like we just knew each other? …Ah.”


  So, Chiaki looked at the sky as if she’s remembering the first contact with me. After that, she quickly showed the same smile as I did.


  “Yeah! It’s indeed like this when I first met you all the way until we started arguing about moe elements. Even though there were many things we wanted to talk about, we’re too embarrassed to say them. We were so polite to each other back then…”


  “Yes, yes, yes. Then, when I thought about that, I feel like…we were so disappointing. It’s funny.”


  “Ahaha, you’re right. A lot of things happened last year.”


  “Exactly. In the end, we stayed at the initial starting point after the new year. …Our gaming skills can’t even be applied to our real life’s adventure…”


  I sighed as I told Chiaki, and she chuckled. She continued. “But-“


  “Unbelievably, …I don’t feel like I’m starting a new game at all.”


  “Yep, …you’re right.”


  During this time, I looked at Chiaki’s face again. She’s smiling a bit embarrassingly. …Unbelievably, right now, I can sincerely feel that she’s really adorable. It’s…indeed different than before.


  Even though the adventure’s over, and I lost all levels and equipment. A hero who took a trip around the world is indeed different from a hero who lived his life normally…


  Chiaki and I…absorbed all the bittersweet experiences from last year too. That’s why we can stand here right now.


  Currently, I’m feeling a bit proud of that.


  …Yes. Everything can’t be forgotten that easily. Therefore…


  “Ah, Keita, it’s our turn.”


  I snapped out of my thoughts when it’s Chiaki and my turn to pray. We got our changes out from our wallets. Then, we walked in front of the offering box when the person in front finished worshipping.


  We both tossed a coin inside. Then, as if we promised it first, both of us bowed down and clapped at the same time. After that, we closed our eyes and started praying to the gods.


  “…………”


  I usually report so much stuff like I’m a light novel protagonist in times like this. Whether I’m facing gods or tombstones, it’s an excellent chance to evaluate yourself when you’re speaking to an invisible existence. …Think about it, after all, …there are many things I have to reflect on in my daily lives…


  However, there’s a bunch of people lining up today. So, I decided to keep it simple.


  (It’s been a long time. Thanks to the gods, the last year was pretty incredible. I got to know a bunch of respectful friends that I didn’t deserve. Thank you so much. This year, I hope I can repay everyone’s gratitude in my own way. Finally, …I hope this year will be a good one for the people that I trust. I would appreciate it if the gods are willing to bless me.)


  I opened my eyes and finished praying with a last respectful bow. Then, I realized Chiaki finished at the same time as well. I think I’m pretty much used to the situation now. However, it’s still a bit awkward when we’re this synchronized. …Although I didn’t check up on her, from Chiaki’s gentle expression, I feel like she wished for similar things too.


  To avoid the old couple’s warm look behind us, we quickly left the offering box area. After that, Chiaki and I came to a relatively quiet place inside the shrine. We managed to catch a break.


  “Well, Keita, I started worrying too much whether I thought that people were waiting behind us. It’s like when I’m in an arcade.”


  “I get it. In the end, when it’s my turn to play, I’ll quickly end the round even though I looked forward to it for a long time.”


  “Yeah.”


  We smiled at each other. Then, we observed the shrine to try and find Kousei. However…


  “Weird, I can’t see Konoha around the shrine office.”


  “Yep. Even so, I didn’t see them in the worshipping line as well. …Where did they go?”


  We looked at each other’s faces since we have no idea what to do. …Basically, if they’re coming to visit the shrine with their brothers and sisters, I think they won’t leave the shrine so quickly…


  “We should just take a walk around the shrine, Chiaki.”


  “Sure.”


  After that, both of us took a step at the same time. Since Chiaki struggled to fight with her new straw shoes, I slowed down and accompanied her as I asked.


  “Chiaki, are you alright? How about I just go look for those two instead?”


  “Eh? I-If that’s the case, …I d-don’t want to. A-After all, this is a rare chance…”


  “I-I see…”


  “A rare chance of that? I couldn’t bring myself to ask that. …So, I can only scratch my cheeks.


  But Chiaki really looked like she’s having a hard time walking, and I can’t stop worrying about her. So, she looks like she’s about to fall again. Although I hesitated for a moment, …I still immediately made up my mind and grabbed her hand.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  “Ah…”


  Chiaki immediately blushed in embarrassment. -Right before that, I set up a line of defense and told her this.


  “C-Chiaki, this is just the best option to avoid you from falling and hurting yourself. I’ll say this first. I’m not trying to do anything funny.”


  “O-Okay.”


  “S-So, Chiaki, I hope you can act a bit more natural.”


  “Ugh, …I-I’ll try my best! Yes! Sure!”


  While Chiaki said that, her face still ended up as red as a tomato. …Nope, no matter the reason, handholding is handholding. Only a close couple would do something like that.


  …Even so, it’s not like I can just ignore Chiaki having a hard time walking.


  After I sighed, Chiaki showed a slightly apologetic and bitter smile.


  “I-I’m sorry, Keita. I don’t think this pair of straw shoes are designed to be stable. …Ah, even though Konoha picked this, I don’t believe that this is a mistake she’ll make. Sheesh.”


  I knew it the moment I heard that.


  “No, that’s actually the perfect choice of Konoha-san. Jeez, that girl…”


  “Hmm? Keita?”


  This onee-san doesn’t know anything.


  (I’m already confident of this during Christmas. Konoha-san’s definitely trying to pair Chiaki and me together. Also, she used some impressive wit to achieve that.)


  …Seriously, what’s wrong with that girl? How can she control someone this easily? The talented Hekiyou High School student council president is way too scary when she’s serious.


  However, this way, it’s pretty suspicious when Kousei and Konoha-san both disappeared right now. Ay, even though I think Kousei was only dragged along by her. Sheesh. …Don’t pull my perfect little brother into your baffling plans, please.


  I took a sigh. Then, I told my prediction to Chiaki, who’s literally cuddling me while holding my hand.


  “Chiaki. Honestly, …I don’t think we can find those two even if we tried.”


  “Eh, really? Why?”


  “Well…”


  Crap, it’s hard to skip Konoha-san’s plans if I want to explain it. W-What should I do? If only I can convey the current situation to Chiaki…


  “Uh, …how should I put it…? I should say, right now, we have to wait for the trigger of the next plot…”


  “Ah, it’s often like that when you’re imprisoned in an RPG.”


  I think Chiaki got it. She’s so reliable. We totally shared the same view on gaming!


  I continued.


  “So, if that’s the case, we should just leave the shrine. Chiaki, just send them a message.”


  “Well, if we’re looking for a place for us to kill time, there’s a family restaurant, fast food shop, and a café. …No, instead of going to those places…”


  At this moment, both of us thought of a brilliant idea. So, our faces brightened up, and we said this at the same time.


  “The toys area in the department store!”


  We literally said the same suggestion as if it’s the undeniable truth. After that, as if our nervousness before was made-up, we started walking towards the department store excitedly.


  …Yes.


  -We’re holding our hands intimately on the street filled with people.


  



  Karen Tendou


  I, Karen Tendou, witnessed “that scene” as if I’m obliged to.


  “…Ah, …ay, …ugh…”


  Across the road, my ex-boyfriend and Chiaki-san, who’s kimono is so cute that my nose is about to bleed, are holding their hands warmly…


  “…………”


  Witnessing that scene, the single girl in winter stopped and looked at them dazedly. Her coat is the usual one, and she didn’t spend any time dressing up as well.


  “…N-No, no, no, no.”


  Then, she suddenly laughed out idiotically. The girl’s hair is messed up since she didn’t comb her hair in the new year. That’s me.


  …Y-Yeah. At my level, I won’t be irritated or yell and scream over a trivial matter like this. Indeed. I did learn a thing or two during that painful last year.


  (T-This is obviously the misunderstanding that always happens around us. That’s definitely the case. Karen, it’s too early to be jealous…)


  Although I took a deep breath to take my calm back, …I still can’t help but follow those two. I’m not jealous or stalking them. Well, …I’m just trying to buy time to think this out.


  I remained out of their sight as I peeked and trailed them from behind.


  (Their expression, …ay, they look really cheerful. I feel like they aren’t reluctant to do this. …Uh, well, if I had to say…what kind of misunderstanding’s happening here… Ugh…)


  I pondered about this as I followed them closely, …again, …and again…


  “Hey, isn’t there too little space for interpretation!?”


  I suddenly yelled out loud! So, the two almost turned around and looked here. I hastily dashed from the street into the alley before hiding next to a building. After that-


  “Huh, isn’t this Tendou?”


  “Hey, Tendou-san. Happy New Year.”


  -Of course, I “had” to bump into the couple Uehara-kun and Aguri-san. There aren’t many places to go during the new year in a rural area like this. However, isn’t it too weird to bump into friends this frequently? I think the god responsible for our relationships is working extra hard during the new year.


  Moreover, both Uehara-kun and Aguri-san are in a kimono. Well, to say how much they look like a married couple with those clothings, when a single girl like me saw that-


  “Yes. Happy New Year. The happy part is already over.”


  “It’s over?”


  After I greeted them with a fake smile, I immediately started to follow those two again. Then, the couple freaked out and said, “No, no, no, no, no!” They grabbed my shoulder. …What an annoying couple (temporary).


  I turned back and looked at them with turbid eyes. For a moment, they looked like they regretted stopping me, but they pressed on.


  “Hey, T-Tendou, what’s wrong with you? Did something happen to Amano again?”


  “Y-Yeah, it’s close…”


  My face turned sour. Aguri-san tried to comfort me.


  “Ah, but think about it, it’s always that pattern, right. Amanocchi accidentally did something, and then you misunderstood it before getting jealous! It must be like that! So, can you explain what’s happening to us clearly-“


  “No, I’m already having a problem interpreting this time. …Sigh, that’s enough!”


  I’m starting to find this meddlesome couple repulsive. It’ll be faster if I let them watch. -So, I thought about that and dragged them to the main street. Then, I pointed at the opposite sidewalk. …Amano-kun and Chiaki-san are walking lovingly together.


  When they saw that scene, their reaction was…


  “Ah, …ah, …well, …hmm, now that I’m looking, …well…”


  They followed those two with me closely as they crossed their arms in front of their chests. They are mumbling something. …So, 10 seconds passed.


  In the end, -they dropped a familiar conclusion at the same time.”


  “Hey, isn’t there too little space for interpretation!?”


  “See?”


  I looked at my ex-boyfriend’s intimate scene with a dead fish’s eyes. Then, I laughed helplessly.


  “It’s okay. You two can laugh at a pathetic woman like me as much as you watch. I wanted to compete fair and square, so I supported my rival. In the end, my power as a woman was immediately surpassed by Chiaki-san in one stroke. Please, feel free to laugh at me!”


  “What a miserable way to start a new year!”


  They are looking at me with tearful eyes. …D-Don’t sympathize with me too much, please? It’s so upsetting that I’m about to cry.


  “…………”


  The three of us trailed behind Keita Amano and Chiaki Hoshinomori closely with a funeral-like mood. …W-What the hell am I doing during the new year? I’m leading a depressed couple to stalk my ex-boyfriend. This is way too low for an activity in the new year.


  I took a deep breath and tried to suggest to Uehara-kun to stop something this pointless-


  “…Eh?”


  -During this time, I discovered another guy and girl with familiar faces behind them.


  As if they were following my sight, Uehara-kun and Aguri-san turned around as well.


  So, in that direction, …we can see Konoha-san’s embarrassed face, and Kousei Amano-kun, who looks quite pissed.


  Those two came to meet up with us.


  “…Ah, …h-hello, everyone…”


  “…Sigh, …sheesh. All you do is bother us…”


  Also, perhaps I should say I expected this. …The two of them are indeed frequently peeking at Amano-kun too.


  I guess Aguri-san immediately saw what was happening, so she sighed and made a conclusion.


  “Ah, …I see. It looks like you two ‘younger siblings’ are responsible for this.”


  Kousei-kun’s face turned stiff. He reacted to her conclusion.


  “Please wait. Aguri-nee-san. Even though you’re the second most respectable friend of onii-san behind Chiaki-senpai in my eyes, I still can’t tolerate how you grouped us. Please don’t put me together with this erotic girl senpai.”


  Kousei-kun still dropped another insult with a calm face. Konoha-san retorted.


  “That’s my line! The reason Kousei and I are like this is that there’s a consensus between us…”


  “Aren’t you two just trying to meddle things and pair up your onii-san and onee-chan together? That’s it, right.”


  “…………”


  Aguri-san pointed out the truth, and it made them look away in silence. …It’s because these two belonged to the smart type. …So,  I guess they are unexpectedly weak at dealing with Aguri-san, who always relies on her instincts. In other words, Aguri-san can reach their complicated conclusion without any reasoning.


  After that, Uehara-kun urged us since we stopped completely.


  “Ah, no matter what, we’ll lose them if this goes on.”


  “…………”


  After he reminded us, …anyway, the five of us formed up and started walking.


  …Where can you even find such a large-scale stalking mission like this? Seriously, what the hell are we doing since the new year?


  The “what the hell’s happening” feeling is permeating between the five of us. So, Kousei-kun seemingly backed down for a bit and sighed as he explained to us.


  “We don’t need to follow them so closely. Onii-san and his darling, ..oh, I was being impolite. Onii-san and his future wife, …oh, I was impolite again. It’s because I know onii-san and Chiaki-senpai are heading towards the department store’s toys area.”


  (I-It’s super annoying when he’s such a tryhard shipper!)


  Uehara-kun, Aguri-san, and I can’t deal with this guy. So, Konoha-san added with a bitter smile.


  “Honestly, I doubt they’ll make any more progress. I guess them holding hands would be today’s climax.”


  “Ay, I guess so. They’re Amanocchi and Hoshino, after all.”


  Aguri-san gladly accepted Konoha-san’s opinion. …From this perspective, I really understood that she’s not interested in treating Amano-kun as a guy. However…


  (F-For some reason, on the other hand, …she does look like the main chick!)


  I-I get it. I also know that there’s nothing between them! However, how should I say it…? I think I just lapped around my heart for once and felt like, “That attitude is even nobler!” Sigh, I’m slowly sinking into this mud pool once I started getting suspicious. That’s what happening here, right. O-Okay, I understand. I’m also aware of this! But even if I understood it, I still can’t pull myself out. That’s why it’s called a mud pool!


  So, when I’m trying my best to propose something to somewhere inside my heart, Konoha-san continued.


  “Uh, so, …can everyone just disband here? Kousei and I have to meet up with them after this. That’s why we’re following them as a part of the family…”


  This reasoning couldn’t be more logical. Uehara-kun and Aguri-san are already showing signs of giving up. 


  However, …I…


  “…I’m sorry, Kousei-kun, Konoha-san. I deeply understand that I’m not supposed to do this. …Even so, can I please observe those two for a bit longer? I beg you two.”


  I lowered my head and bowed. For a moment, both of them blinked in confusion. Then, they tried to persuade me for different reasons.


  “You’re really not supposed to do this. Although I’m the same as the erotic girl, you’re literally stalking someone right now. This hobby is way too disgusting, creepy stalker senpai.”


  “Hey, Kousei! Ah, …even though I don’t like how this guy said it. But, Tendou-senpai, actually, I can’t see any benefits from you continue watching them. No matter how things turned out, I think every possible future only involves senpai getting hurt…”


  What they said was incredibly reasonable. Usually, I wouldn’t be able to retort.


  However, …even so, I still don’t want to back down.


  “Indeed, there’s no benefit to watch those two being so close to each other. I got that. But…”


  My eyes are overflowing with determination as I looked at them


  “Right now, …I don’t want to escape from those two’s sincere feelings.”


  “…………”


  Both of them fell silent after hearing what I said. …Then, …Kousei actually backed down first. He kept scratching the back of his head, which kind of looks like what Amano-kun would do.


  “…I see. This isn’t a bad thing. …It means that you made up your mind, right. You’re willing to quit as long as you confirmed that they loved each other. Am I right?”


  “…Yes.”


  “Well, …yep, this isn’t a bad thing for onii-san and Chiaki-senpai.”


  Kousei nodded before glancing at Konoha-san.


  As for Konoha-san, …for some reason, she’s giving me a sorrowful look.


  “…Sheesh, …I can’t believe you’re willing to quit this easily. …You’ll quickly regret making a promise like this later. …I already knew the consequence…”


  “Hmm? Konoha-san?”


  “…Sigh, jeez! Alright, alright, alright! I got it! It’s more like I don’t have the right to reject determination like that! I’ve had enough! That’s what it takes to be a good girl…!”


  Konoha-san’s getting mysteriously anxious, but she still agreed for me to tag along.


  I bowed at them once again. After that, I looked at Uehara-kun and Aguri-san.


  “Now that things turned this way, …what are you two going to do?”


  “Hmm…”


  Both of them looked at each other a bit awkwardly. However, they immediately reached a consensus at the next moment. The couple even turned down our offer politely.


  “Uh, I guess we’ll stay out of this. I shouldn’t meddle with my best friend’s relationship. The two of us will go to the shrine for the new year.”


  “Yeah! Moreover, I can almost guess what Amanocchi will do next. If that’s the case, I want to spend today with Tasuku praying in the shrine casually.”


  Aguri-san said that as she hugged Uehara-kun’s arm. In contrast to this, Uehara-kun pretended to be calm, yet a slight blush appeared on his face.


  I’m really envious of this couple (temporary). So, I smiled at them. “I see.” After that, we greeted each other properly for the new year.


  “Happy New Year, the two of you. I wish you a happy holiday.”


  “Oh, I hope you have a good new year too.” “I hope you have a good new year as well!”


  After they said that, the couple left after greeting Konoha-san and Kousei-kun.


  The three of us watched them slowly disappear. Then, we started moving again. “Let’s go.”


  So-


  “Well, it’s time for us to move. We’re heading to the toys area- to decide the fate of everything! Let’s stalk them! We aren’t learning our lesson from the new year!”


  “What a disappointing line!”


  I accompanied the uninterested younger siblings and followed Amano-kun and Chiaki-san.


  



  Chiaki Hoshinomori


  Right now, I’m experiencing the most blessed moment of my life.


  “…………”


  I’m slowly on my way from the shrine to the department store. I looked up to the boy that’s holding my hand while walking – Keita’s face.


  His cheeks are red from embarrassment; His expression’s a bit stiff from the nervousness; His palm is sweaty. However, he frequently turned around with a clumsy smile to stop me from worrying.


  “…………”


  I love all of this so much. I’m so happy, and my heart’s feeling really warm. …I can’t help but stick too close to his arm.


  “!”


  Keita’s body turned stiff as he became nervous. However, his rationality of “holding me tight” won in the end. So, he paid even more attention to walking forward. The boy’s willing to tolerate my willfulness to this point.


  To me, it’s already…too comforting for me to bear. I feel like my tears will come out if I relax for even a second.


  (…What do you mean by Keita and I are just friends? …I’m really going to laugh.)


  I looked back at what I said a while ago, and I can’t help but smile bitterly. Hiding such feelings in my heart, …I can’t believe I still acted like “I accepted my rejection” in the past.


  “Hmm? …Chiaki?”


  Keita’s looking at me bitterly smiling, so he tilted his head in confusion. Although I’m still chuckling, I don’t wish to bother him. Therefore, I came up with another reason.


  “It’s nothing. I was thinking after I spent so much effort dressing up, …I just prayed for a while before going to the department store in the new year. It’s pretty laughable.”


  “Hmm, …I-I’m sorry. Should we find another place to kill time?”


  “No, no, no, there’s no need to at all! Instead, I really looked forward to it. It’s been a long time since I browsed games with you!”


  “It’s been a long time? Ah, …somehow, there aren’t many chances for us to check out games together.”


  “Yes, yes!”


  I smiled as I nodded repeatedly. In reality, I do mean it when I said I’m looking forward to shopping with him. It’s just that..I’m already feeling so blessed at this time.


  I cuddled with Keita as we walked from the shrine for around 5 minutes. Then, we arrived at the destination – the department store. We went to the escalator directly without even looking at the floor plan. …As gamers, it’s only logical for us to know every detail about the gaming markets near us. …Well, I do have to look at maps when you ask me where I can buy girl’s clothes!


  After we took the escalator, we stepped towards the gaming store on the 5th floor. The escalator’s wide enough for two people to stand next to each other. However, I think I need to hold the handrail. So, I let go of Keita’s hand and stood behind him.


  Keita looked at me worriedly from a step above me. After that, he looked behind me and tilted his head. “Eh?”


  “…For a moment, I thought I saw Kousei and Konoha-san together…”


  “Eh?”


  I turned my head around shockingly, but I can’t see them with my eyes. Since other people got on the escalator as well, I looked at Keita again.


  “Are they really there?”


  “Hmm, …I’m not sure. They immediately disappeared after passing the corner of my eyes…”


  “You’re saying that like they are cockroaches.”


  “Uh, it’s real. I should say their skills are exceptional. I think that’s what a high base stats person does when he tries his best to hide.”


  “What are you talking about? I think Konoha’s not bored enough to do that.”


  “Hmm, …I guess you’re right. Stalking a lonely duo during the new year, no one in their sane mind would do such a pointless thing.”


  “Yes, it’s impossible for someone to be this miserable in the world. Keita, sheesh…”


  “Sorry, I think I got a bit too self-conscious recently. I’ll try to improve.”


  Keita said that as he turned around again. Therefore, I concluded that the restless glares I felt behind me were just my imagination.


  We continued riding the escalator and arrived on the 5th floor. The gaming section is right in front of us. So…


  “Come here, Chiaki.”


  “Ah…”


  Keita’s reaching his hand out to me in front of the end of the escalator. His breathing’s a bit rough. It looks like he’ll continue holding me.


  Although my heart is filled with an indescribable emotion, I grabbed his hand.


  So, when we’re touring around with a tinge of embarrassment, Keita started chatting with me to switch this weird mood.


  “I-It’s indeed the new year. There’s a lot of kids around here.”


  “Y-Yeah, this place is usually so empty that it makes you worry after school.”


  “Right. I only come here if I’m looking for a sold-out game. …Ah, wait.”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong, Keita?”


  Suddenly, Keita gave me a resentful look for some reason.


  Just as I’m baffled by him, Keita continued.


  “<Kurikure 3>…”


  “Hmm? Eh? What’s wrong with that famous game released last year…?”


  At this point, with the surrounding environment, a blurry memory resurfaced inside my heart. …Yes, I remembered it. It was at this place where I…


  Keita sighed and mumbled as if he’s checking his answers with mine.


  “Chiaki, …last year, there’s only a single copy of <Kurikure 3> left here, and you bought it away…”


  “Ah, …I-I remembered that.”


  I quietly look away as sweat appeared on my face. Yes, …that happened back when Keita and I still treated each other as rivals. At that time, <Kurikure 3> was sold out. I got the last copy here. I think I even bragged to Keita…


  After Keita watched me look away awkwardly, he chuckled.


  “I feel like a lot of things happened between you and me last year, Chiaki.”


  “Y-Yeah. …Basically, we knew each other after last year’s spring.”


  “Yep, it’s right after I rejected Tendou-san’s invitation…”


  “…………”


  My heart ached for a moment when I saw Keita’s thinking everything based on the girl “Karen Tendou” so naturally. However, …I won’t give up because of trivial stuff like this anymore. Instead, I refused to admit defeat and tried to drag his mind to me.


  “B-But, I started interacting with Yama-san and Tsucchi as NOBE and Mono even earlier! Yes!”


  “Eh? Yep, y-you’re right. From this perspective, perhaps I knew you for the longest in the Game Hobby Club.”


  “Y-Yes, yes, yes, yes!”


  I’m nodding way too many times today! Keita’s a bit scared by my excitement, but he continued the conversation.


  “Come to think of it, at that time, that person, …right, Miyamoto-san was there too.”


  “Hmm? You’re saying…Miyamoto-san?”


  “Yep. I think his name is Satoshi Miyamoto. Think about it, he’s the handsome middle-aged uncle with me. …He’s quite unique in every way.”


  “Ah…”


  Right, I think I saw quite a bold person there. Also, I can subtly remember that I ran away since I freaked out at that guy’s boldness…


  Keita continued nostalgically.


  “In the end, I didn’t manage to buy <Kurikure 3> that day. ..I should say I gave it to that person at last.”


  “Oh, really? I feel like…I should apologize to you.”


  “It’s okay. I managed to buy it later. So, you don’t need to mind. Moreover, I was the one that decided to give it to Miyamoto-san. Let’s forget about that, Chiaki. <Kurikure 3>’s really a great game!”


  “Yeah, yeah! I think I brought it up at that time. That’s such a fantastic game! Right, Keita, did you know this!? <Kurikure 3>’s about to get a large DLC soon! I think they’re adding new classes!”


  “Eh, really!? Uwah, I’m looking forward to it! Thanks for telling me that!”


  “No problem. That’s nice! We have to try it, Chi- no, Mono!”


  “…! Yeah, Tsucchi!”


  Both of us walked towards the game shelf peacefully. During this time, I can feel a vengeful spirit looking at me from behind, so I turned around-


  “Hmm? Chiaki, what’s wrong?”


  “Ah, it’s nothing. …I think I just saw something passing right under my eyes just then…”


  “Why are you saying that like you saw a cockroach…?”


  “No, this time, instead of saying that it’s a cockroach, I think it’s a golden object quickly appearing and disappearing…”


  “What is that? It feels like it got a bunch of gold or experience. Chiaki, you’re spending too much time on games.”


  “…I guess so. Ah, we’re already here, Keita!”


  “Ah, really. Right, let’s start checking these out, Chiaki!”


  “Alright, alright!”


  



  Karen Tendou


  “U…UGGHHHH…!”


  “Told you.”


  A vengeful spirit is staring at the intimate couple behind the shelve gap, …that’s me, Karen Tendou. The younger siblings are staring at me, dumbfoundedly.


  Konoha-san shrugged helplessly and continued.


  “So, didn’t I tell you this before? Tendou-senpai, it’s meaningless for you to continue watching them.”


  “…H-Hiya, sheesh, what are you saying, Konoha-san? I’m the woman that always writes ‘self-control’ during free calligraphy training, Karen Tendou. At this point, I won’t be hurt by something so trivial…”


  “Hey, you kept biting your bag’s belt and stared at Amano-senpai with blood-lusting eyes. You aren’t fooling anyone.”


  “Please relax, Konoha-san. This leather is made with natural material, and I even wiped it with anti-bacterial towels before. It’s safe and reassuring when you bite it.”


  “Hey, it’s even scarier when you can consider this much calmly.”


  Konoha-san complained to me helplessly. Behind her, Kousei-kun sighed as well.


  “Uh, even though I allowed you to follow us, you have to be serious when it comes to stalking. We aren’t messing around.”


  Kousei-kun scolded me about weird stuff in a solemn tone. I answered with an “I got it.”


  “So, that’s why whenever I’m about to get discovered, I brilliantly ‘rolled and dodged’ to avoid them from seeing me, right?”


  “This is the first time that I saw someone dodging like that other than in games. That’s horrific.”


  



  “Please relax. I also considered hygiene. I used a ‘mid-air roll-dodge’ that’s 3 inches away from the ground. Moreover, there’s an invincible period during that as well.”


  “That’s already not what humans can do, right. Hardcore gamers are way too scary. Also, that’s not even the problem. I mean, your aura will naturally make them turn around.”


  “Ho, Kousei-kun, don’t underestimate Karen Tendou. If you were talking about ‘absolute despair,’ I already used that a long time ago.”


  “How could you use a move in mangas so naturally? No, that’s not what I want to talk about. Please don’t release your dark, jealously aura whenever they’re acting lovey-dovey. That can even make an ordinary person turn around and look at our side.”


  “Yep. I’m indeed amazing, right?”


  “You can just go home!”


  Kousei-kun got mad for some reason. …From my perspective, the Amano brothers both have weird triggers.


  When Kousei-kun and I were glaring at each other, Konoha-san tried to smooth things over. “Alright, alright.”


  “Anyway, we should observe onee-chan first, right. Tendou-senpai, please try to limit your jealousy when you’re looking at them. Also, don’t mind too much, Kousei. We aren’t actually discovered.”


  “…Understood.”


  We answered her unwillingly. Konoha-san sighed deeply alone.


  “Why am I the one with the most common sense here…? There are too many weirdos around me…”


  Even though I’m not sure what happened, she’s strongly radiating that “luckless person” aura recently.


  Anyway, the three of us calmed down and started peeking at Amano-kun again.


  On the 5th floor of the department store, we’re stalking Amano-kun at the kids’ clothing area next to the toys area. There’s some distance between us.


  Typically, we can’t hear what those two are talking about. However, right now, we’re…


  “Ah, Keita, Keita, isn’t this nostalgic?”


  “Hmm? …Ahh! Isn’t this one of the best RPGs in last year’s autumn!?”


  We can hear them clearly. …Of course, it’s not a superpower or anything.


  The medium that plays out their conversation is actually…


  “Yep, it looks like the app is working correctly.”


  …It’s from Kousei-kun’s smartphone.


  …Konoha-san and I secretly exchanged looks.


  …Hmm, …right. Yes, I understand. If the situation got a bit stabler, …it’s almost time for me to ask this. Yep.


  After Konoha-san and I looked at each other, I spoke up to Kousei-kun sheepishly.


  “Ah, …hey, Kousei-kun? I really want to ask this. Uh, that thing that can make us hear Amano-kun talking clearly, don’t tell me…that’s an eavesdropping-“


  “This is just an app for pranks.”


  Kousei-kun’s mouth cracked into a smile and interrupted me. …That’s horrifying.


  “Uh, but that clearly looks like an eavesdropping device using Amano-kun’s phone. Isn’t it slightly illegal when we can hear them talk-“


  “This is just an app for pranks between brothers. It’s just that onii-san doesn’t know someone’s listening to them.”


  “…No, so doesn’t that make it an eaves-“


  “It’s just a prank.”


  “…………”


  Konoha-san and I fell silent. When we’re trembling in fear of this overly ridiculous middle school boy, Kousei-kun sighed and comforted us.


  “Ay, actually, I usually won’t do this as well. This app is really just used for calls. Some kid from our relatives recommended us to install it.”


  “Then why is it…”


  “It’s because onii-san pressed the wrong button. He called us just then, and I bet it’s just a mistake. Then, I just pressed the accept button. Moreover, I think he turned his volume to the max. In the end, it miraculously turned into an eavesdropping device.”


  “I see…”


  I was relieved. From this perspective, Kousei-kun isn’t that unusual-


  “…So, Kousei, even though you knew it, you aren’t ending the call? Also, you even carefully muted the app on our side so that they can’t hear us…”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  …Kousei-kun smiled at us. We quickly looked away.


  Konoha-san and I can’t stop sweating as we peeked at Amano-kun and Chiaki-san.


  “…Yes, yes! Hiya, that part where he meets up with the protagonist from the last game is really exciting!”


  “Yeah! Many RPGs failed to round up the story when they involved the prequel’s plot. As for this sequel, it connected the story of the last game’s protagonist. The mood got really excited-“


  I can hear their cheerful conversation from Kousei-kun’s phone. As for him, …he got his phone close to us and asked with a devilish voice.


  “Well, can I end the call now? It’s okay, right? I’m ending it. Get ready…”


  “No, no, no, you don’t need to cut it so fast. This department store has Wi-Fi, after all!”


  “Exactly.”


  The middle schooler that’s smiling like Satan, and the high school girls looking away from guilt, …what’s wrong with this new year?


  Anyway, we’re still eavesdropping on those two at a corner of the kid’s clothing area. Luckily, there’s barely anyone around here, and I guess we aren’t bothering anyone too.


  As for Amano-kun and Chiaki-san, they kept browsing the games’ shelves together. The two are sincerely enjoying the “casualness” of selecting the games in a department store. …As a gamer, it’s not like I can’t understand how they feel. It’s because this isn’t a game store or shop that picks grand titles specifically. So, it really gives off that deep “it’s been a long time since I saw this game” feeling. That’s something you can experience in a department store!


  So, I’m quite interested in their conversation. However, that’s not the case for the younger siblings, who are not really fond of games.


  Konoha-san looks a bit fed up with the eavesdropped conversation as she spoke up.


  “By the way, Tendou-senpai, didn’t you react weirdly to what they said? Uh, I remembered…you did that when senpai and onee-chan talked about that Miyamoto-san.”


  “Eh? Ah, …that one?”


  Right. Chiaki-san looked over here, so I freaked out and forgot about that. …At that time, I discovered quite a shocking fact.


  I explained to Konoha-san with a bitter smile.


  “Uh, …it’s a bit complicated. To put it simply, the ‘Satoshi Miyamoto” they talked about…is my father.”


  “Eh?”


  The younger siblings froze. It’s rare to see this expression on their faces. Although I’m somewhat happy, I continued to explain.


  “I was pretty baffled at that time too. My father still managed to get a sold-out game even though he knows nothing about gaming.”


  Kousei-kun answered.


  “Ah, …I heard onii-san before. He gave the game to that person.”


  “Yes.”


  I can’t help but smile due to the warmth in my heart.


  “…Yeah, …Amano-kun was the one that gave me the game…”


  “…………”


  “Eh, don’t tell me Amano-senpai and that Miyamoto-san, …which is your father, met each other and even gave the game to him. Then, it ended up in Tendou-senpai’s hands? Also, you two didn’t know any of this until now?”


  “Yes. I think that’s all.”


  “Well, that’s some serious fateful encounter. You’re comparable to my onee-chan…”


  Konoha-san stopped in the middle of her sentence. …I guess she’s considerate of her onee-chan.


  I gave her a reassuring smile.


  “It’s indeed a fateful encounter, and I’m pretty happy about it too. But, please understand this, Konoha-san. To me, or to Chiaki-san’s love, …a fateful encounter doesn’t really matter that much anymore.”


  “It…doesn’t matter?”


  “Yeah. Isn’t it the truth? Perhaps Chiaki-san and I…got the chance because of fate or mistakes. However, at this point, we’re just hopelessly in love with Keita Amano. Even though our emotions can still be affected by fate, there’s no deeper meaning within it. The other parts…are more important.”


  “…Tendou-senpai, you…”


  Konoha-san squinted her eyes as if she saw something really bright.


  For some reason, Kousei-kun hmphed displeasingly.


  “…Hmph, …if you’re going to be the bad guy, why don’t you just play it well…”


  “Hmm? Kousei-kun?”


  “It’s nothing. I was saying you’re really a pain in the butt, …ex-girlfriend-senpai.”


  “Why are you suddenly mad at me!?”


  Ugh, it’s quite fatal when Amano-kun’s little brother hates me. …I need to work harder.


  (Huh? But I think this boy treated me as the “fake girlfriend” before. However, he said “ex-girlfriend” just then…)


  When I’m lost in thought, Amano-kun’s tone suddenly changed during their conversation.


  “…Right, Chiaki, there’s something, …uh, I have to tell you clearly. Can I say it, even though we’re at a place like this?”


  “Huh! A…A-Alright….”


  I can feel Chiaki-san’s nervousness and determination over the phone’s speaker.


  “…………”


  The three of us straightened our backs.


  Don’t we feel guilty from listening to the critical part of their conversation? Although we thought about that-


  Even so, we still made up our minds for something we simply can’t back down. We raised our ears to those two’s conversation.


  



  Chiaki Hoshinomori


  Oh, this is it?


  When Keita spoke up respectfully, this question appeared in my mind.


  I put the game box back onto the shelf. Then, I slowly stopped crouching and stood up before facing Keita. After we started browsing games, I let go of his hand to take the goods. Even so, that’s still one of the happiest moments in my life.


  However, after seeing him in such a solemn look, sigh, I guess it’s over. -I felt a bit lonely when I realized that.


  (…I bet…he’s talking about what happened on Christmas…)


  To me, that day was unforgettable in every way. That’s a day where he replied to my feelings that I thought would never be answered.


  Since that day, a tinge of warmth is lit inside my heart


  …Even though I understand that it’s a pretty “brutal” tinge of warmth, I still felt…very blessed.


  However, that illusion is about to end.


  Although I feel very lonely about that, I, …no, Karen-san and I already made up our minds…


  “…So, what do you want to talk about, Keita?”


  …We won’t ever avoid his true feelings.


  I looked at the boy’s eyes determinedly as I asked him. Then, Keita scratched his face…as if he made up his mind again. Then, he finally threw that topic out.


  “Actually, I want to become a <Hero>.”


  “…What?”


  I let out a confused noise after my shoulders lightened up. Suddenly, …I think I heard a similar reaction from behind…at the kids’ clothing area. However, I didn’t see anyone when I turned around. …Is something possessing us today?


  Keita ignored my confusion as he started searching the shelf again.  After a while, he said, “I found it!” …He grabbed a box of a famous RPG remake and showed it to me.


  “Look at this! It’s the third installment of a national RPG! There’s a personality test at the start of the remake, you remember that?”


  I started searching my memories after he said that.


  “Ah, …yeah. If I remember correctly, the events will change based on the simple questions you answered in the beginning. The personality of the hero protagonist is based on the player’s answer, right.”


  “Yes! Then, that personality will affect the hero’s stats. For example, your intelligence will increase when your test result is smart.”


  “Yeah, I remember that. That’s a nice design. …Uh, but, what’s up with that?”


  That system is pretty impressive, …but what are we talking about?


  After I tilted my head, Keita continued talking about the game.


  “Then, this test is quite strict. The different personalities yield varying results.”


  “…Yep. Although I’m not really sure, …I think that’s the case. From my memory, there are a bunch of personalities that give you positive modifiers. Still, there are many negative ones too.”


  “Exactly! So, it’s better to check out walkthroughs to pick the protagonist’s personalities from a simple gameplay perspective.”


  “I see.”


  I don’t understand what he’s trying to say.


  Keita looked at the back of the cover nostalgically and pressed on.


  “Then, I love <Hero> the most when it comes to the stats modifiers alone. Even though your intelligence will decrease, your power will skyrocket. That’s his personality.”


  “It’s a classical pick for a protagonist. I like characters that rely on his strength too.”


  “Right? I think it’s definitely better to be the <Hero>…”


  Keita said that as he put the box back onto the shelf. Later, he continued. “But…”


  “For me, if I’m playing the game according to my thoughts, without watching any personality test walkthroughs, my results are always <Honest Person>.”


  “I remembered that. …It’s a pretty versatile and normal personality, right?”


  “Yep, the modifiers are pretty bland both positively and negatively. So, I guess it’s not that boring.”


  T-That test result perfectly described Keita’s personality! The test is actually pretty accurate, right?


  After I chuckled, Keita followed with a bitter smile…as he continued.


  “However, …at that time, I hesitated for a while. In the end, I picked the <Honest Person> instead of the <Hero>.”


  “Eh? Is it okay for you to not choose the <Hero>?”


  “Yeah, it’s fine. I don’t think it’s cheating to spend your time picking the best personality. In other situations, I would choose to play relaxedly too. It’s just that…I can’t help but start the adventure that way.”


  “…Really?”


  Although I’m not sure where this is going, Keita’s concept fits his attitude very much. I feel like…my heart is warming up.


  But, as if he’s purposely trying to make me relax, Keita suddenly brought up the topic.


  “Then, …Chiaki, I want to talk about what happened on Christmas Eve.”


  “!”


  I held my breathing.


  Keita plopped his head down awkwardly.


  Actually, …I already have a rough idea of what he's going to say about that day.


  (…You’ll say that’s just a misunderstanding, right?)


  A serious and sincere boy like him is always loyal to Karen-san. He fell for Konoha’s trap, so he’s going to apologize and correct me. That’s why we’re hanging out today, right. …It’s because that’s what makes him Keita Amano.


  I…put my hands on my chest. Then, I took a deep breath and answered him.


  “Sure, what do you want to say?”


  “Uh, …well, even though I feel really sorry for saying this, …Chiaki, about what I said at that time-“


  “…Yes.”


  I have to raise my head and look at the ceiling. I closed my eyes…to prevent myself from breaking into tears since I don’t want to stress him.


  So, I waited for that fateful moment.


  As for Keita, …he said the answer with a clear tone.


  “Those are what I, Keita Amano, sincerely thinks. I hope no matter how much you misunderstood me, please don’t think I said that because I fell into Konoha-san’s trap.”


  “----Eh?”


  What he said was too shocking. I can’t help but look away from the ceiling and back to him.


  After that, …although he blushed slightly, he looked at me sincerely.


  He continued.


  “So, …Chiaki, I’m really sorry.”


  “…Eh? Uh, …what are you trying to apologize for?”


  “It’s because I’m a terrible person? I just told a girl that confessed to me, ‘I actually love you as well.’ That’s the worse thing a guy can do.”


  “Eh? It’s okay. …I…don’t think so…”


  Indeed, it’s just like the slight hope I felt during this week. Making me looking forward to that tinge of light is very brutal as well. I guess Keita’s apologizing for that. …Actually, he doesn’t know I’m just as happy if not more because of that.


  However, …even so, he still continued agonizingly.


  “However, although I understand this terrible conclusion benefits no one, even so, …even so, I have to be sincere to my feelings that day. -No matter how awful I’m, I still think I shouldn’t ignore this and move forward.”


  “Keita…”


  “So, Chiaki, I’m telling you this right here again.”


  At this point, Keita straightened his back uncharacteristically.


  …There’s not the slightest sense of embarrassment at all. The boy sincerely…said that.


  “Chiaki, right now, I see you as someone more than a friend. You’re a woman in my heart.”


  “…Okay.”


  Unbelievably, …this time, I didn’t freak out from embarrassment as well. I just smiled gently and accepted it. I was pretty happy with what he said. However, …since I understand the boy, I know what he’s going to say next.


  Keita looked a bit hesitant at this point. …Even so, he still continued with determined eyes.


  “However, no matter what, -the more important thing is, I still love Tendou-san.”


  “…Yes.”


  After that, …he’s so upset that his face wrinkled like he’s about to cry at any time. Even so, he still mustered that…brutal truth out.


  “…I love her more, …more than I love you.”


  “…Yes.”


  However, I accepted that with a smile.


  -He has to compare and rank people that he trusts the most.


  How torturing would that be to one’s soul? How many times did he blame and hurt himself during this week? He’s the most gentle boy that I know. At this point, ...I’m about to break into tears as well.


  However, that’s not the thing I should be doing now. It’s because right now, …no, no matter where I’m, there’s only one thing I should tell him.


  So, …I’m just the same as him. Even though I know no one benefits when I say that, even so, …I followed and conveyed my intense feelings for him.


  “Keita, …right now, I still really love you.”


  “…Yes.”


  “…I don’t want to…lose to Karen-san. I don’t want to…give up yet.”


  “…Yes.”


  Both of us fell silent for a moment.


  “…………” 


  …Actually, both of us really want to escape from this cruel game called love immediately. …It’s already not entertainment when the participants have to hurt each other as they move forward.


  However, …even so-


  As gamers, both of us…tried our best and smiled at each other.


  “Keita, I’ll go on the offensive now. This competition isn’t over yet.”


  “No, I’ll quickly end this competition. I’ll show you that I can date Tendou-san again.”


  “No, no, no, I’ll dash across the finish line before that, Keita.”


  “It’s not going to happen. I’ll go back to her first.”


  “Well, …in the end, we’re still opponents and rivals this year.”


  “Yep, …we’re opponents and rivals.”


  After we said that, both of us shook each other’s hands with a smile.


  …I think our new year wasn’t starting until right now.


  



  Karen Tendou


  “…………”


  The three of us looked at Amano-kun and Chiaki-san shaking hands as we fell silent.


  Kousei-kun didn’t say anything as he ended the call in shame. As for Konoha-san, she looked at her onee-chan and Amano-kun as if they’re unreachable.


  Then, I…


  “…Yep, right…”


  I made up my mind after seeing what those two did. Then, without bothering to consult Kousei-kun and Konoha-san, I quietly moved toward…Amano-kun and Chiaki-san.


  “Eh?”


  The younger siblings froze since they didn’t expect this. I ignored them and stepped forward. Then, I came next to those two as they finished shaking their hands and greeted them with a smile.


  “Amano-kun, Chiaki-san.”


  “Eh…?”


  Both of them freaked out as they turned to me. I smiled at their startled look.


  “Happy New Year, you two.”


  “H-Happy New Year…”


  While they hesitated for a while, they still greeted me humbly. I chuckled at their unchanging personalities and immediately followed it with another sentence.


  “What a coincidence. …Although I wanted to say that, I’m sorry. Actually, I’ve been following behind you two since a while ago.”


  “Eh?”


  “I’m sincerely sorry.”


  I bowed down and apologized for that. …Actually, I should apologize for eavesdropping on them too. However, Kousei-kun and Konoha-san will be dragged into this if I said it. So, …I sincerely said my apologies for stalking them.


  They looked at each other confusingly for a moment. …After that, unexpectedly, they chuckled.


  “Hey, it’s too late to say that at this point? There’s no need to apologize for things like this, Tendou-san. …Right, Chiaki?”


  “Yeah. How many awkward moments have we been through until right now? Especially when we’re just chatting in public normally this time. Well, come to think of it, we should be the ones to say sorry! We’ll never get mad at Karen-san!”


  “You guys…”


  They’re just as gentle as ever, and it almost made me cry.


  However, I managed to suppress this emotion and answered with a refreshing smile.


  “…Thank you.”


  “No sweat.”


  So, after we apologized to each other, I brought up the real topic.


  “Well, now’s that out of the way. …There’s something I want to suggest to you two. That’s why I came here.”


  “Hmm? You’re suggesting something to us?”


  “Yes.”


  Amano-kun and Chiaki-san tilted their heads in confusion.


  I closed my eyes and made up my mind again.


  After that, I opened my eyes determinedly and explained to them.


  “Should we set a time limit?”


  “Time limit?”


  They tilted their heads again. I continued. “Yes.”


  “Yes, a time limit. Chiaki-san and I, …no, this is for Amano-kun as well. Currently, everyone must feel like they are a lost child in love. Comparing this to a game, it’s like we have no idea where the next destination to trigger the plot is. So, we can only level up dazedly.”


  “Ah…”


  They accepted my analogy readily. …Uh, it’s really convenient when you can compare everything with gaming.


  I continued.


  “Sigh, even though I’m the one that broke up with Amano-kun. However, this chaotic competing state is also what I hoped for. …Ah, I’m beating around the bush. No matter what, I feel the ‘main story’ can’t progress no matter how much we leveled up.”


  “…Indeed.”


  “Even so, I’m not forcing everyone to answer my suggestion right now. That will just backfire. Uh, …think about it, I rejected Amano-kun again before. That slight change of mind got me. ….Ay, seriously, why did I reject it…? …Ah, sheesh…! If I accepted it at that time, right now, Amano-kun and I are already…!”


  “T-Tendou-san?”


  “Huh! Sorry, I’m losing it. Ahem. Uh, let me explain this again. The reason that I rejected him can be summarized in one sentence. It’s because I feel like we’re just halfway through the competition. Even though the first place can only be decided after 3 laps, Amano-kun gave me the impression that he decided who won based on the first lap’s result…”


  “I-I see…”


  These two are usually a bit dense towards others, but they immediately got the hint if I used gaming metaphors. While I’m glad to see that, is this really okay for them…?


  I cleared my throat and pressed on.


  “However, this wouldn’t end without a time limit. So, …please allow me to set up a time limit for this race of love during the new year.”


  “Ohh, …the president of the Game Club is incredible. …You’re so reliable!”


  They finally started clapping their hands admirably. …Although I can’t see it, I can feel Kousei-kun and Konoha-san giving us a dumbfounded look. “These people have to consider everything with gaming…” …I don’t care.


  I took a deep breath and puffed up my chest as I declared to them.


  “This competition- has to end two and a half months later on March 14, which is the White Day.”


  “Ohhh!”


  The two gamers gave a round of applause again. I can still feel that Kousei-kun and Konoha-san are suspecting and looking at us dumbfoundedly. “Are these really high schoolers talking about their relationship problems?” …But I don’t care! After all, this is our style!


  I pressed on.


  “Who’s feeling will Amano-kun respond to on that day? Let us make a conclusion to everything here!”


  I announced the rules of this race of love loudly. As for Amano-kun, he’s showing his intense passion for me.


  “I-In other words, as long as nothing changes until that day -and I don’t do anything extra. We can go back together when I remained loyal to Tendou-san, right!?”


  “E-Exactly.”


  “Well, perhaps I’m really confident about this match!”


  “!”


  S-Stop it. I-I can’t even properly stand if you’re saying those affectionate lines with sparkling eyes. …Moreover, you’re saying that right in front of Chiaki-san. I tried my best to withstand it.


  So, Chiaki-san mumbled as she started breathing heavily.


  “T-This means that all I need to do is conquer Keita before that day comes, right?”


  “Y-You’re right.”’


  “That’s absolutely no problem! It’s a piece of cake if I need to conquer Keita in two and a half months. I can easily win this, yes! After all, …I, Chiaki Hoshinomori, is a live walkthrough for his thoughts!”


  “I-Indeed…”


  After Chiaki-san acknowledged her feelings, she’s rapidly chasing behind me at a scary pace. Although I think it’s good to pick a beautiful date, that’s why I chose White Day as the time limit. …Perhaps I can’t deny the fact it’s too long.


  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


  …………


  I-I should just move up the deadline for a month and set it on Valentine’s Day-


  “Okay, I’ll give it everything I got! There are two and a half months before White Day. …I’ll follow the Three Don’ts. Don’t go out (casually), don’t say anything (randomly), and don’t argue (with people). I can make this through!”


  “M-Me too! There are two and a half months before White Day. …I’ll follow the Three Don’ts as well. Don’t distance myself (from others), don’t back down (for my love), and don’t forget to dress up. I’ll show you two I can make this through! Yes!”


  “Ah, r-really? G-Good luck, the two of you…”


  I-I can’t say it! At this point, they are entirely fired upon. As a hardcore gamer, I can’t say, “Should we move up the time limit?” That’s only something a fence sitter would say! Ugh…


  A strong wave of regret is sweeping me up right now, so I dropped my shoulders helplessly and said, “W-Well-“ Then, I turned around.


  “I-I’ll be leaving. …See you next time, Amano-kun, Chiaki-san.”


  “Yes! We’ll wish you a happy new year!”


  “O-Okay. I wish you a happy new year too.”


  I smiled stiffly before leaving the gaming shelves depressingly.


  …On my way, I guess Kousei-kun and Konoha-san thought it’s about time they meet up with their brother and sister. So, they walked towards me.


  They scolded me at the same time just as the two passed me.


  “Are you an idiot!?”


  “…Yeah, I thought so.”


  I sighed even more depressingly as I passed them. However, at this moment, I suddenly saw it. …While they are saying some mean things, their face showed a tinge of warmth.


  I walked for a while and turned back before heading down the escalator. …Those four met up with their families and started chatting happily. I mumbled alone.


  “…Even so, I’ll absolutely win this at last.”


  So, our “final battle” started like a casual match. While it’s calm, stable, and peaceful on the surface-


  -In reality, this marked the start of an all-out battle where no one wants to give their victory to others.


  Chapter 2: Aguri and Efficient Youth Walkthrough


  “We’re…already over, Aguri-san.”


  “H-How…? Amanocchi, I don’t want to…”


  The girl sat on the opposite end of the table as she begged me with tears in her eyes.


  However, I still shook my head coldly and rejected her.


  “We already knew this from a long time ago, right? We…can’t take this anymore.”


  “It’s not like that at all! I-I…I can still- Ugh…”


  During this time, Aguri-san suddenly looked like she’s about to vomit and covered her mouth.


  I stared at her displeasedly and answered.


  “Look, …isn’t this the consequence of our ‘ big mistake’ here…?”


  “D-Don’t be so mean! I can’t believe you’re saying this treasure as a mistake…!”


  Aguri-san stroked her slightly bigger stomach lovingly inside her dress, seemingly for pregnant women. However, …even so, I still glared at her stomach fiercely.


  “…I’m not paying any responsibility…!”


  “Huh!? How could you!? Amanocchi, but you’re half responsible for my stomach…!”


  “Hmph, who knows…? I bet you got that from somewhere else. Right?”


  “Huh! I-I can’t believe you. …You’re so mean!”


  “It’s all because of you!”


  I can’t help but smack the table loudly. The ice in the glass is bumping into each other.


  Aguri-san fell into a silent depression. The other customers are peeking at us frequently.


  However, …even so, …I really understand how they think of me right now. Still, I spewed out my sincere and angry feeling to her!


  “You’re the one that decided to challenge this <Timed, Couple-only Giant Sundae Eating Contest!> Why are you crying on your 5th bite!? I’m the one that’s supposed to be crying!”


  I glared at the giant sundae placed in front of us majestically! The other customers must be feeling, “Sigh, another stupid couple decided to challenge this…” They looked at us dumbfoundedly.


  As for Aguri-san, …she started stroking her stomach gently and mumbled again.


  “Sheesh, …I can’t believe you’re not acknowledging this stomach of mine…!”


  “That’s my line! Our eating ratio is 8:2 right now! My stomach should be the one that’s respected as the product of hard work, right!”


  I stood up as I said that. My stomach is about to explode.


  However, Aguri-san touched her at max “slightly enlarged” stomach preciously.


  “Amanocchi, everything inside here is…love.”


  “Huh?”


  “…This is because I couldn’t handle it. …So, I created this product of love with noodle sandwiches!”


  “You came before with a stomach full of noodle sandwiches, right!? Seriously!? You got to be kidding me!”


  “I’m not kidding you. …This is love, …two servings of love.”


  “Two? Hey, why the hell did you think you can still challenge the eating contest in this state!?”


  “Ay, anyway. Well, if there’s something that I miscalculated today, …it should be that I overestimate Amanocchi’s combat power.”


  “Okay, you’re going to die here.”


  At last, I finally spewed out the harshest sentence of my life. A tinge of nervousness flashed inside the family restaurant.


  Aguri-san also freaked out too, so she comforted me with a gentle smile.


  “A-Alright, calm down, Amanocchi. …I’ll pay 20% of the bill too.”


  “Eh, why are you only paying 20%!?”


  “It’s based on how much we ate on our own.”


  “It’s even worse when it sounds reasonable at first! No! You should at least help me pay half!”


  “Ehhh, …it can’t be helped. How about we just split the bill? You owe me one, Amanocchi.”


  “Okay, call your ex-boyfriend here and you two will die together.”


  “I’ll pay today! Yes! Please let me pay for everything!”


  Aguri-san looked at my vengeful eyes as I raised my fork stained with sundae against her before deciding to back down. …Sheesh.


  I sighed as I still decided to help pay half of the bill. Then, I glared at her. As for Aguri-san, she replied to me with a bitter smile.


  During this time, a timer’s nose can be heard. After a while, the waiter came to our seat with the timer and looked at the sundae. She announced the failure of our attempt. Then, she calmly left the bill down and left.


  We let out a complaining sigh that almost sounded a burp.


  “…I don’t want to see sundaes and noodle sandwiches for now.”


  “You’re fed up with noodle sandwiches too? Where did your love go?”


  “My love is both magical and mysterious. …Right now, I’m in love with slightly bitter black tea.”


  “90% of your love is based on appetite. …Sheesh, …well, I’ll get you a cup.”


  “Wow, Amanocchi. I love you!”


  “Yes, yes, yes, I love you too.”


  I casually answered as I walked towards the drink bar. The two of us share the cheapest love in this world.


  I quickly poured coffee for myself and a cup of Assam black tea with less hot water. After that, I went back to the seat, and both of us took a sip.


  “…Phew.”


  The sweetness in our mouth was neutralized. After we took a break, we grabbed the spoons for a sundae and started digging in the fresh cream and ice cream. …While we failed the challenge, basically, we don’t really want to leave anything behind. Even though we like to mess around, …we’re still pretty lawful and obedient people. Aguri-san and I are both like that.


  However, from our rate of consumption, we’ll be fighting for a long time here. So, the family restaurant meeting entered its delayed phase due to us dragging our feet.


  “Sigh, …the winter holidays right after the new year is the most enjoyable moment for northern students. Yet, why am I licking fresh cream that I don’t even want with Amanocchi here?”


  “That’s entirely supposed to be my line. I was playing video games back home…”


  Around an hour and a half ago, it’s 3 PM. After I finished the homework and chores for that day, I was excited to enjoy my blessed gaming time. Then, things started happening. Aguri-san told me-


  “Please, Amanocchi, come to the family restaurant with me. You’re the only one I can rely on...”


  I received this emotional message. As her friend, of course, I immediately dashed out of the door. In the end, …this is what happened.


  I slowly put bits of sundae cream into my mouth as I continued.


  “I thought something happened between Uehara-kun and you again…”


  “Eh? That’s impossible. Tasuku is on a trip with his family right now. I’m indeed super lonely when I can’t be together with him. However, we’re really lovey-dovey since the start of this year, even after we broke up! This is just between Tasuku and me! Hoho, we aren’t like some stupid gamers with a twisted temper. I was thinking, should I hand out the Labears finally-“


  “Seriously, can I go home now?”


  This is a rare holiday. Why must I fill my stomach with sundae when I don’t even want to? And then, why must I spend money to listen to a gal showing off her love? If this is an interpersonal relationship, it’s okay for me to remain a loner forever. At this point, this is what I genuinely think.


  I almost stood up and left, and Aguri-san tried to comfort me.


  “Alright, alright, calm down, young man. It’s been a long time since we came to the family restaurant, right?”


  “Ay, I guess so…”


  I sat down unwillingly. Aguri-san took a sip of black tea and continued.


  “Luckily, there’s a lot of time today. Onee-san will show you a trick.”


  “Hoho, …yes, a trick.”


  Aguri-san put the cherry on the sundae into her mouth along with the stalk. Then, she looked at me with a somewhat provoking and flirty face. She started twisting her tongue and playing with the cherry. It seems like she’s trying to show me that famous trick of tying the cherry stalk with her tongue.


  “…………”


  As for me, I just stared at her blankly.


  So, around a minute later, …Aguri-san, …she grabbed a tissue and put it near her mouth. “Belch…!” She looks like she’s about to vomit for a second, and then the girl screamed at me with teary eyes.


  “I-I’m definitely good at kissing! Stupid Amanocchi!”


  “I feel like you’re messing everything up. Why don’t you just not do that in the first place…?”


  “B-But, Amanocchi, I’m an admirable onee-san in your eyes…”


  “Hiya, what’s with that line that I can’t pretend I didn’t hear it? I request an immediate apology from you right now.”


  “But I want you to believe what I said. Amanocchi, …I’m super good at kissing.”


  “Who cares. I don’t want to know that.”


  “After all, I’m the one that finishes udon and ramen the fastest in my family. Do you know that?”


  “I’m shocked at this mysterious evidence.”


  “I’ll definitely melt people’s soul when I kiss them. It’s going to melt once it entered my mouth. It’s going to be turned into liquid.”


  “That’s literally a special ability of a weirdo from an evil organization.”


  “Ah, but I do want to apologize to you.”


  “For what?”


  “No matter how much Amanocchi is worshipping me, …uh, my lips…only belong to Tasuku. Ah, this is embarrassing!”


  “Hiya, what’s with this emotion of mine?”


  “Weird? Amanocchi, is that emotion what you call jealousy-“


  “Ah, no, I realized it’s a desire to kill.”


  “Don’t grab a fork while smiling! You’re really scary today, Amanocchi!”


  “It’s because I’m super annoyed today!”


  “You dump your anger over others because your relationship is a mess. This is terrible!”


  “You look down on your friend because your relationship is going well. A girl like you is pretty terrible too!”


  “Who’s looking down on you!? I’m just…”


  “You’re just?”


  “I’m just…too bored during the winter holidays. So, I want to teach a poor otaku something while messing with him!”


  “I can’t be despised any further! What’s this!? Don’t act all high just because you kissed-“


  “Eh, what did you say? I haven’t even kissed anyone yet.”


  “What a shocking confession! Hey, then who gave you the privilege to talk about kissing skills all high and mighty?”


  “Udon and ramen.”


  “Are you really constructing your love on such weak foundations!?”


  “Well, honestly, I thought we can pass this eating contest based on how fast I can eat udon and ramen too.”


  “Aren’t udon and ramen taking too big of a role in your life!?”


  “…It’s more like, I feel like eating spaghetti when I’m talking about this, Amanocchi.”


  “Isn’t it udon and ramen!?”


  “Ah, waiter. I’m sorry. Uh, well, …I would like a bowl of fries.”


  “Where are the noodles!?”


  The waiter looked at me, who’s yelling at the top of his lungs, and just said, “It’ll be here right away.” After that, he left without any hesitation. …It looks like this family restaurant is already used to dealing with Aguri-san and me.


  After we got the extra dish, I let out a huge sigh and continued.


  “Let’s put those kissings aside first. …I do feel that you’re willing to share this with me. Uh, Aguri-san, thank you.”


  “Yep. It’s just that, Amanocchi, I hope you can remember that I’m super good at kissing before going home.”


  “Ah, yes, yes, yes, I got it. Well, I’ll help you tell Tendou-san, Chiaki, and Uehara-kun. ‘Aguri-san’s super good at kissing!’ Like that, alright?”


  “Yeah, that sounds nice! You should tell everyone how attractive my kiss is!”


  Aguri-san crossed her arms and hmphed.


  We just scooped the sundae for a while silently as we drank our beverages…


  “…………”


  …So, around a minute after, …we dropped our spoon temporarily.


  -Suddenly, both of us bulged our eyes and screamed at the top of our lungs.


  “THIS IS THE PROBLEM!”


  We realized we almost planted the seed of another misunderstanding. Our hearts are shivering.


  “This is wrong! I finally saw it! This is the crap we pulled in the past!”


  “Seriously, we’re so stupid! Why did I help to increase the suspicions on myself!?”


  “Yeah! B-But, I guess you can say we grew up when we realized it at this point!”


  “Y-Yes! Amanocchi, we’re different than last year!”


  “Exactly! From this perspective, this year’s guaranteed to have fewer misunderstandings!”


  Aguri-san and I imagined the following “peaceful year” for a while.


  So, after that, we started chatting again.


  “Sigh, in reality, the current issue for us…isn’t even caused by misunderstandings in the first place.”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  Aguri-san put a spoon in her mouth and looked up.


  “Indeed, …no one is stubbornly misunderstanding anything right now.”


  “We have to add that it’s from what we can observe, though. Anyway, there’s no misunderstanding to solve anymore. However, that’s why…”


  “Yep, …we can say all of us already entered an even more tricky realm.”


  Aguri-san dropped her shoulders. She’s swinging the sundae spoon like a whip and said.


  “Amanocchi, right now, Tasuku didn’t ‘misunderstand’ the relationship between you and me. While he didn’t, …he did urge me to think about this seriously.”


  “It’s more or less the same for Tendou-san. She didn’t ‘suspect’ the relationship between Chiaki and me. However, she’s also urging me to think about this.”


  After we confirmed what we’re going through, …both of us sighed loudly.


  “Honestly, it’s annoying.”


  Since we’re the “rejected” side, …that’s the only sincere thought we have.


  Aguri-san knocked the tip of the sundae glass with her spoon lightly.


  “Coincidentally, we’re just like this, right?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Let say this giant sundae is our hearts, then, those two would want to see the “I love Tasuku” and “Amanocchi loves Tendou-san” at the bottom of the glass.”


  “Ah, …I see. I guess you’re right.”


  “Then, …we’re the one that served this sundae out. Moreover, before we finished the sundae, no, before we even started this love goose chase, the answer is already evident. We know the truth at the bottom of the glass.”


  “We all know that.”


  “However, those two asked us to show them the bottom of the glass after we finished the sundae. Also, they are not even going to be the ones to eat. Instead, Amanocchi and I have to finish that on our own.”


  “Ah…”


  This incredible metaphor made me stop eating the sundae. …The inside of my mouth is helplessly sweet now.


  Aguri-san and I chugged the drink at the same time and exhaled. …We mumbled.


  “What a pain…”


  Of course, we didn’t mean to “throw” this quest away. There’s no need to say it.


  However, that’s why…we can’t help but complain right now.


  I leaned back to take a break. After that, I gave Aguri-san a heads up before starting to play on my smartphone.


  During this time, there’s a new quest for <GOM>. Mono, which is Chiaki, is online as well. I mumbled, “Well, I’ll play with Chiaki first.” Aguri-san, who’s also on her phone, smiled bitterly.


  “Amanocchi, if Tendou-san’s with your right now, what you said would piss her off a little bit. You should mind that. She’ll deduct your points.”


  “Ah, …yes. Sorry…”


  Aguri-san reminded me. …Indeed, it’s just like what she said. Right now, the “Don’t go out casually, don’t say things randomly, and don’t argue with people” rule is active. I would be in violation of “Don’t say things randomly” now. I need to be careful…


  No, it’s more like, before I take that into consideration…


  I continued playing and answered Aguri-san.


  “Well, if we’re being thorough, us meeting like this today would be deducting our score, right? Even though it wouldn’t cause a decisive misunderstanding. …Using the giant sundae as a metaphor, it’s like we just squeezed even more cream onto it.”


  “Ah…”


  Aguri-san still looked at her phone as her face darkened a bit.


  “Yeah. Perhaps it’s like what you just said. …I’m sorry, Amanocchi.”


  “Eh? Ah, it’s okay. You don’t need to apologize for anything. I’m…”


  I still looked at my phone and even scratched my cheeks. …I continued.


  “…Uh, …honestly, I feel…pretty happy too…”


  “…R…Really…?”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  Both of us continued paying attention to our phones silently. I’m playing with Chiaki.


  As for Aguri-san, …I guess she’s texting Uehara-kun. …If that’s the case, did she tell him that she’s in the family restaurant with me now? I can’t get this off of my head.


  So, -we looked at each other. Both of us quickly grabbed our spoons as if we’re trying to cover up the awkwardness.


  “A-Alright, let’s finish this up, Aguri-san.”


  “S-Sure.”


  The cream is already stained with grey from the chocolate sauce. We quickly sent them into our mouths one at a time.


  In the end, our pace immediately slowed down. Just as I’m slowly moving the spoon, the fries that Aguri-san ordered came. While it’s a nemesis for our stomach, it’s a savior for our sweetened mouth.


  We neutralized the sweetness with the saltiness of the fries as we gradually cleared the sundae. As a result, -I’m afraid this is much easier than eating the sundae alone. We ate it all up.


  We let out a burp in fullness as we stroked our stomachs. Then, we started dealing with the remaining fries.


  Aguri-san pinched a small piece of fries with her index finger and thumb and mumbled.


  “…Amanocchi, going to the family restaurant with you is like this.”


  “Oh, …I see. I get it.”


  I nodded as I pinched another stroke of fries too. However, Aguri-san pressed on.


  “This is indeed extra. However, there are still more benefits to me…”


  “Yeah. I can barely manage to keep myself together because of talking to you.”


  Usually, a loner like me can never handle a relationship problem. In reality, I’m having a bad time from Christmas to the new year. The more I think about Tendou-san and Chiaki, the more I hate myself…


  However, after I chatted with Aguri-san, although it didn’t solve anything, I feel a whole lot better. I guess this helped me to loosen a bit.


  I looked at the empty sundae glass. …Come to think of it, I felt pretty stupid for watching the outside world when I left my house. Right now, …I’m sincerely relieved that I did.


  Aguri-san scooped up the remaining tomato sauce with the fries and put it in her mouth. Then, she mumbled with a complicated expression.


  “But…I think you shouldn’t focus on one thing too much.”


  “Yeah. …Sigh, except gaming.”


  “Why!? Isn’t gaming the worst when you’re playing too much!?”


  “Aguri-san, let’s stop fighting over this. This isn’t about who’s right and wrong.”


  “No, I’m absolutely being reasonable about this one!”


  “Wars are born from people with a stiff mind like you.”


  “Jitakukeibins are born from people with a corrupted mind like you!” [Note: The word means “home security” literally. It has the same meaning as NEET.]


  We hmphed and glared at each other. However, …we quickly chuckled.


  Aguri-san put the last fries into her mouth and said, “Alright!” She grabbed the bill and stood up.


  “The fries time is over. It’s time for us to go, Amanocchi.”


  “Alright, …also, are you really paying today?”


  “I should be the one to ask this. …Amanocchi, are you really trying to make me pay for all of it?”


  “…Sigh, let’s split the bill.”


  “Wow, you’re the best, Amanocchi! Love you!”


  “The value of love is freefalling…”


  Even though Aguri-san’s love can be acquired by noodle sandwiches.


  After we paid, we left the family restaurant and strolled towards the station.


  It’s just 5 PM, yet the sky is already getting dark. The lanterns of a chain bar on the opposite of the road are shining.


  Aguri-san got her scarf on as she walked next to me and said, “Ugh, it’s cold!” 


  “Hiya, I want somebody to warm me up in a night like this, Amanocchi.”


  “No, I’m not familiar with a human’s temperature at all, so I never thought about that.”


  “…Really, …ay, me too.”


  “I see.”


  …It doesn’t feel like we dated anyone. What an empty conversation.


  So, after we walked silently for a while, Aguri-san said, “Ah, right.” She stroke up a conversation with me a bit unnaturally.


  “A-Actually, there’s another reason why I want to come to the restaurant today. Eh, Amanocchi, listen to me. Actually, since yesterday, someone horrifying showed up in my house-“


  It sounds like unimportant chatter, and it’s going to last for a while. Although I felt a bit sorry for Aguri-san, I still interrupted her.


  “…Aguri-san, can you listen to me first?”


  “Ehh? What’s wrong? You sound so serious.”


  Aguri-san tilted her head and asked me innocently. As for me, …I stared at the starless sky and took a deep breath. -Then, I managed to say that out loud.


  “-Can we stop coming to the family restaurant like this for a while?”


  “……………”


  Aguri-san got uncharacteristically quiet. I still stared at the night sky as I continued.


  “In conclusion, this is like sundae and fries. We treat meetings like this as a way to heal our wounds. So, I feel kind of bad for requesting that. …No, I should say, that’s why I want to say this.”


  “…Amanocchi, explain yourself.”


  Aguri-san didn’t get angry or tried to brush it off casually. Instead, she asked me calmly.


  As for me, …I looked away from the sky and towards the station far ahead.


  “Like what I’ve said before, right now, I made up my mind. It’s going to last all the way until the White Day that Tendou-san promised. …During this period, I’ll keep myself from going out, saying stuff, and arguing with others. To put it simply, I won’t act before I think like I used to.”


  “Eh, Amanocchi, I didn’t know you’re aware that you always act before you think. What a surprise.”


  “Ugh, ..after all, …I messed up some serious things. The least I can do is…”


  “Oh.”


  Aguri-san still answered me like she’s not interested.


  I cleared my throat and continued.


  “So, …Aguri-san, hanging out with you is a relief for me. It’s irreplaceable, and I’m super happy too. However, …that’s why I think I need to restrain myself to achieve the true ending I want. Right now, …I wish to avoid distancing myself from Tendou-san’s finishing line. So…”


  I said that as I looked at Aguri-san. So, she…nodded with a smile.


  “It’s fine. Amanocchi, I think you’re pretty amazing.”


  “Thank you! Well…”


  “Yep, let’s stop meeting like this for a while. Ah, …but…”


  At this point, …a tinge of loneliness is floating in Aguri-san’s eyes as she looked at me.


   “Even though you’re nothing but a blockhead, I don’t hate that way of yours…”


  “…Eh?”


  I can’t help but stop after hearing what she said. Yet, Aguri-san immediately said sorry and laughed.


  “Don’t mind that. I was just mumbling to myself. Yep, anyway, about us stop hanging out for a while, yep, I got it!”


  “Eh? Ah, okay. …Thanks. Also, …I’m sorry.”


  “Why are you apologizing? I’m your onee-san, and I shall support a young man chasing after his love with everything I got! You can do this, Amanocchi!”


  “A-Alright, I…will try my best. R-Right, Aguri-san, you were in the middle of something, right? Sorry, I think I interrupted you. Well, what were you talking about?”


  “Eh? Ah, …hmm, it’s nothing. It’s nothing big, anyway! Everything’s okay! Yes!”


  “R-Really?”


  So, my head remained lowered as I took a step.


  …For some reason, although I’m the one that asked for it, …my heart is getting restless.


  (Did I…misunderstand something?)


  I tried to recheck everything after I calmed down.


  I want to go out with Tendou-san. To do that, I have to prove my feelings. If that’s the case, I need to dash towards that goal wholeheartedly. For that, …I should avoid misunderstandings at all costs. It’s because that’s the right thing to do. It’s the correct answer.


  …………


  …No matter how many times I thought about it, I still can’t find any mistakes. If there’s really one, perhaps it’s my weak mind for thinking that I made a mistake.


  When I fell silent, Aguri-san suddenly gasped, “Ah.” She stopped.


  “Right, I have to go to the pharmacy.”


  “Eh? Ah, really? Well, I can go with-“


  I can’t help but stop in the middle of my suggestion. So, Aguri-san smiled understandingly and patted my shoulder.


  “Sigh, Amanocchi, you’re so inconsiderate! Girls always don’t want boys to see what they’re buying!”


  “Eh? Ah, s-sorry…”


  That’s true. Even though that’s true, …well…


  When I’m standing there with a complicated smile, Aguri-san waved at me and ran away. She has to cross the road before the lights turn red.


  “Bye, Amanocchi! Next time, …uh, I’ll see you at the school or the Hobby Club!”


  “O-Okay! Next time, ..see you at the school or the Hobby Club…”


  I waved powerlessly, and then I watched Aguri-san disappear from my view.


  So, just like that, she turned next to a building and left. …I suddenly remembered.


  “…Isn’t there a pharmacy in the station too?”


  …No, she must’ve got a regular pharmacy she often visits. That’s where she can earn points for a discount. Yep, that’s it. Exactly, it can’t be wrong.


  “…Let’s go home.”


  …………


  …Why?


  Even though I’m taking the shortest route, the station feels especially far to me today.


  Chapter 3: Tasuku Uehara and Troublesome Quest


  Come to think of it, having too many friends isn’t exactly a good thing as well.


  I, Tasuku Uehara, can’t get that off of my mind recently.


  Fate is indeed a helping hand. Of course, it’s fantastic when people can help you every time. The reason that heroes in fantasy RPGs can defeat the demon king is mostly because of that. It’s a power called friendship.


  However, while I acknowledged that power, …I also thought about this-


  There should be a bunch of bad points with knowing a lot of people.


  Indeed, the hero received great help from all across humanity. But that’s directly connected to a source of stress called expectation.


  Just look at those celebrities, you do hope for their bright and charming lives, right. However, they have to wear sunglasses and masks in their private lives. Honestly, it’s not that envious.


  What am I trying to say? Well, to be honest, it’s just that having a bunch of friends doesn’t necessarily mean that you have a fulfilling life!


  “Oh, …I see.”


  After I said all of that, I heard a dumbfounded and deflated reaction on the other side of the phone.


  It’s the last Monday of the winter holiday, 2 PM


  I’m standing at the corner of the supermarket parking lot. I bent my back as I told this to the person, …Keita Amano.


  “Get it, Amano? A hero has his own responsibilities. So, sometimes, people have to give him mental support as well. Right? As one of my people, you think this is correct too?”


  “Who’s one of your people? Uh, I do admit I was born as a peasant…”


  “My people, how about I ask you this? What should people do when the king is under threat?”


  “…Uh, sorry, Uehara-kun. I want to play video games, so can I cut the call already?”


  “Why!? Did you even listen to what I said!?”


  “Yeah, I figured this out after hearing you. Ah, it’s going to be a waste of time talking about this. That’s my judgment.”


  “That’s mean! I can’t believe you’re this cold to your best friend! How inhumane!”


  “No, no, no, I was the one that suddenly got a phone call. Then, I was forced to listen to the bad points of having too many friends and theories about the king and people. You should think about how I feel too…”


  “I-It can’t be helped. It’s because I’m also hesitating how I should talk about the real topic…”


  “Hesitating on the topic? Ah, …is it about girls again?”


  “Hey, don’t say it like I’m always mixing with girls. It’s not.”


  “Wait!? It’s not!?”


  “That’s cold! Ah, that’s enough! I’m not calling you because of that.”


  I scratched my head repeatedly. So, Amano sighed deeply on the other side of the phone. After that, his tone changed to a more gentle one.


  “So, what’s wrong, Uehara-kun? I’ll do everything I can if that’s helping you.”


  “Amano…”


  No matter what, he’s such a warm person. Although I almost wanted to cry, …I managed to suppress the feeling.


  So, after a moment of brewing, -I told him my wish.


  “-Amano, …I really want to see you right now. No matter how.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  The other side of the phone replied to me with silence. It lasted for nearly 10 seconds.


  …A passionate breath can be heard from the speaker.


  “…I see. I got it. …Well, I’ll tell Tendou-san that she doesn’t need to wait until White Day. I’ve already decided on my route.”


  “Yep, even though I have no idea what you’re talking about. Please remain calm, Amano.”


  I stopped Amano with my overwhelming instinct. However, of course, he doesn’t seem to be serious too. So, he concluded to me while sighing.


  “Uh, in other words, you want me to hang out with you, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s partially right.”


  “…Sigh, if that’s the case, I’m sorry. I’m still quite busy today. When it’s this sudden, I didn’t even prepare myself. It’ll take some time for me to go out. Moreover, I’m in the ‘I shouldn’t mess with anyone’ month right now-“


  “Amano.”


  I interrupted Amano when he’s explaining. Then, I told him this calmly.


  “Listen to me, I know what you mean. So, it’s fine for you to reject it. Although it’s okay, …at last, please let me tell you what’s happening here.”


  “What’s happening? Why are you bringing that up now…? Ah, right, I still didn’t understand why did you talk about knowing too many friends is bad.”


  “Yeah, aren’t you curious?”


  “Yep, I do. …However, I guess it’s that pattern again, right. I bet you bumped into the Hoshinomori sisters or someone else, and then you can’t deal with them alone. So, that’s why you asked me for help…”


  Amano showed his “just a little bit off” theorizing.


  Currently, I’m indeed like what he said. I bumped into someone I know while I’m taking a walk. Also, I was forced to stick with them for a long time due to some reasons. …Moreover, I’m so terrible at dealing with them that I’m about to explode.


  From this sense alone, Keita Amano’s answer is perfect. As long as it’s not related to his love, this guy is godly intelligent. According to the conflict type, perhaps he’s qualified to be an armchair detective as well. …That’s why I need him more than ever in this situation.


  I smiled mischievously and answered Amano.


  “Yeah, your answer is entirely correct. Amano, you’re really smart. You’re indeed a twisted otaku that can only observe people from afar since you’re envious. As long as you’re not related, your observation and insight are this brilliant.”


  “I’m hanging up.”


  “Sorry.”


  I apologized obediently. Amano sighed and continued.


  “Anyway, I feel pretty sorry for you if you encountered stuff like that. …However, I can only mourn you right now. I’ve dealt with the Hoshinomori sisters on my own before too. So, it’s just your turn now, coincidentally. Uehara-kun, just suck it up and deal with it yourself-“


  “It’s just that, from my perspective, you made a decisive mistake.”


  I interrupted Amano again and pressed on.


  “The Hoshinomori sisters aren’t the ones I’m with now-“


  Then, I took a deep breath…and revealed those unexpected members.


  “They are Eiichi Mizumi, Gakuto Kase, and Kousei Amano. -It’s super awkward to be with these guys.”


  “I’m going there right now.”


  The call ended here. It looks like Amano finally realized he’s the necessary “connection” here. …Yes, everyone should know an observant friend. I’m about to cry.


  I wiped the tears at the corner of my eyes as I put my phone into my pocket. After that, I looked at the opposite side of this convenience store. …Those three guys are waiting for me next to the arcade.


  “…Let’s go.”


  So, I, Tasuku Uehara, a man that made up his mind and retook the first step-


  …To me, this is just the start of the day where I’m surrounded by the most awkward friends I know.


  *


  Amano rushed to the arcade at an impressive speed 8 minutes after he hung up. From what I’ve heard, it seems that his parents were coincidentally driving to get some stuff.


  Even so, Amano still went through a series of hassles. He tried to press down his raised hair a couple times, but they wouldn’t behave. Then, he looked up to us slightly and said, “So…”


  “…Uh, …it’s quite embarrassing to ask this suddenly. …What’s happening right now?”


  “We want to know as well.”


  “Aha, …ha, …sigh.”


  A group of boys full of characteristics is standing at the arcade rest area. -Mizumi, Kase-senpai, Kousei, and me. As for Amano, he’s right in front of the four of us with a tired and lethargic look. After that, Amano looked towards. -There’s even a little doll-like girl in goth loli clothing pinching the bottom of his shirt. …This is what we call chaos.


  “-Onii-chan, can I ask you this immediately. …Are you a ‘useful’ person?”


  “…Uh, well…? S-Sorry, can I ask who you are?”


  “Oh, my apologies. I’m Mii, 7 years old. Right now, at this moment, I’m lost.”


  “L-Lost?”


  “Yes, ..no, perhaps it’s even worse. I lost my way, and I’m surrounded by ‘useless’ onii-chans. This is a…disaster.”


  “Uh, …this is a disaster?”


  “Yes, a disaster.”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  Amano and the girl- Mii, looked at each other for a while. Then, sweat appeared on his forehead as he glanced at us again. He threw the same question at us once more.


  “S…So, what is happening right now!?”


  After we heard his question-


  The four of us…smiled- Immediately after that, we almost broke into tears as we yelled back.


  “We want to know what is happening right now too!”


  “Sheesh…”


  Only the little girl is shaking her head dumbfoundedly in front of the 5 embarrassing high school boys.


  “I see. …I understood the situation now, but please allow me to memorize it.”


  So, 5 minutes have passed after that. Amano’s sitting on the bench in the rest area and looked at everyone.


  We nodded, and Amano began relaying the information immediately.


  “First of all, …Uehara-kun and Kousei were minding their own business initially, but they bumped into each other. …Then, you two started an argument for some reason. In the end, you guys decided to sort this out in the arcade. …Is that right?”


  Kousei and I nodded. Amano continued.


  “At that time, on the other side, Mizumi-kun was thinking ‘why don’t I get some new games’ during the holiday. So, you invited Kase-senpai to the arcade.”


  “Yes.”


  Kase-senpai and Mizumi nodded. Amano continued.


  “Also, on the other side, you, …the kid named Mii Fushiguro, you got separated with your mother around here. Then, you eventually got to the arcade when you’re wandering around aimlessly.”


  “Carbonic acid, I love.”


  The doll-like girl is sitting on Amano’s lap. She didn’t answer his question. Instead, she’s just holding the can with both of her hands and sipping slowly. …By the way, I think Amano got that drink for himself. …Wow, the man looked down upon by a little girl 5 minutes after they met, Keita Amano.


  He sighed and continued.


  “I knew what happened for now. …Even so, typically, this isn’t an anime or video game. Is it possible for everyone’s fate to be tangled up together like this?”


  “Exactly.”


  Kousei and I answered at the same time. However, at this point, …Kase-senpai’s glasses flashed coldly. He pointed his thumb at the charming boy standing next to him.


  “You should know this, Keita Amano. Today, this guy, …Mizumi, is together with me. Let’s forget about bumping into someone I know first. We can call encountering this ‘troublesome’ fate a reasonable conclusion, right.”


  “Eh, it’s my fault!?”


  Eiichi Mizumi bulged his eyes when someone suddenly blamed him without any reason. However, Keita agreed after he heard Kase-senpai.


  “Yeah, it’s hard to blame you when the ‘protagonist’ is here.”


  “Amano-kun!? Why do you believe in that non-sense as well!?”


  “How about I ask you this, Mizumi-kun. …This time, who’s the first one that tried to help that lost girl -Mii?”


  “Ugh, …it’s me…”


  “See, here’s your protagonist.”


  “Will someone complain like that!?”


  Mizumi nearly cried when Amano and Kase-senpai corrected him. Since Kousei and I aren’t familiar with them, we can only look at each other blankly. …Sigh, Mizumi does look like the guy that never messes around. Yet, I can always feel an overwhelmingly shocking aura from him. I should say he’s the same type of person as Tendou.


  After Mii heard all that, she drank some more soda and mumbled.


  “Eiichi-nii-chan at that time was literally like a prince to me.”


  “Mii…”


  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  “Even though he’s an unexpectedly useless prince.”

  


  “Ugh…!”


  Mizumi let out a hum. …Indeed, this guy’s abilities are exceptional. Sadly, I guess he’s not equipped to deal with a lost child. Kase-senpai mumbled helplessly.


  “Things would be easier if the problem is on a ‘saving the world’ scale…”


  “No, no, no, what world are you guys living in to say that? It’s just a joke, right?”


  Kousei tried to play it off with a smile. However, it’s not just Amano and Kase-senpai, including the person in question, Eiichi Mizumi. No one is laughing right now. …Kousei looked at me in the hope of me saving him. However, it’s hard when things are like this.


  So, Amano sighed. Then, perhaps he’s trying to smooth things over, the topic changed to Kousei.


  “By the way, Kousei, what are you doing out here alone? Didn’t you leave in the afternoon to hang out with your friends?”


  “Ah…”


  Kousei looked away awkwardly. …I knew it. He made up that “hanging out with friends” excuse to his brother. Moreover, I also know that this guy’s just like me in the past. He still wants to “help” Amano’s relationship blindly.


  Although I’m not sure of the exact details, honestly, he’s just trying to get Hoshinomori and Amano closer. …Or, he’s trying to distance him away from Tendou or Konoha-san.


  Unfortunately, he bumped into me during his quest. I saw what’s happening and tried to warn him. Then, it turned into an argument. Finally, it escalated into “How about we end this with a match?” -Until right now.


  Moreover, Kase-senpai and Mizumi already knew how wicked Kousei’s tongue is when he’s not disguising. The two of them also know what’s happening. Amano’s the only one who has no idea.


  However, from Kousei’s side, of course, he couldn’t tell all of this to his brother.


  He struggled to say something for a moment. …Then, he blatantly tried to change the subject.


  “L-Let’s forget about that, onii-san! The most important thing right now is Mii, right!?”


  You’re trying to get away with such a thin excuse…? Mizumi, Kase-senpai, and I were dumbfounded.


  However, unexpectedly, …this seems to work really well on Amano. He realized it and immediately apologized to Mii.


  “I-I’m sorry, Mii. Yeah, we should think about you first…”


  “It’s okay. Carbonic acid tastes nice, so please don’t worry about me.”


  Mii’s slowly sipping the soda on Amano’s lap. Amano felt a bit upset. …Perhaps it’s due to his natural cowardness. He’s really weak towards a retort that sounds reasonable. You’re incredible for being able to use that, Kousei Amano.


  In reality, all of us agreed to solve this lost child’s issue as fast as possible.


  Mizumi continued explaining to Amano frustratedly.


  “Anyway, we already did everything we should do.”


  “Really? For example, did you ask the staff around here?”


  “Yep, of course. However, Mii didn’t lose her way around here precisely. It’s because she got lost around this arcade. So, I don’t think we can ask the people here to take care of her…”


  “I see. Well, …ah, did Mii bring her parents’ contacts?”


  “Yep, she does. There’s a card with ‘name, address, and telephone number’ written on it. However, about that…”


  “Look, it’s this one.”


  Mii searched in her tiny bag. Then, she handed the contact sheet we saw before to Amano.


  Amano took and checked it. …Indeed, there’s the name Mii Fushiguro on it along with the address and the phone number. However…


  “…T-Tokyo?”


  Amano looked at the Honshu address and tilted his head. Mii nodded.


  “Yes. I came from…Tokyo.”


  “Y-You came from?”


  “Yes. It’s because my father was transferred here, so we moved to a new place. Right now, since the company’s dormitory isn’t open, only my mother and I are living in our cousin’s house.”


  “…Uh, I have a bad feeling about this. Well, did you know how to contact your father’s company dormitory or your cousin…”


  “Hoho. Of course, you’ll ask that. Yeah, right. It’s natural to come up with that idea. -Well, for your question, there’s only one answer from me.”


  “Oh, so what’s your answer?”


  “-It’s bad to prepare nothing!”


  Mii said that as she opened the empty bag and showed it to Amano!


  “This is the first time that I’ve seen such a confident lost child.”


  Yep, Amano also reacted the same way we did 10 minutes ago.


  When Mii put her useless contact sheet into the bag, Mizumi added.


  “We tried to call her number in Tokyo too, but no one answered.”


  “It sounds like…we’re pretty stuck…”


  “Yeah.”


  The 5 high school boys smiled bitterly at each other. After we looked around, Amano…reached the same conclusion as we did regarding a lost child.


  “Well, we’ll send her to the police…”


  However, after Amano said that, Mii slammed the soda onto the table. She pouted and turned to Amano.


  “No, I hate finding the police. I feel like things would escalate that way.”


  “In reality, I think this is pretty serious…”


  “…But, …mom will be upset if things escalated….”


  “Ah, …I see. That’s…true. Hmm…”


  Amano realized it, and his face looks a bit awkward. He’s exceptionally aware of other people’s looks and who he is troubling. So, I guess he can understand how Mii feels.


  Following that, Mii mumbled quietly to the point that we almost can’t hear her.


  “…After all, …my ownership belongs to my mom…”


  “Eh? Ownership? What? Ah, …you mean guardianship?”


  “…No, it’s ownership. My mom said that.”


  “Uh…?”


  Amano tilted his head confusingly. Mizumi tried to make progress and explained.


  “Anyway, that’s what happened for now. However, I think Mii did have a point when she said she doesn’t want to escalate this. So, we planned to look around for an hour. Of course, we’ll have to pay the police a visit if she still can’t meet up with her family.”


  Amano nodded deeply at what he said.


  “I see. Then, the four of you listened to Mii’s situation. …In the end, everyone couldn’t bear to leave, so things dragged out like this.”


  “Yes.”


  The four of us sighed at the same time. …Suddenly, Amano chuckled out for some reason. We frowned displeasedly. Amano apologized. “It’s nothing. I’m sorry.” After that-


  For some reason, he looked at everyone lovingly and smiled.


  “Uehara-kun, Kousei, Mizumi-kun, and Kase-senpai, …you’re all nice guys. I’m really happy.”


  “…………”


  We immediately blushed. It’s so embarrassing that we turned away from Amano.


  W-What’s wrong with this guy!? How can he always praise someone so honestly as long as he’s a guy? He’s too innocent, and we can’t even cover it.


  After Mii looked at us, she turned to Amano and asked him calmly.


  “Keita-nii-chan, I saw it. Among these useless guys, …you’re like a princess for otakus, am I right?”


  “Eh?”


  “No!”


  The four of us yelled out when Amano’s still confused. By the way, what’s wrong with this girl’s words? I can’t believe she can say stuff like a princess for otakus! Whether it’s the goth loli clothes, her poisonous tongue, or her wild perspectives, …seriously, what’s wrong with her family!?


  Mii told Amano.


  “From this perspective, Keita-nii-chan, you’re just like my mom.”


  “Eh, you’re saying we’re the same…? I didn’t know your mom is a princess for otakus? Also, she’s blatantly saying all that to you? I wonder what she’s like…”


  “She’s a beauty. Also, she’s popular, my mom.”


  “Sigh, I guess so.”


  “More importantly, she has a lot of underlings.”


  “Really, underlings…? Eh, underlings? Are you sure it’s not the subordinates in a company!?”


  “Yes, mom won’t call those people subordinates. Ah, she does call them ‘underlings’ sometimes.”


  “Mii’s mom has underlings!?”


  Amano screamed. This guy’s talking to a little girl on equal grounds. …I guess it’s because their mental age is similar.


  During this time, Kase-senpai looks like he can’t take it anymore. So, he scratched his head and spoke.


  “Ah, …no matter what, I think it’s time for us to move, right? Even though we have our reasons, we shouldn’t keep occupying the rest area.”


  His reminder made the four of us stare at each other. Then, we slipped it out shockingly.


  “(This) Kase-senpai is actually talking about…common sense…?”


  “All of you are coming to the alley at this second.”


  Kase-senpai cracked his knuckles and glared at us. …He’s scary.


  At this moment, Mii jumped down from Amano’s lap. She walked calmly in front of us and said.


  “Ah, please go somewhere without me if there’s violence. If it’s possible, I hope you guys can refrain from saying those things. …Onii-chans are really inconsiderate.”


  “…I feel like we should say sorry.”


  “Alright, onii-chans, what are you still waiting for? Let’s go.”


  “Ah, …sure…”


  So, the five deflated boys were rebuked by a little girl reasonably. Then, they followed her.


  …It seems that the most miserable day of my winter holiday isn’t over yet.


  *


  “Even so, there are literally no clues around…”


  After we left the arcade, Mizumi immediately started scouting around as he sighed helplessly. There are a lot of people in the evening. So, it takes a lot of energy for our group to even stay together.


  At this time, Mii, who’s at the front, suddenly stopped and looked at us. Then, she glanced at my eyes for some reason before pointing at the ground. “Hmm.”


  “Tasuku-nii-chan, please lower your head for me.”


  “…Hmm?”


  I tilted my head since I have no idea what she was saying. So, Amano gave me a dumbfounded look.


  “…This again, Uehara-kun? Should I say, your IQ disappears when you see girls…?”


  “Eh, I don’t want to hear that from an idiot! I didn’t do anything to Mii. Why do I have to apologize to her!?”


  “Uehara-kun, but you always seduce girls and me unconsciously. It really hurts us…”


  “I’m not! Especially you, I don’t even remember seducing you at all!”


  “Eh, that’s mean. I was hurt. So, please lower your head to me, Tasuku-nii-chan.”


  “Shut up!”


  The annoying loner stood next to Mii and even asked me to lower my head with the little girl.


  Mii sighed dumbfoundedly at what we said.


  “I don’t mean by that. I was saying lower your head physically.”


  “Physically?”


  Amano and I looked at each other and tilted our heads. …So, I can only squat down with a hmph and lower my head slightly to Mii. …After that, a small palm grabbed the back of my head suddenly.


  “Hey, wait, what are you doing-“


  “Please don’t move. It’s hard for me to reach the top.”


  “…Reach the top?”


  Mii directly pressed my head and shoulder with her entire body before climbing up. After that, she adjusted her body quickly. In the end…


  “Phew, I’m on the top now. Tasuku-nii-chan, please stand up.”


  “…It hurts.”


  My hair is being grabbed like a controller, and I was forced to raise my head. Then, after she urged me to stand up, …Kase-senpai said, “I see.” He nodded.


  “You want to ride on his shoulders.”


  “Yes. I’m on top of Tasuku-nii-chan now.”


  Mii put her legs on my shoulders as she grabbed my hair with both of her hands tightly. After I understood what’s happening, I held Mii’s legs to prevent her from falling off.


  So, Kousei mumbled a bit admirably.


  “I see. After all, we have no idea what Mii’s mother looks like. She should observe the people in a tall place.”


  I can feel Mii nodding above my head after Kousei explained.


  “Exactly. Mii has acquired Robo-Tasuku. Right now, Tasuku-nii-chan’s ownership belongs to me.”


  “Eh, you’re going off with that ‘ownership’ thing again. ….Ouch, ouch, ouch!”


  “Turn right, Robo-Tasuku.”


  “Don’t control me by pulling my hair! Robo-Tasuku can be commanded via speech too!”


  “Eh, but the feedback wouldn’t be sensitive enough then.”


  “You actually know what feedback means.”


  “Alright, you’ll lose a fight to the enemy if you don’t move quicker.”


  “Eh!? I didn’t know that Robo-Tasuku has to battle! Seriously?”


  I was shocked. So, Amano stared at me lovingly.


  “I feel like…Uehara-kun will be a great dad.”


  “Stop! In my life, these lines are supposed to be said by Agu- cute girls, and an idiot like you just wasted all of them. Don’t do that!”


  “Let’s go, Robo-Tasuku. You have to try your best to walk and fight!  …Until a new robot arrives!”


  “Hey, that passenger above me! Can you not set up flags that kill the robot!? You’re saying that I have to get defeated horribly by the enemy first, right!? If this goes on, I’ll just be a random placeholder for a brand new robot, right!?”


  I almost cried out, and the accompanying boys are also cheering around me irresponsibly.


  “You can do it, Robo-Tasuku!”


  “All of you are coming to the alley at this second!”


  “Ah, Robo-Tasuku, you shouldn’t use violence. -1 point.”


  “Ouch, ouch, ouch, ouch, ouch! Mii! You just pulled one of my hair out, right! Stop! You’re making this like the punishment system they have in Monkey King!”


  “You can’t use violence, Robo-Tasuku.”


  “Even though you were saying like I was designed to fight!?”


  After we messed with each other, in the end, I still acted as Robo-Tasuku and walked obediently.


  Amano stayed next to me and smiled bitterly.


  “A scene like this would cause a lot of misunderstandings if someone with no idea saw us.”


  “Hey, stop it. It sounds like something guaranteed to happen. Don’t set up any flags for me.”


  “It’s okay. Even though Aguri-san saw us, the only possibility she could come up with is, ‘…Don’t tell me that’s the child of Amanocchi and Tasuku?’ This is the most ridiculous she would be, right?”


  “That’s already the deadliest misunderstanding we could ever have.”


  My face went pale. However, as for Amano, instead of worrying, he even mumbled lovingly with a bit of embarrassment.


  “…Sigh, but, …if it’s with Uehara-kun. Even though it’ll cause a misunderstanding, …I think I wouldn’t mind too. Hoho.”


  “I told you not to ruin lines that were supposed for girls! I’ll punch you-“


  “-1 point, Robo-Tasuku.”


  “Ahh! My hair!”


  The unreasonable punishment cost me a strand of hair. …Hey, hey, hey, if this goes on, I think…


  “…Will Robo-Tasuku’s head meet the unfortunate fate of losing all of his hair!?”


  “I feel like I’m extraordinarily motivated to deal with this lost child problem now!”


  We got a battle that can’t be lost here. …The punishment of Robo-Tasuku’s scary.


  Anyway, the six of us walked around aimlessly. However, …of course, Mii’s mother won’t be found this easily.


  In the end, we only walked for roughly 10 minutes. After we arrived at the small park for people to rest, Kousei sat on a bench exhaustedly.


  We can only stop as Kousei looked at us lazily.


  “…I feel like this is indeed really inefficient. What’s the point of the six of us staying together…?”


  Mii answered determinedly.


  “Even if one robot exploded, there are still five in stock. I’m relieved.”


  “Eh, it’s already pretty horrible if one of us exploded, right.”


  Kousei complained, yet Mii doesn’t seem to care at all. She’s playing with the “hair controller” on my hand cheerfully.


  So, Kase-senpai also stopped and agreed with Kousei as he pushed his glasses a bit.


  “Indeed, I also feel like it’s a failure to play in such an inefficient way.”


  “Oh, you’re quite smart, uh, …the senpai that will lose quietly in the third battle.”


  “My name is Kase! Also, hey, Keita Amano! Where are your little brother’s manners!?”


  “I-I’m sorry, Kase-senpai. Uh, …I should say he’s usually not like this. …No, while he’s mean when talking to me, he should be friendlier to outsiders. K-Kousei, you shouldn’t do that!”


  “…Hmph.”


  Amano didn’t know what to do while Kousei leaned on the bench and stared at the sky like this has nothing to do with him. …I didn’t know this guy will act coldly to others once his real personality is revealed. Well, at least he’s straightforward in a way.


  So, Kase-senpai sighed and gave up on lecturing Kousei’s attitude as he continued.


  “Anyway, we’re being extremely inefficient at searching people right now. This is a fact. Initially, I hoped to split us into two teams…”


  I continued for him.


  “After all, only Mii knows her mother’s face.”


  “She’s not my mother. She’s my mom.”


  Suddenly, Mii showed a mysterious persistence. “Yes, yes, yes, she’s your mom.” I casually answered her and moved on.


  “Even so, we can’t deal with this the other way. If we screamed ‘Did anyone lose a child called Mii!?’ to the pedestrians-“


  She already pulled my hair before I could finish.


  “Didn’t I say I don’t want to escalate this?”


  “Right…”


  Kase-senpai, Kousei, Amano, and I can’t do anything as we sighed. …During this time, Amano tilted his head. “Eh?”


  “Right, where’s Mizumi-kun? I think I didn’t see him coming to this park…”


  “Eh?”


  We didn’t realize it until he said it. So, we started looking around.


  …I’m not close to that guy. Even so, I have an unprecedentedly bad feeling about this. It’s because the same pattern happened when Mizumi brought Mii to us-


  “Ah, there he is!”


  -At this moment, Kousei found Mizumi before anyone did and yelled. He’s a real stalker for having such sharp eyes.


  We looked in Kousei’s pointed direction. So, we saw Mizumi there. Also-


  “…………”


  -We can’t help but fall into silence.


  The scene in front of us…made the four boys and a little girl speechless. We’re sweating profusely.


  The reason for that is…


  (I feel like as soon as we turned around, Mizumi…is forced into a corner by a black-haired beauty! She got a sword, and the girl is clearly ‘hiding’ something!)


  …………


  “…………”


  The four boys gulped and stared at each other’s eyes.


  …His side…is clearly not something that ordinary people can deal with. …We don’t want to get involved. We shouldn’t. That’s definitely not the story we should be in right now. I hope Mizumi can solve the problem himself.


  <Pull…>


  At last, even Mii can see the mood and pull my hair. …Ho, you shouldn’t need to command me, Mii.


  Right now, Mii and I, …no, the five of us are connected.


  At this moment, we turned our back towards Mizumi. Then, I quietly mumbled, “Stay safe.” All of us left chicly-


  “Ah, everyone! I’m sorry! This girl just said, ‘I’m killing your friends if you don’t help me.’ Also, she won’t listen to whatever I say. So, can you guys help me for a bit-“


  “Why don’t you two just go deal with it yourselves!? WHAT THE HELL’S WRONG WITH YOUR PROTAGONIST FATE!?”


  “Ehh!? Why is everyone mad at me? L-Let’s bring that up later, quick! She’s seriously trying to chop my head off! Look, she unsheathed her sword!”


  “PICK THE RIGHT PERSON WHEN YOU’RE DEALING WITH GIRLS!”


  -So, that’s it.


  We temporarily stopped searching for the lost child’s mother and wasted 15 minutes dealing with this mess.


  *


  “Even though I’m just a side character, this is still the most meaningful 15 minutes in my life…”


  It’s been 15 minutes since that. We finally returned to the same park before.


  Kousei, Amano, and I leaned on the bench exhaustedly.


  Mii’s the same. She’s still on my shoulder, but she leaned her entire body to my head.


  “Hey, hey, hey, aren’t you guys too embarrassing?”


  However, Kase-senpai looked down on us with a “sheesh” mood.


  His eyes brightened as he continued.


  “…That’s what I experience every day when I tag along with Mizumi.”


  We yelled at him together.


  “No, no, no, no, no, I think the world nearly ended at last!”


  “It’s usual.”


  “It’s not!”


  When Kousei, Amano, Mii, and I stared at Kase-senpai forcefully-


  Mizumi laughed like it's none of his business. He even looked up to the sky alone.


  “But think about it, …it’s good that she can return to the ‘future’ successfully…”


  “I didn’t know the story was that grand in scale!”


  We’re all outsiders. So, we didn’t follow the main story at all. Sigh, even so, we still encountered 8 near-death crises alone. …The even more shocking fact is that all of these happened within 15 minutes.


  Amano mumbled exhaustedly…


  “At last, …I think Mizumi-kun was kissed by that beautiful girl in the end.”


  “Uwah, damn you. No one can mess around with him.”


  Kousei and I cursed immediately. In these 15 minutes, we’ve already acknowledged our place as side characters so much that it’s annoying. …The mess that we’re dragged in is beyond troublesome. Yet, the protagonist just took all the rewards away. Life’s tough for a side character.


  During this time, Kase-senpai got his glasses off and started wiping them with a towel. Kousei looked at him dazedly…and mumbled quietly.


  “…His handsomeness skyrocketed after removing the glasses. …Seriously, this person’s just the same. Why is he such a great side character…?”


  Even Mii, who’s still on my head, nodded at what Kousei said.


  “I saw it just then. In the end, Gakuto-nii-chan…killed all the enemies with a long rifle and saved Eiichi-nii-chan in danger.”


  “What a great side character!”


  Kase-senpai’s cunning! He completely knows his role! He’s super close with Eiichi Mizumi! For people like us, our roles are literally just “passerby high school boy” and “a little girl that barely relates to the plot (guest performance)” only!


  When the three boys (one of them has a little girl on his back) leaned on the bench exhaustedly, Mizumi, who doesn’t seem tired at all, clapped his hands.


  “Alright, everyone, let’s help Mii find her mom again!”


  “…Uh, I feel like a lost child’s not that important anymore, right?”


  “No, it’s still really important! What are you guys talking about!? I should say why Mii doesn’t care anymore even though you’re the lost one!?”


  “Eiichi-nii-chan,...I got it. My family…doesn’t really matter to me! I’ll try to live on my own determinedly!”


  “You didn’t get it! I-I’m sorry. I can’t believe I dragged everyone into a mess that changed how a child views her life…”


  “Exactly.”


  Everyone complained at the same time except Mizumi. “Ugh…” He backed down. …Sigh, there’s no point dilly dallying around like this. So, we cheered and picked ourselves up again.


  …That experience just then is like a midnight anime adapted from a light novel. Let’s treat it as that and move on.


  I asked Mii on my head.


  “Then, Mii? Where are we going next? Do you have any idea?”


  “About that, Robo-Tasuku, it’s hard for me to say this…”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong? There’s no need to be polite with us at this point…”


  We tilted our heads. …Mii told us this sheepishly.


  “…I got lost with mom in front of the arcade. …So, I don’t think it’s good to go too far away from that.”


  “It’s too reasonable!”


  The five high school boys’ voices overlapped each other. Mii freaked out a bit while we looked at our faces helplessly. …After that, we stood up from the bench and headed back to the arcade.


  My footsteps are really heavy. I spoke to the little girl above my head.


  “Sigh, in reality, we didn’t plan to walk any further.”


  “Ah, really? Sorry, I almost thought onii-chans are ‘completely useless’ guys and felt hopeless.”


  “Your way of putting it is also really hopeless. Sigh, but please relax. Based on what we’ve been through, the only ‘useless’ one that in the search dragged everyone down is that damn protagonist.”


  “…Ahaha. I-I wonder who’s that guy…? I can’t think of any.”


  Mizumi smiled with a stiff face. …While we feel sorry for him, all of us have been through hell more than enough. It’s okay for us to torment him a bit, right.


  The six of us started going back to where we came from. …Well, I already didn’t know why we left the arcade already. We just spent a little effort and saved the world.


  The six people soon stopped talking unintentionally and walked. Once we snapped out of it, the sun’s already about to go down.


  “…………”


  Mii, who’s as self-centered and energetic as always, can’t help but feel deflated on my shoulder. Of course, all of us noticed that. …Yet, we’re worried that a casual comfort will just make her feel worse since she’s mature. …I think that’s even more miserable. At this point, everyone hesitated to smooth things over.


  …There’s always one exception.


  At this time, only a unanimously-agreed blind and lonely gamer dared to speak.


  “I really wish there’s an arrow at times like this.”


  “…Huh?”


  Amano said something baffling and made everyone tilted their heads.


  However, Amano didn’t seem to pay attention to our reaction and pressed on.


  “Think about it, this design often appears in open-world RPGs. After you set the destination on the map, there’s a direction on top of the protagonist’s head when you’re back at the game screen. ‘The destination is around there.’ To be honest, …that’s the 27th most wanted game function that I wish to exist in real-life.”


  “That’s really low!”


  “Uh, it’s because you can use GPS in real-life too. A smartphone can already do that. So, honestly, I’m not eagerly hoping for that.”


  “…………”


  Our hearts felt, “Well, then why did you bring this up?” …It’s been a long time since Amano did this. He’s precisely the type of otakus that only cares about what he wants to talk about. The guy doesn’t care whether the topic is interesting, and he’ll go and talk about it. It’s a rather unusual sickness. I thought Amano had way better communication skills now, …but I guess he hasn’t changed in his heart for a single bit.


  Amano ignored our lack of interest and continued with a smile.


  “Well, what do you guys think the 26th place will be!?”


  “We’re still talking about that!?”


  We can’t help but yell. So, Amano froze before showing a surprised face.


  -During this time, …I suddenly realized it. The small palm that gripped my hair like a controller…gained a little strength back.


  “Sheesh, …Keita-nii-chan is really a useless person as well…”


  Indeed, even though Mii’s sighing, her gloomy atmosphere from before already disappeared.


  (Amano, …don’t tell me you calculated that?)


  I looked at him admirably. However, as for Amano himself…


  “The 26th place…is a gear-switching system that doesn’t cost round numbers!”


  “It feels really pathetic!”


  “Eh? No, no, no, actually, the most surprising fact is that you can change clothes in a flash-“


  …Indeed, he looks like a helpless otaku that doesn’t worry about anything. …No, instead of saying he looks, that’s pretty much what he is. At least he’s not “pretending” it. His face is the same as those idiots that sincerely enjoy talking about those things.


  However, that’s why…Mii genuinely felt dumbfounded at him and smiled.


  When I’m giving Amano a half-dumbfounded, half-admiring look, suddenly, I saw Kousei smiling gently behind him.


  (…I didn’t know that guy has such a gentle smile.)


  Although Kousei is always insulting people in my eyes, I guess his respect for the brother is genuine.


  I looked at Kousei’s extraordinary warm smile- …No, I looked at his “nostalgic” face. Then, I realized something’s wrong.


  (I see. Indeed, …Amano will never be smart enough to “calculate” all that. However, perhaps he does think about something.)


  That must be some kind of “attribute” cultivated when he’s messing with his little brother.


  As for that attribute, it even saved Mii and Kousei. …No, Tendou and I as well.


  Come to think of it, I can’t help but admire this respectable friend-


  “Then, the 25th place is…!”


  “Shut up!”


  -I wanted to admire him, but whatever. Yep, indeed, Amano did this because he’s an idiot. Even if he’s trying to cheer Mii up, he had no idea when he should stop. In reality, Mii’s hand is grabbing my hair tighter and tighter like she’s really impatient! I’m about to lose all my hair.


  “…Sigh, …onii-san.”


  Also, Kousei, who’s looking at his idiot brother intoxicatedly, is quite disgusting too! I described their relationship as impressive, but nevermind! These two brothers are just disgustingly drawn in by the things they love!


  So, when we’re messing around, all of us have already returned to the arcade.


  We put ourselves next to the claw machines that no one visits to avoid disrupting others. The giant dolls under sunlight are looking at us, and their eyes look a bit sympathetic.


  After we caught a break, Mizumi shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


  “We got nothing in the end. Well, we have to find the police…”


  “…………”


  Mii’s gripping my hair tightly. …At this point, she didn’t vehemently reject the idea of finding the police anymore.


  “…………”


  A suffocating silence radiated among the five of us. The songs played from the claw machines are cheerful and old. It just made us feel even more depressed. However, in such a hopeless mood, the one that “switched” first- isn’t Kousei or Kase-senpai. Instead, it’s Amano.


  He clapped his hands lightly and spoke up.


  “Yep. If we already decided to do that, let’s get to the police station now, everyone. In reality, perhaps Mii’s mom is already there. Let me ask you this, Mii, is that alright?”


  “Eh? Ah, sure. I think…it’s fine.”


  “Well, that’s that. Let’s go.”


  After Amano spoke up cheerfully, he started walking towards the police station without any hesitation. Although everyone’s a bit confused, his action seemingly urged us to follow him. …However, I’m the only one that can’t let this go. So, I can’t help but grabbed Amano’s arm.


  “A-Amano?”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong, Uehara-kun?”


  Amano...turned his head like me “extremely normally” as he froze. When Mii’s glancing down at me confusedly, I…am not even sure what I wanted to do. So, I asked him.


  “Amano, …hey, …w-what’s wrong with you?”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong with me? What are you talking about?”


  “Eh? Ah, it’s nothing. It’s just that…”


  I don’t even know why I bothered to ask that question. …What am I even trying to ask?


  My eyes were uncertain as I barely managed to squeeze out the question.


  “I feel like, …well, …today, …you’re making decisions really quickly…”


  “Do I? Well, that’s…”


  Amano explained to me with a face that says he doesn’t know why he’s being blamed.


  “If we knew that this is something we can’t deal with, -we shouldn’t over-intervene by now and drag things out. It’s not good for Mii and her mom, right?”


  Yes, what he said- made so much sense that I can’t retort.


  As if to prove how correct that is, even Kase-senpai, who was just listening, agreed with what Amano said.


  “Tasuku Uehara, even I had to agree with Keita Amano this time. At this point, we should find the police as soon as possible. I do wonder what you are trying to do? Tasuku Uehara, are you saying that we should rely on ourselves and help find her mom a bit more?”


  “Eh? No, i-it’s not like that. …I also agree with going to the police station as well. I have no issues with that.”


  “If that’s the case, why are you- grabbing Keita Amano’s wrist so tightly?”


  “Eh?”


  After he said that, …I realized I was grabbing Amano’s wrist harder than I thought.


  “I-I’m sorry!”


  I quickly released his hand. Amano smiled gently like he always is. “It’s absolutely okay, Uehara-kun. He forgave me.


  …Yep, Amano’s just as usual. No matter how much we owe each other, he’ll still smile considerately for me on important things. …This is my best friend, Keita Amano.


  “Uh, …I’m sorry. Amano, …I’m just…”


  I didn’t know what’s the point of doing that, so I can’t help but plop down my head. …So, a tinge of pain flashed on my head.


  “Ouch.”


  -1 point, Robo-Tasuku.”


  Mii seems to have pulled another hair of mine again. …Sheesh. However, thanks to that, …she helped me.


  “Don’t get too full of yourself, controller!”


  “Uwah! Ah, …ahahaha! P-Please stop, Robo-Tasuku! It’s too cunning to t-tickle my waist from the bottom- Ahahahaha!”


  “What, you admit defeat? Take this, take this!”


  Thanks to Mii, I got myself out of that strange atmosphere.


  “Sigh, …alright, you two, let’s go.”


  Amano turned around after he smiled bitterly. The other members took a step forward to catch up.


  I got Mii on my shoulders properly once again since she nearly fell down when I tickled her. -However, I caught her off-guard and tried to tickle her waist a couple more times.


  “Aha, aha, ahahaha! I-I can’t. Ahh, …ugh!”


  So, at last, Mii leaned on the back of my head softly. She even let out a flirty sound that a little girl shouldn’t have.


  …Ah, crap. I think I overdid it and didn’t know when to stop this time. Yep. This way, …doesn’t this look like they’re reporting to the police in others’ eyes?


  After I regained my calm, I quickly withdrew my hand from Mii’s waist before anyone misunderstood me-


  “Hey, that lolicon over there. I’m sorry. ‘That’ belongs to me.”


  -Suddenly, someone impaled my body from behind with an ice spear.


  “…………”


  Ruthless, cold, sharp, hostile, the tone is as rough as a guy’s- It’s a girl’s sound. It made me feel all those emotions.


  That voice from behind isn’t targeting another direction. It’s precisely locked on us.


  “Eh, that handsome guy over there, are you listening? I’ll beat you up if you don’t answer, alright? Okay? I’ll treat silence as a yes.”


  “…………”


  -I took this intimidating aura head-on. It’s not just me…even Amano and the guys, who are not far ahead, immediately froze too.


  We couldn’t move at all. It’s as if someone froze our movement. …In the past, I’ve experienced a couple “dangerous” scenes before. However, this is the first time that I can clearly feel I should admit defeat.


  This is not just afraid of death or getting killed. Instead, it’s a kind of “it couldn’t be saved no matter what I do” feeling. I can do nothing but submit. Right, this is an over-absolute violent aura.


  …The woman that’s continuing radiating this aura pressed on.


  “I don’t really care about your sexual fetishes. But, unfortunately, the ‘ownership’ for ‘that’ belongs to me. …I should say you know this, right? Your favorite toy is being touched by someone’s dirty hands. -No one in this world can still keep a good mood, right?”


  “…………”


  Once we snapped out of it, it’s not just me. …Even Amano and Kousei, …no, even Kase-senpai and Mizumi, who’ve been through hundreds of battles, started sweating by the neck.


  -This already has nothing to do with how hostile she is. I’m afraid the existence of the person herself is illogical-


  “Turn around, Robo-Tasuku!”


  “Owowowowow!”


  -Then, as if she’s trying to break through this solemn atmosphere, my hair was suddenly pulled forcefully. Although it’s so painful that my face wrinkled up, I still turned my ugly face around to avoid further damage.


  “U-Uehara-kun?”


  As if they’re dragged by me, Amano and the guys followed me and turned around.


  So, …within this chaotic moment, the true face that caused us immeasurable ‘fear’ is-


  “…Eh?”


  Just as we’re voicing our confusion, the little girl on my head screamed in her most energetic voice today.


  “-Mom!”


  I can already predict that Mii will yell this. …Even so, we’re still…


  “…Eh?”


  The five of us let out of shocked gasp again.


  This is because…the overwhelming “existence” from the woman in front of us-


  “Very well, Mii. You actually dared to call me ‘mom’ in public. Seriously, you little brat are still just as helpless. -I can’t teach you.”


  -She looks just a few years older than us. …The woman’s at her early 20s at maximum. She has an attractive and mysterious wave of platinum hair—a young and beautiful woman.


  
    
      

      
    

  


  



  *


  “Hiya, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that you lots are ‘protecting’ Mii for me. I could’ve never expected that. Yep, I shouldn’t judge someone based on their appearance and actions. This won’t do.”


  She pretended to say sorry while insulting us and pressed on.


  “About that so-called protection, it’s highly narcissistic and unnecessary in my eyes. It really counts as nothing. …Even so, from a sole misunderstanding’s standpoint, it’s really my fault. Well, here, I should think about what I did and bow down to apologize. …Mii will do that instead of me.”


  “Eek? …Uh, m-my mom has caused troubles for you guys. Is this correct?”


  The girl that was grabbed by her head and forced to bow down for her mom – Mii.


  “…………”


  When she apologized like that, the five of us can only remain still dazedly.


  It’s been around 5 minutes since we met her, …the so-called “mom” of Mii. It looks like she finally understood what happened. However, -we rarely got to speak.


  The reason for that is because…


  “However, I think you lots are actually part of the problem. Basically, high school boys hanging out on holidays should feel a bit more energetic and relaxed, right. What’s wrong with you guys? All of you look really dead. High school boys surrounding a little girl with an ugly face on the street, nothing is stranger, more disgusting, and displeasedly hilarious than this. Right? This way, it’s hard for me to misunderstanding. …Hmm, indeed, this made sense no matter how many times I simulated it in my brain. The correct rate is at least 90%. However, regrettably, that other 10% is the right answer in this case. By the way, what kind of misunderstanding can cause five high school boys to surround a little girl with that face?”


  “Ah, that’s because-“


  “Oh, you don’t need to explain. I can calculate all that. If you guys aren’t delinquents, there’s probably only one explanation left. Honestly, the truth is a bunch of normally-not-friendly guys linked together by a lost child. This is so dumb and annoying, right? So, am I right?”


  “…Eh? Ah, yes, it’s like what you said.”


  “Very well. As for the next suspicion-“


  …She always knows everything.


  After ‘mom’ showed her inference skills calmly, she can always hit the correct answer brilliantly at last. Mii and us can only answer, “Yes, just like that.” She’ll start guessing and grasping the situation on her own. …We’ve been repeating that procedure since a couple minutes ago.


  So, the name of this “mom” and “where were she” a while ago, all of this intelligence that we want to know don’t have any answers. Also, the mood doesn’t allow us to ask.


  Amano, who’s standing next to me, got his face close to my ears and mumbled quietly.


  “I feel like…I turned into a character controlled by this person…”


  “I feel the same. The only words we’re allowed to say is yes or no. Also, instead of saying that we chose it, it’s more like she almost forced us to choose that…”


  Also, while she’s clearly a rude person, what she said makes perfect sense. The conclusion is terrifyingly accurate. So, the best option for us is to answer “yes” robotically. Our brains and actions aren’t needed in all of this. In other words, it’s “relaxing” in a way. We don’t need to do anything. This “mom” can reach the “perfectly correct answer” on her own. However…


  (…I feel like she’s making people useless in a way…)


  I started remembering all of the people I’ve seen so far. Perhaps the one that’s the closest to the concept of a violent “demon king” is this “mom.”


  First of all, of course, her most attractive attribute is that silver hair that reminds people of platinum. For a moment, I associated that with Tendou’s blonde hair. However, I can see that she dyed it from the tinge of blackness on the tip of her hair. However, her looks are pretty tidy, and she even dyed her eyebrows too. So, it doesn’t show that “trying her hardest to pretend even though she’s a Japanese” feeling. At least, this is the first time that I’ve seen a Japanese dying her hair with such a forefront color and still doesn’t feel off. Her body is so slim and tall that it reminds people of those top overseas models. I think it just made that silver hair all that more convincing.


  However, …the most intriguing thing for me is her uniform.


  …Uh, she’s not wearing anything unusual. Well, it really suits her in a way. It’s cool and attractive. Uh, it’s just that…


  (…W-Why is she wearing a flight attendant’s suit on the streets…?)


  Also, the clothes are unprecedently dirty and messed up. She almost looks like a high school delinquent girl from the Showa period. However, the clothes made her look even more handsome for some reason. It’s even cooler than ordinary flight attendants. She’s as charming as the male character in Takarazuka Revue. [Note: It’s a famous all-female musical theatre troupe. One of them wears a male suit, though.]


  So, for a moment, I almost thought that was a cosplay. However, the texture of the uniform doesn’t look cheap at all. It’s more like, even I, who took a flight on the family trip, will think, “Ah, that’s the real thing.” I’m afraid it’s a real uniform. Hmm…


  (It feels super weird when you see a uniform like this on the streets. I should say, even though it’s real, people will wonder, is it alright to wear that in public? That usually wouldn’t work, right? You aren’t supposed to wear that in your private lives, right? Come to think of it, can a flight attendant even dye her hair platinum? Sigh, she has too many features.)


  Every single boy in the scene is surrounded by questions. However, …just like that, we can literally say nothing. The questions are still floating around us.


  …Also, more importantly-


  There’s another thing that people will be curious about her. …I’m afraid that I’m the only one to mind.


  The reason for that is…


  (I feel like…she looks really familiar to someone I know. …It’s hard to tell.)


  Honestly, Mii, who’s related to her by blood, shared that impression of mine too. However, the “mom” is even more significant.


  (In other words, “mom” looks closer than Mii…to that person in terms of age?)


  …No, I couldn’t think of anyone. Initially, I didn’t give it too much thought and treated her like Tendou. However, I still feel like something’s off. Uh, while her “temperament” feels like Tendou’s, this is not why they’re similar. It should be more straightforward, like their face is close-


  “-So, we’ll be leaving now. Bye.”


  “Eh? Ah, okay. …Eh!?”


  Just as we’re still lost in thoughts, that “mom” dragged Mii’s hand quickly and prepared to leave. I hastily went in front of them and told her.


  “No, no, no, why are you two leaving so quickly!? Please wait!”


  “Hmm? What? Ah, you want money in exchange for returning a lost item?”


  When “mom” is actually so provocative, I can’t help but feel anger. However, …I managed to calm down after looking at Mii’s face. …After that, I calmly and forcefully asked her this.


  “At least let us bid farewell to Mii properly, alright?”


  “Ah, you’re not asking for money? I’m sorry. Kay, here’s your apology.”


  This “mom” suddenly gave me a sincere bow.


  “I-It’s okay. Uh, well…”


  Although I wasn’t expecting this, I still treated this as permission. So, I squatted down and smiled at Mii. Then, just as I’m preparing to pat Mii’s head at last-


  “However, even so, I still won’t allow you to ‘bid farewell’ to her.”


  “Wha-“


  -My hands missed. “Mom” seemed to have pulled Mii’s hand rudely.


  “Mom” stared at me, who fell speechless, coldly, and spoke up.


  “I can appreciate you for protecting Mii. However, that’s entirely different from whether you people are qualified to interact with Mii, right? Sheesh, …why are you so full of yourself? You guys are hilarious.”


  So, it’s not just me, “mom” is looking down on Amano and the guys from behind with a despising look. That’s it. So, I stood up and got close to “mom” forcefully. It’s like I’m about to wrestle with her.


  “Y-You!”


  “Violent attitude. -1 point, young man.”


  “!”


  While I’m unwilling to admit this, her tone does sound a bit similar to Mii’s. …So, my momentum was weakened a little. With this window, Mii, who was spectating until now, said, “Uh, m-mom!” She dragged her hand a bit desperately


  “I-I want to say goodbye to onii-chans too…”


  “…………”


  This time, it’s not just us, “mom” is staring at Mii coldly even though she’s her relative.


  Mii gulped. …Then, “mom” finally nodded her head after thinking about it for a while.


  “Sure. If you’re the one saying it, it can’t be helped. You can go.”


  “T-Thank you, mom-“


  “However, you can only bid farewell to them unilaterally. You still can’t ‘interact’ with them. It’s already bad when those stinky guys touched you with their oily hands. I can’t deal with it if your soul was stained too.”


  “Eh, but-“


  “Mii, -who has your ‘ownership’ right now?”


  “…Ugh, …i-it’s mom.”


  Mii lowered her head and answered. …I see. She sometimes spews out mature words like ‘ownership’ because of this “mom’s” mantra? …This really pisses me off.


  “Alright, you can say goodbye to them. Ah, right, there should be a time limit. Well, end this within 30 seconds once you start speaking, get it?”


  “Mom” said that as she backed down and started looking at her watch slowly. …It seems like she’s really counting that 30 seconds.


  “…………”


  The boys were freaked out by that unusual face. …I guess she’s slightly different than those “scumbag parents” as well. It’s not just to Mii. I feel like she has a single motto for everything…


  After that, Mii lowered her head and spoke up.


  “Thanks for today, everyone. The quest is over.”


  “…………”


  All of us wanted to reply. Yet, “mom” is staring at us seriously like a judge in sports. So, we can’t do that. …When she’s this inconsiderate, …it really strongly associated with Tendou from a temperament’s perspective. Well, …even though she’s a bit more reasonable.


  Mii continued in this unusual situation.


  “Also, I’m sorry, Robo-Tasuku. …I can’t bring you until your grand explosion finale.”


  “…!”


  My face frequently twitched since I really wanted to complain. …Mii smiled mischievously. T-This little kid…! She’s already using this silence rule! The bloodline of “mom” is terrific.


  Mii continued.


  “Also, “mom” isn’t actually Mii’s mother. Instead…”


  “…………”


  “Ah, I think we should end it like that.”


  (You’re leaving us on a cliffhanger!?)


  Even though you two don’t look like mother and daughter from the age and mood! Why are you making this so mysterious!?


  After Mii looked at the five boys’ sulky face, …she laughed innocently.


  “Thank you so much, onii-chans. I…had fun today!”


  “!”


  “See you, onii-chans!”


  Mii said that at last and waved her hands. Then, she dashed in front of “mom.”


  “…It’s really precisely 30 seconds. You really belong to me, Mii. Well, I’ll add 5 points to your reputation in my heart.”


  “Mom” said that as she patted Mii’s head very gently. Mii’s getting embarrassed.


  “Hehe, it’s nothing, mom.”


  “…Hmm. But you didn’t change how you’re calling me, I’ll have to deduct 20 points for that.”


  “Ehh!? Isn’t that a bit too much!?”


  So, “mom” held Mii’s hand as they laughed and left.


  “…………”


  To that, we really regretted that we never got to say anything. …However, …that’s why, in comparison, all of us waved our hands energetically as an answer. It’s almost as powerful as Mii just then. So, perhaps our passion finally got a response, Mii turned her head and secretly waved at us behind “mom.” …We’re already so blessed with that alone.


  “…Hoho.”


  All of us can’t help but give a wholesome smile. …Yes, “all” of us…


  “…!”


  Amano, Mizumi, Kousei, and I immediately turned around. So, right there, …Kase-senpai slightly relaxed his face. However, his face immediately went back to the original, stiff expression again. He even coughed a couple times to clear his throat.


  “…A-Anyway, we dealt with the problem, right? Sigh, much quieter.”


  “Yeah, right-“


  “Hey, why are you guys showing me such a warm smile? Don’t do that.”


  “It’s not really why, …Gakuto-nii-chan.”


  “Very well, let’s battle.”


  At that moment, Kase-senpai loudly got his guns out from who knows where (I hope that’s just a model). All of us squeaked and tried to comfort him.


  So, after things calmed down more or less, Mizumi sighed loudly and mumbled displeasedly.


  “However, …who’s that ‘mom’ person? Although it’s impolite to say this, ‘tyrant’ would be a perfect word to describe her. I should say she feels similar to Kase-senpai…”


  “Mizumi, who do you think I am, you brat? However, annoyingly, I think I can understand what you said. From her looks, …I think she’s really the same type as me.”


  “Hmm? Which type is senpai talking about?”


  Mizumi tilted his head confusedly while Kase-senpai answered calmly.


  “We’re people that like to bring ‘competition’ into everything, a tough person that wouldn’t concede until the opponent surrenders. If I had to make a metaphor, -it would be that kind of crazy and admirable people.”


  “…………”


  We held our breaths after hearing what he said for a moment. …Then, after a few seconds, everyone mumbled at the same time.


  “You’re actually saying something so embarrassing out loud…”


  “Very good, all of you clowns can line up. I’ll execute the shooting.”


  “You’ll execute the shooting.”


  “…! Y-YOU BRATS ASKED FOR IT!”


  Kase-senpai finally snapped and pounced on us. We cheered around as we scrambled and escaped. Although all of us still messed around, …actually, we realized it already.


  (Bringing “competition” to everything, right…)


  What senpai said was right, and we can’t help but try to mess with him on purpose. All of us would start a “conflict” with that person if we took a wrong step. -If that’s the case, perhaps we might have an unhappy ending with Mii.


  After we waited until Kase-senpai’s temper cooled down, we gathered at the arcade’s entrance again.


  After that, I cleared my throat and represented everyone to announce a disband.


  “Uh, anyway, we’ve successfully dealt with the lost child problem. Everyone, let’s disband here. …Thanks for the work, everyone!”


  “Yes, thanks for the work.”


  The five of us just went our separate ways in a relaxed manner. It’s different from what we bid farewell to Mii. There’s no emotion at all. After all, four out of five of us are in the same high school. Well, the remaining one is Amano’s little brother as well. I feel like we don’t have to be that depressed for a farewell.


  “Hey, Mizumi. So, where’s the game you’re recommending me?”


  “Right, I almost forgot. Here, Kase-senpai.”


  Then, Mizumi and Kase-senpai immediately entered the arcade to achieve their initial goal.


  After we nonchalantly greeted them, Kousei spoke up.


  “Then? What should we do about our duel, the green leaves that adorn my brother?”


  “Who’s the green leaves? Honestly, …at this point, I don’t want to fight you anymore.”


  “Yeah, me too. Well, …we can leave, right?”


  “Sure, let’s do that. Well, I’ll just buy something before I go home…”


  I looked at Amano after I said that.


  “What do you want to do? Or, do you want to tag along-“


  Even though I’m suggesting it, Amano immediately shook his head.


  “Ah, sorry, Uehara-kun. I want to go home directly and not do anything else.”


  “R…Really? That’s okay…”


  After I canceled my plan, Amano talked to Kousei directly.


  “Ah, you want to go home together, Kousei?”


  “Eh? Ah, …I-I’ll hang around on the street a bit longer before going back.”


  I guess he’s still trying to mess something up. Kousei answered hesitantly.


  However, Amano didn’t seem to mind too much. He just dropped an “I see” before backing down quickly.


  “Go home before dinner, Kousei.”


  “A-Alright.”


  “Well, …see you.”


  “G…Goodbye.”


  Kousei and I greeted Amano. …He left calmly and chicly.


  …………


  So, after he disappeared, …Kousei spoke up to me with a serious tone uncharacteristically.


  “…Uehara-senpai, today, …what’s your impression of onii-san today?”


  “Eh? W-What do you mean…?”


  Just as I’m hesitating because I don’t know what he’s asking, he mumbled quietly with a sigh.


  “…I feel like…things aren’t as complicated as I expected, even though onii-san’s here…”


  “…Eh?”


  I didn’t realize it until he said that. …Indeed, perhaps it’s really like that. That guy really got into trouble today, and he did help to solve it. But, …that’s it. Especially now that I remembered it, the strangest thing is that…


  Kousei mumbled in the direction that Amano left.


  “Especially that ‘mom’ of Mii. I thought a woman like her will definitely fight with onii-san…”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Come to think of it, I almost snapped at some scenes. Yet, Amano is exceptionally quiet today…


  Kousei sighed loudly.


  “Sigh, I’m not hoping that onii-san is falling into trouble. In reality, if onii-san rebelled against that ‘mom’ today. Then, including Mii, everyone will probably be frustrated. You can say that he made a pretty smart decision.”


  “Yeah. …From this perspective, isn’t Amano improving?”


  “Improving, right…? You’re correct…”


  Kousei and I reached the same conclusion, but we still felt a bit uncomfortable inside. …That guy made the correct decisions today. It’s entirely accurate. He didn’t cause any extra troubles. Even so, it’s not like he’s being inconsiderate to others. He’s improving as a person. …That should be the case.


  …………


  I suddenly remembered something, so I mumbled to Kousei.


  “Right, Amano…said that he’s not going to meet with Aguri for a while.”


  Kousei answered cheerfully to what I reported.


  “Oh, that’s good news. I also respected Aguri-senpai as onii-san’s friend. Even so, it’s better when fewer things are blocking Chiaki-senpai’s path.”


  “Yeah, that should be the case, to you.”


  “Uehara-senpai’s just the same. Your girlfriend, …no, your ex-girlfriend, right. Anyway, isn’t it worth celebrating where you’re less likely to be jealous or worry about your loved ones?”


  “…I guess so. …From this perspective, Amano’s dealing with everything pretty well recently. Yep.”


  “…Yeah.”


  Naturally, our conversation stopped here.


  In the end, there’s no more reason for us to stay together anymore. So, we bid farewell after greeting.


  I checked out the guys’ clothes since that’s what I planned to do.


  “…………”


  However, I really don’t have the mood.


  At last, I quitted after browsing for 30 minutes at maximum. Then, I got on the bus that’s headed towards my home.


  I took a seat at the back of the empty bus and stared at the darkened streets dazedly. I tried to think about what happened today.


  (Keita Amano’s improving, …right? …Ah, hey, I wonder whether Mii’s home yet.)


  Just as I’m lost in thoughts, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out and realized there are already tens of messages.


  I quickly checked them. However, in the end, almost all of them came from Aguri. “I’m eating the desserts next.” It’s really ordinary reports like that. I pressed my chest in relief.


  …Sigh, if she’s willing to talk about small things like this, a guy in love like me does feel pretty blessed.


  I threw the issue I had with Amano behind my mind and started replying to Aguri lovingly.


  In the midst of that, …suddenly, there’s a little, …you can say it’s a microscopic kind of realization.


  I texted my beloved ex-girlfriend back as I mumbled to myself on the bus.


  “Come to think of it, that ‘mom’ looks quite similar to Aguri.”


  …………


  It’s a “small discovery” that I quickly forgot afterward.


  At that time, I have no reason to know that- how important does that mean to me later.


  




  Chapter 4: Karen Tendou and High Score Challenge


  
    There’s a smelly cardboard box inside the dust-filled storage closet of the Game Club.


    I can’t help but clap my hands in celebration when I decided to open it.


    “Ara, I miss this!”


    As for the people in the same room, the three club members was influenced by this happiness-


    “…………”


    “…Tck!”


    “Ah, w-what’s wrong, Tendou-san?”


    Two of the three ignored me. One of them even cursed me for breaking his attention. What a terminal reaction. It’s late January, and the cold breezes slipped passed from the window are sending chills down our spines.


    I can’t help but sigh. Then, the only normal member in this club, …Eiichi Mizumi-kun, stopped playing his game. After that, he came next to me, who bent down at the corner of the room.


    “Did you find anything good?”


    With that said, he squatted down and glanced at the box I opened.


    I answered, “Yeah.” Then, I gently took out one of the consoles inside of it.


    “I played this in elementary school, and it’s a short-lived one. …Don’t you remember?”


    “I see. …Sorry, I lost my memories, after all.”


    “R-Right. I’m sorry.”


    Mizumi-kun’s still who he is. Even though he’s normal, his experiences are ridiculous.


    I cleared my throat and stared at the console intoxicatedly.


    “Look. It’s a cassette, a cassette! …Sigh, when it was the age of CDs, …I’m shivering for its bravery to fight with a cassette.”


    “Uh, I don’t understand how romantic that is though…”


    Mizumi-kun changed the topic slightly after he smiled bitterly.


    “But why is there such an old thing here in the club room? Tendou-san, didn’t you register the club in this year’s spring?”


    “Ah, well, right, I never explained this to you before?”


    “Hmm? What do you mean?”


    Mizumi-kun tilted his head confusedly. I put the console back temporarily and turned to him.


    “I think I talked about this a bit before. Before I recreated the club, there was a Game Club in Otobuki too. They are famous for their skills.”


    “Ah, come to think of it, I did hear that. However, I think the club was abandoned before you entered the school…”


    “Yes, you’re right. So, I can only dash around in the first year. …Most of my effort was spent on convincing Kase-senpai and Nina-senpai to join. Then, I barely managed to recover the club in the second year’s spring. Also, these two senpais were really just ‘lone wolf gamers’ before I brought them in. They weren’t connected to the last Game Club at all.”


    “I see. …Well, we’re totally separated from the last club.”


    Mizumi-kun mumbled in a lonely manner. However, I smiled and told him this.


    “Well, about that, we shouldn’t skip to the conclusion. Indeed, just like what you said, we have no direct interaction with the last members. However, …in terms of materials, we did inherit something more or less.”


    At this point, Mizumi-kun seems to have figured out something and mumbled.


    “Ah, do you mean this club room?”


    “Exactly. Even though this place isn’t a ‘Game Club’ when I’m in the school anymore, luckily, no other clubs wanted to use this room. In the end, all the way until I revived the Game Club, this room barely changed at all.”


    “I see. So, that box full of old games is…”


    “Yes, it’s from the last generation. Sigh, since gaming equipment is expensive, all of the soft and hardware were left for the former members. So, there aren’t too many things left. …However, it looks like there are still some unwanted goods, and here they are.”


    I said that as I searched the box. Aside from the old console I picked out, the rest are basically complicated wires and plugs with no purpose. …It’s hard to say I gained something.


    Mizumi looked at me from behind. At the same time, he understood something and mumbled.


    “Ah, you already knew the stuff inside isn’t really useful. So, that’s why you didn’t unbox them until just then, right.”


    I nodded and said yes as I’m searching the wires.


    “After all, there are a lot of things I need to do in the beginning, like recruiting members. It’s just that, …uh, from what this room looks like now, we’re not in a position to say that…”


    “Yeah…”


    Mizumi-kun glanced at the club and smiled bitterly. The reason for that is because…this Game Club clubroom is already filled with things. It’s on a whole different level than when Amano-kun paid us a visit.


    Naturally, there are software and consoles. Aside from that, the room’s filled with a bunch of game controllers and trophies from the competitions.


    The expert members often win in e-sports events on their own. Then, they spend their rewards on improving this room. Therefore, this club is having more and more stuff as time goes on.


    At this point, …I, as the president, have to deal with the mysterious boxes left by the last club members. I have to save as much space for the club as possible.


    By the way, the nostalgic console is an unexpected reward to me.


    I continued searching in the box and seeing if there are any cables or games for this console. So, around 10 minutes later…


    “…Everything’s here.”


    I didn’t expect the whole set required for playing on this console to be included in this one box. Mizumi-kun gave me a round of applause.


    “Wow, I feel like this is similar to <Lucky Strike>.” [Note: It’s a show for identifying antiques in Japan.]


    “Yeah, …even though there’s only one, it has a cassette inside too.”


    “I see. I think it’s a shooting game from the package…”


    Mizumi-kun’s interested as he looked at the box of the game. I started explaining excitedly.


    “Yep, you’re right. Strictly speaking, this is a ‘shoot ‘em up’  action game. The protagonist will dash between huge waves of enemies automatically. The player has to move left and right, aim, fire, and attack in close range to pass the level. There’s no experience at all. Also, even though I thought it’s for gamers, the easy mode provided more-“


    Just as I’m talking, suddenly, I can hear a greeting from behind. “Excuse me.” After that, I heard the door of the clubroom being opened.


    I turned back, and the person is…


    “Ara, Amano-kun, what’s wrong?”


    “Ah, Tendou-san, thanks for the work. Uh, I’m sorry. I thought the club was almost over, so I wanted to get you. …It looks like I’m still early.”


    Amano-kun backed down a bit after seeing the flurry of activity in the clubroom. My heart can’t help but beat faster after seeing his “effort.”


    Actually, recently, …after the winter holiday, Amano-kun started inviting me to go home after school enthusiastically. Usually, he’s not used to showing up in the Game Club…


    Amano-kun scratched his cheeks and took a step back.


    “Uh, then I’ll wait in the classroom. Please tell me once you’re done-“


    “Wait, Keita Amano.”


    He prepared to leave, yet, unexpectedly, Kase-senpai told him to stay. Senpai put down his mouse and turned to Amano-kun. He suggested this calmly.


    “You’re waiting for Tendou, anyway. Just stay here. It’s more efficient.”


    “Eh? But, won’t I bother you guys…?”


    “Ha, you think a little brat like you can never interrupt me playing games? Don’t underestimate me.”


    “I-I’m sorry. Well, thanks, senpai…”


    “…K.”


    Kase-senpai said that as he pushed his glasses a little and went back to gaming.


    …I was shocked at how he treated Amano-kun. Mizumi-kun whispered to me.


    “Actually, Kase-senpai already treated him as a friend. After all, we owed him one for making him help us a while ago…”


    “You owed him one? I’m not sure about that. …But, Kase-senpai did already accept Amano-kun. ...Well, even though he was mad at me just then.”


    “Ahaha, I-I think that’s also the proof of him opening his heart…”


    After Mizumi-kun smiled bitterly like this, Amano-kun came in front of us. He greeted Mizumi-kun and then immediately showed interest in the box. After that…


    “Ah, isn’t this the brilliant console that still used cassettes during the CD era!? Hiya, it’s so admirable to have such a determination like that!”


    “Yes! You’re right, Amano-kun!”


    I can’t help but look at him with sparkling eyes. Then, both of us held each other’s hands tightly.


    So, Mizumi-kun mumbled dumbfoundedly next to us.


    “…Can I ask, if I remembered correctly, you two broke up, …right?”


    However, we already can’t hear what he said.


    I explained the last club issue to Amano-kun just like what I did to Mizumi-kun. Of course, he seems to also feel the romanticism behind it. His eyes are sparkling even more brightly. …I’m relieved to know that.


    Then, Amano-kun found out about the package of the game, and his voice got even higher.


    “Ah, this one!”


    “Yes, Amano-kun! This is that hidden masterpiece, <Gods and Evil>!”


    “T-This is way too moving! That’s awesome! I can’t believe this is the only game left!”


    “You get it!? Can you feel it, Amano-kun!? It’s this awesome! Ay, really!”


    At this point, both of us looked at the game’s box intoxicatedly like it’s our child.


    …During this time, Mizumi-kun put his hand on the forehead and mumbled something again.


    “Right now, I feel like my definition of words like friends and couples are shaking violently…”


    It looks like he’s talking about personal troubles. What he’s mumbling shouldn’t have to do with us.


    So, Amano-kun noticed something and spoke up.


    “Ah, speaking of <Gods and Evil>, if I remembered correctly, …the score records of the game are stored in the cassette, right?”


    “…Eh?”


    Mizumi-kun and I can’t help but look at each other after hearing what Amano-kun said. We questioned him.


    “This means that…”


    “Yes.”


    Amano-kun nodded with a smile, and then he brought up that “possibility” excitedly.


    “If it can be turned on, I guess it has the last Game Club’s high score records.”


    *


    In summary, Amano-kun’s guess is entirely on-point.


    “This score…”


    The console is connected to the TV screen at the corner of the clubroom. …With me holding the controller as the center, all of us stared at the screen intensely.


    After that, Mizumi-kun sighed and asked.


    “…Sorry, I don’t know whether my score’s good enough since I never played it before. …What do you two think?”


    “Uh…”


    Even for Amano-kun and I, we’re not too sure of the score standards of a game we played a few years ago. Although we don’t remember…


    Amano-kun still answered Mizumi-kun.


    “Let’s forget whether it’s fantastic or not. Anyway, the record is really inside. Look, games like this will usually let the player create a name with three letters. All of the record holders are named <MAI>. All of the high score players are named <COM> in a row, if I remembered correctly. Also, their scores would be in integers…”


    “Ah, I understand. This means that it’s almost certain that this is the last club’s record. However, the problem is…”


    “Yes, we’re not sure how good this score is. …The standard is kind of vague.”


    After Amano-kun sighed, -I closed the score record screen. Then, I returned to the title screen and selected <New Game> as I suggested to them.


    “Can I spend some time beating the game? I think it should take less than an hour if I skipped all of the plots…”


    Both of them immediately nodded and answered. “Of course.” It looks like they are just as interested in the last club’s skill as I do.


    After I thanked the two, I took a deep breath and started the game…under ultra concentration.


    So, around 40 minutes passed after that.


    “Phew, …it’s done.”


    “Tendou-san, you’re amazing!”


    I withdrew from my concentrated state and wiped the sweats on my forehead. Amano-kun cheered me up with a smile.


    “Shooting games like this only allows you to challenge a high score after remembering the pattern. I didn’t expect you to pass it with no deaths on the first try!”


    “Thanks. Sigh, I did already forget all of the levels. …However, I managed to get my feel back in the middle. I was surprised at how fast I picked up the pace too.”


    After I smiled, Mizumi-kun nodded and answered.


    “It looks like we can expect a lot for your score.”


    “Yes. After all, I gave it everything I got. I guess so.”


    Just as we’re chatting, the screen showed the final score during the playthrough.


    The number is…


    “Around 60 million points...?”


    I think this score is pretty decent, …yet I’m not sure. I just glanced at the last club members’ score briefly, so I didn’t remember it.


    Anyway, I inserted <TEN> into the name and switched the screen to the ranking.


    This is the moment to identify the last generation’s skills. Did I surpass the previous club’s highest score? I’m a little bit confident in that.


    The three of us waited for the results anxiously, so-


    “…Eh?”


    -We were shocked.


    “…Seriously?”


    I put down the controller subconsciously, and it smacked the table loudly. Mizumi-kun and Amano-kun are just as speechless.


    …There are two parts that we’re surprised about.


    First of all, -this game’s high score record only includes the top 8 players. …My score wasn’t even on the top 8. In other words, it’s not worthy of discussion. I can’t even stand on the competition stage.


    However, …this doesn’t really matter. Shooting games are all about getting a higher score. It would be unrealistic for one to think that they can surpass an expert on the first attempt.


    So, …while not being included in the ranking did hurt me, that’s still okay. The real problem is…


    “…300…million points…?”


    The top 8 scored 5 times higher than my 60 million points, …300 million.


    “…………”


    To that, all of us fell silent.


    In reality, …even though it’s basically my first playthrough, I didn’t make any serious mistakes, and I beat the level quite cleanly too. However, …there’s still such an overwhelming and hopeless difference.


    I feel like my pride was utterly destroyed.


    I can’t help but plop my head down. Amano-kun and Mizumi-kun scrambled to smooth things over.


    “Y-You don’t need to mind too much. Even though you lost, this is still your first time trying to break the record! It’s…hard for things to not end up like this.”


    “A-Amano-kun’s right! Tendou-san, there’s no use competing with someone who knows how to play the game! You can definitely get a score like this after trying a couple times-“


    “-I don’t think I can do it.”


    However, I abruptly rejected what they said. …After all, I was the one that played until that moment. …I know our skill disparity the best.


    I can’t help but bite my thumb nail forcefully and glare at the screen.


    “…I remembered it. The highest score I got back then…is at max 100 million…”


    “B-But, Tendou-san, that was when you were in elementary school, right?”


    “…Yes, you’re right. Amano-kun, …you’re right…”


    I answered, yet my cloudy eyes are still staring at the scoreboard. …I stared at my worthless and miserable score…


    “Hey, Tendou, the club’s ending soon.”


    During this time, I can hear Kase-senpai from behind. It seems that it’s time to go home.


    “…………”


    …Amano-kun and Mizumi-kun are glancing at me tremblingly for some reason.


    However, facing the end of the club today-


    “Okay, I got it.”


    -I smiled and answered honestly. Amano-kun and Mizumi-kun let out a sigh in relief somehow.


    I smiled and turned off the console, and then I smiled and ejected the cassette. …After that, I smiled and pulled out all the cables. Then, I smiled and put all of those back into the tiny box. Finally, I smiled and-


    “Phew.”


    “-Eh?”


    -I held the box under my arm.


    Amano-kun and Mizumi-kun started sweating profusely. I asked for permission from Kase-senpai.


    “Uh, senpai, can I ask for something? …Can I keep this console and game for a while? I’ll bring it to the club room when there are activities.”


    “Hmm? Sure, it should be fine. No one’s using it, anyway.”


    “Thanks, senpai. Well, …let’s go, Amano-kun.”


    “…Eh?”


    Amano-kun answered densely for some reason. I can’t help but tilt my head slightly.


    “Hmm? You’re walking me home today, right?”


    “Eh? Ah, yes, right…”


    For some reason, Amano-kun said that as he glanced at the box instead of me. Also, even Mizumi-kun is doing the same thing. …What’s wrong with them?


    I chuckled at them. “Let‘s go.” After that, I urged everyone to leave the room and go home.


    “You two, the room’s closing. Please leave first.”


    “Ah, okay…”


    “Hmm? What’s wrong with you guys? Why are you two staring at me so passionately…”


    “Uh, no…”


    They keep looking at my face and the box for some reason. …Then, the boys only managed to squeeze this question out.


    “…Please remember to sleep, okay?”


    “…Haha, I have no idea what you’re talking about, no idea at all.”


    I turned away and answered, …yet they’re still glaring at me.


    …………


    …Anyway, I, Karen Tendou-


    -started to lose a bunch of sleep.


    *


    Using the weekend, I immediately got back on track with <Gods and Evil>.


    Don’t get hit. Don’t miss any enemies. Don’t miss the bonus items.


    Come to think of it, all of these are basics in shooting games. However, that’s why you need to get really familiar with it. A high score requires you to master all of that. Therefore, as long as you achieve those perfectly, you’re close to your final goal.


    -That should be the case.


    “1-130 million…”


    “Yes, …you’re right.”


    I dropped my shoulders and sighed depressingly with dark circles under my eyes. Amano-kun looked at me worriedly.


    It’s after school Monday. Coincidentally, there’s no meeting of the Game Club or the Game Hobby Club today.


    I almost said that I want to grab the chance to dash home even a second earlier. I didn’t even bother to wait for the bus. -However, I bumped into my ex-boyfriend, who seemingly expected and ambushed me next to the shoe shelves. His eyes told me, “I’ll walk you home,” determinedly. I have to back down. So, we’re walking together toward the residential area.


    -Quickly.


    Amano-kun’s catching his breath next to me as he continued.


    “Uh, …if I remembered correctly, the last member <MAI>’s record is over 300 million points, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “But, Tendou-san, you already passed the level perfectly at this stage, right? Yet, you only got 130 million points?”


    “Yes.”


    “Uh, how?”


    “I don’t know.”


    I can’t help but grin after saying that.


    “Really, I have no idea at all. Honestly, all I can do right now is to hold my hands up and surrender.”


    While I said that, my cheeks still relaxed for a bit. I can’t help but bite the nail on my thumb again.


    …Oh no, I really want to investigate it right now. Since this game’s from the last generation, there are no walkthroughs on the internet anymore. Therefore, I can only rely on myself if I want a chance at surviving.”


    This is overwhelmingly attractive to me right now…


    “…Please don’t force yourself too much. I’m serious.”


    “Eh?”


    I hastily turned to him. Amano-kun’s looking at me sincerely and worriedly.


    I snapped out of it, slowed down, and then answered him.


    “I-It’s okay, Amano-kun. I, Karen Tendou, have absolute confidence in self-control!”


    “…That’s good to hear.”


    “Yeah, no problem at all! So, let’s move quickly, Amano-kun!”


    “Eh? …Uh, well, Tendou-san?”


    “Eh? W-What’s wrong?”


    I quickly tidied up my bangs and turned back to him. …So, Amano pointed to his right secretly and reminded me while shivering.


    “But, we’re already at your house…”


    “What?”


    I didn’t realize it until he said that. …This is indeed my home. I didn’t notice it because I kept thinking about stuff while walking hastily.


    I laughed stiffly and answered him.


    “O-Of course, I know it. Yes, I know everything. This is that renowned and beautiful gamer girl, Karen Tendou’s house. Yes, I always wanted to pay a visit here.”


    “No matter what you say, you’re too nervous, Tendou-san.”


    I got my cool back when Amano-kun complained. So, I cleared my throat. …Yep, I have to calm down.


    I smiled again and bid farewell to Amano-kun.


    “Well, I’ll see you-“


    -However, I quickly realized this in the middle of my speech.


    (T-This isn’t right, Karen Tendou! Amano-kun’s walking me home! Also, it’s still early! This way, no matter how much you want to play the game alone, you should…!)


    I stopped abruptly and changed my farewell to an invitation.


    “-D-Do you want to come to my house, Amano-kun?”


    “…Uh.”


    For a second, Amano-kun looked really excitedly. …However, for some reason, it immediately turned into a bitter smile.


    “Ah, no, thanks. My whole family has to go out today.”


    “R-Really? What…a shame.”


    Even though I said that, I also want to focus on <Gods and Evil> today.


    “Uh, well, Tendou-san, I’ll see you in school tomorrow!”


    “Eh? Ah, sure, see you tomorrow…”


    Just as I’m lost in my gloomy thoughts, Amano-kun waved with a smile before leaving chicly.


    I watched until he disappeared…and mumbled.


    “Amano-kun, …are you being considerate to me…?”


    I think he realized it just then. I actually want to go home and play <Gods and Evil> right away. Also, he even said that he had things to do to avoid me feeling guilty.


    That’s…really smart. He’s gentle and considerate. It doesn’t feel like Amano-kun at all. …At least, that’s entirely different from him prioritizing his mobile game first when I invited him to the Game Club. That was really impolite. Yeah, he has improved a lot…


    …………


    “Karen? What’s wrong? You’re idling in front of the house.”


    During this time, someone suddenly called me from behind. When I turned back, my mother was poking her head from the door and stared at me dumbfoundedly. I guess she heard me talking outside and came to see what’s happening.


    I sighed and answered with a smile. “It’s nothing. I’m back, Mom.”


    So, I took a step toward my house, where <Gods and Evil> is waiting for me.


    *


    In the end, I made virtually no progress for the following 3 days. Slight improvements were made in small mistakes or predicting the enemy sequence. However, the score only increased by less than 10% with all of that.


    After I reached 140 million points, my orthodox strategy reached the bottleneck ultimately.


    This way, -there’s nothing much I can do to double the score.


    “You want the Hobby Club to come up with new strategies?”


    “Yes.”


    I nodded repeatedly and answered my beloved Game Hobby Club members.


    It’s the 4th Thursday of January, after school. I, Karen Tendou, finally decided to ask my friends for suggestions. Also, I’m asking people in the Game Hobby Club instead of the Game Club.


    After Chiaki-san heard what I said, she raised her hand silently.


    “Well, …uh, we don’t dislike helping Karen-san at all…”


    “Thank you, Chiaki-san. You’re reliable.”


    “It’s fine. B-But, uh, …can I ask why are you asking the Hobby Club? Also, you went out of your way to make sure all of us came here…”


    Chiaki-san said that as she looked around. So, other members started to become restless too.


    It’s hard to blame them. After all, this isn’t the 2F classroom we use to hold Hobby Club meetings. -It’s the Game Club.


    I smiled and started explaining to calm them down.


    “First of all, I chose here simply because this is the playable environment. It’s because I want to play while listening to everyone’s suggestions.”


    After I explained, Uehara-kun answered this time.


    “Well, I do get that. …However, is it really necessary to close the Game Club for today? Moreover, aren’t Kase-senpai, Nina-senpai, and Mizumi more reliable when it comes to beating games?”


    “Well, that’s not actually true.”


    “Hmm? What do you mean?”


    “Everyone in the Game Club is indeed pros, …but all of them are specialized on one kind of game. Also, regrettably, no one in the club has experience with shooting action games like this.”


    “How about Mizumi? Think about it, that guy is super talented, right? Well, even though I don’t really know him.”


    “Yes, he does have amazing talents. It’s just that, …how should I put it? Honestly, I think he’s running wild recently. I should say his powers already exceed the ‘gaming’ realm by a lot, right?”


    “Ah…”


    For some reason, Amano-kun and Uehara-kun nodded convincingly. …Did they deal with troubles caused by Mizumi-kun recently? Aguri-san and Chiaki-san still don’t understand.


    I continued.


    “Anyway, a guy like him is really not fit for suggestion or help. I feel like he’s full of special abilities that can’t help us.”


    “He’s the protagonist, after all…”


    The two boys agreed again. As for the girls, they didn’t say anything. All of them seem to have accepted my explanation.


    However, Aguri-san raised her hand and asked me. “Yes, yes, yes!”


    “But, are you sure we can do it? …From Tendou-san’s point, aren’t Tasuku, Amanocchi, and Hoshino are all trash gamers, not to mention me?”


    “Ugh!”


    Aguri-san’s innocent speech made Amano-kun, Uehara-kun, and Chiaki-san suffered massive mental damage. I cleared my throat and helped the three out.


    “I-It’s not like that. I’m not trying to see an expert’s demonstration. At this point, my strategy has already reached its limit. What I need is a way that I never thought of before.”


    “Oh, I see. So, instead of finding those Game Club pros, we need a player that’s far from Tendou-san’s amazing skills. In other words, you want Amanocchi’s suggestion, right!”


    “Ugh!”


    In the end, they took even more damage. …For some reason, Aguri-san’s innocence made all of that hurt so much.


    Anyway, they get what I mean. After I took a seat near the club room entrance, I started playing on the giant screen in the room. The four of them are next to me. This way, I can play the game while exchanging opinions from everyone.


    I started the game skillfully. When the plot is skipped, Amano-kun looked at the screen and mumbled embarrassingly.


    “However, if Tendou-san can’t think of how to think of a creative strategy, ordinary people like us won’t be able to do that too…”


    Aguri-san casually suggested this and retorted to him quickly.


    “Why don’t you just kiss with Amanocchi as you beat the game?”


    “Creative!”


    Everyone dropped their jaws. The whole board agreed that it’s a creative strategy. It’s not just that you can’t find any examples in the shooting games history. The strategy can’t even be found in all of the video games.


    Aguri-san laughed and continued explaining to us, who fell speechless.


    “Love can solve everything in the world, right?”


    Amano-kun sweated profusely and stopped her right away.


    “No, it’s not. Love can only solve everything in a fictional world.”


    “Aren’t games fictional?”


    “The players are real!”


    “Amanocchi, but your face looks fictional.”


    “What did you just say!? Eh! You want to fight!? Got a problem!?”


    “That’s not important. Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!”


    “Stop it. Don’t yell it like a slogan! Are you a toddler!? No one will do it! The kiss between Tendou-san and me isn’t cheap enough to show in a ridiculous environment like this!”


    “Well, it’s okay for Hoshino to kiss Amanocchi as well.”


    “Ehh!?”


    Amano-kun and Chiaki-san yelled at the top of their lungs. Also…


    “Ah, you died.”


    Uehara-kun looked at the screen and mumbled. …This is the first time I lost a life after I remembered the basics of this game. Of course, …after all, I dropped the controller entirely just then.


    Amano-kun slammed the table and retorted Aguri-san.


    “What does Chiaki kissing me has to do with a shooting game’s strategy!?”


    “I already said it’s the power of love.”


    “Can love really give the person in question power when she’s not even participating!?”


    “I don’t know. We have to try everything we can. It’s worth a try.”


    “It’s not! Please don’t use such excuses to prank Chiaki and me!”


    Amano-kun’s so pissed off that he’s about to bite Aguri-san. As for Aguri-san, she curled up her lips and turned away. “Tck…” …They are still as close as siblings.


    I coughed. After that, …since getting hit reduced the score multiplier, I have to try again. …I’ll have to be careful this time.


    So, I finally got to the level where I died.


    …This time, Chiaki-san was the one that made up her mind. …She suddenly stood up and yelled.


    “W-Well, …it’s not like I can’t assist you guys beating the game that way!”


    “Huh!?”


    Amano-kun looked at Chiaki-san shockingly. Aguri-san even cheered up at the same time. “Nice, Hoshino!” Also…


    “Ah, you died.”


    Uehara-kun looked at the screen and mumbled again. …This is the first time I lost a life after I remembered the basics of this game. Of course, …after all, I threw out the controller just then. Full power. I threw it into the clubroom’s…seating pad.


    Just as I’m picking up the controller faintly, Amano-kun blushed and yelled.


    “Why are you accepting such a ridiculous request, Chiaki!?”


    “…It’s because I don’t dislike it, …yes!”


    “You do! You have to dislike it! Isn’t this too weird!? This devilish gal just arranged the worst kissing scene in history, and yet you’re playing along. It’s so pointless!”


    “…Keita, …I think, …I think a girl has times where she must fight! This is what I think!”


    “Now’s not the time for that! Your impressive determination should never be used now, Chiaki!”


    “Let’s go, …Keita! Please! G-Give me a painless one!”


    “Kissing definitely doesn’t involve a painless one! I don’t want to!”


    “Amanocchi’s a coward, weakling, virgin, midget!”


    “Very well, that gal will die first.”


    Finally, this turned into Amano-kun and Aguri-san bickering with each other again. So, Chiaki-san seems to have regained her consciousness too. She mumbled embarrassingly and sat down while blushing heavily.


    “…Sigh.”


    I regained my cool as well and restarted the game again. This time, Aguri-san also stopped bringing up those ridiculous strategies. …Huh, even though this girl always messes with Amano-kun, she knows when to quit. I should say she really understands Amano-kun’s bottom line…


    “Oh, that was close.”


    Uehara-kun mumbled again. While I dodged everything this time, I clutched the enemy bullets really close. I continued either way since it doesn’t affect my score.


    Then, when I finally defeated the first boss, …Chiaki-san mumbled.


    “Hmm, …Karen-san’s indeed really good at this. This still doesn’t work?”


    “Regrettably, I can’t break the record this way. So, that’s why I hoped for a different strategy…”


    “Ah, how about I just kiss with Keita-“’


    “That’s not possible.”


    After I said that, I swept the entire wave of minions with an overpowered attack. Sweat appeared on Chiaki-san’s forehead. She cleared her throat and changed the topic.


    “But, the real question is how we should improve the score. I think it has to reach that ridiculous ‘I didn’t know this work!’ level. Well, even though that doesn’t mean the power of love.”


    “Hmm, yes, Chiaki-san. Did you think of something while watching? It would be great if you can give me some suggestions, even if it’s not directly related to improving the score.”


    “Hmm, …w-well…”


    Chiaki-san crossed her arms and closed her eyes as she fell into deep thought. …Later, when she opened her eyes suddenly, she brought this up.


    “I worry about the cost-performance ratio of bullet hell attacks.”


    “That’s really irrelevant!”


    Everyone yelled at the same time when her mumble is even less relevant than we thought.


    However, Chiaki-san switched to her serious “creator” face for some reason and continued explaining.


    “No, no, no, but don’t you guys have questions about this? A massive amount of bullets were sprayed in the entirely opposite direction to the player. Is there a reason? Also, the bullet hell’s colors are so sharp and bright!”


    “I-I think it’s not wise to complain about the game this way. Moreover, <Gods and Evil> isn’t really a bullet hell game…”


    “I’m not talking about <Gods and Evil>, Karen-san! I’m talking about all bullet hell games!”


    “Uh, can you please talk about <Gods and Evil>!? I was asking for suggestions of achieving a new score here!”


    “Right! Well, I’ll first hide my eternal issue of bullet hell systems inside my heart secretly!”


    “It would be great if you can do that.”


    “…………”


    “…………”


    “…Uh, basically, if they are powerful enough to spray such bullet hell, why don’t the enemy just cut off all of my escape? That’s-“


    “Chiaki-san?”


    “Alright, I will be quiet!”


    Chiaki-san straightened her back and saluted me. …S-Sheesh, that’s what weird people look like…


    So, just as I’m sighing dumbfoundedly, I realized that Amano-kun’s getting restless. He mumbled to himself quietly.


    “…Yes, yes, yes, come to think of it, it’s weird to set the hitbox of the player in the center…”


    However, he only kept that to himself…without sharing the topic with Chiaki-san.


    “…………”


    I bet he realized what will happen next. If he started chatting with Chiaki-san passionately after that, my mood is guaranteed to turn sour. It’s not hard to imagine what’s next. I will immediately remind him, “Amano-kun?” After that, both of them will squeak and shrug their shoulders.


    That’s why he explicitly kept the topic to himself. …This is a reasonable choice. Also, he didn’t want to distract me from playing the game.


    …Even though that should be the case…


    When I’m tangled up in an indescribable knot of complicated emotions, Uehara-kun, who had remained silent, spoke up.


    “Honestly, you’re so good at it, yet the record score is nearly twice as much. …From my view, I can only guess that you missed something important. You’re Tendou, after all.”


    “Although I don’t understand what does that last ‘after all’ mean, …what did I miss?”


    “Think about it, there should be some hidden or bonus levels where you can only enter under special conditions. I don’t think you’re that fated to encounter those bonus rewards.”


    “You’ve been really noisy since then! Moreover, if I’m really not fated with bonuses, then what should I do!?”


    “Of course, the best way is to find two matching people playing the game together, right?”


    Uehara-kun looked at Amano-kun and Chiaki-san after saying that. …Indeed, few boys and girls are blessed by “fate” or “coincidence” more than them.


    Also, both of them love gaming, and they are getting restless after seeing me playing. After Uehara-kun suggested it, both of them are quite interested in accepting-


    ‘Alright, please-“


    -Amano-kun smiled bitterly in the middle of his sentence suddenly and quitted.


    “-I wanted to accept it, but Chiaki should be the one to try.”


    “Hmm? Keita?”


    Chiaki-san tilted her head confusingly. Amano-kun explained.


    “Even though two people can play this game, in the end, it’s just spreading the control of one main character to two players. I feel like this can ruin what makes the game interesting. Of course, you can have a different kind of ‘fun’ playing that way too.”


    “I-I see. Indeed, perhaps you’re right.”


    “So, anyway, let’s have Chiaki try playing it first? Although it’s different than Uehara-kun’s suggestion, I think Chiaki will do a lot of things that Tendou-san wouldn’t.”


    R-Really? Uh, well, …if Keita and Tendou-san are okay with this, I’d be more than happy to play…”


    Chiaki-san glanced at me. I nodded with a smile. Then. I restarted the game and handed her the controller.


    So, Chiaki-san immediately…and “uncharacteristically” cheered herself up with a breath.


    “Alright, I’ll give it my best!”


    “…………”


    My heart’s getting tortured by a wave of complicated emotions again after seeing her face. …She just wants to play with Amano-kun, right? The game doesn’t really matter. Only I can…acknowledge this painfully, about how she feels.


    On the other hand, Amano-kun’s attitude and suggestion weren’t wrong either. I can also understand that. In reality, he’s way too sincere to us recently. The evidence Is that- during these few weeks, my heart didn’t ripple at all. Surprisingly, the weird misunderstandings never happened again. Also, I’m sure that the reason…wasn’t because fate has stopped messing with us.


    It’s because the annoying seed of misunderstanding…has already been carefully removed one by one. The one that used to lay the roots has improved.


    …In other words-


    It’s all because of Amano-kun’s effort and consideration. This sentence can summarize everything.


    “Wow, wow, wow.”


    -Once I snapped out of it, Chiaki-san immediately lost a life in the first level.


    She complained while looking at the screen tearfully.


    “U…Ughh, I can’t even beat the level! I was a bit confident at first!”


    “Ahaha, that baffling confidence is quite common! You can’t help but think you can also do it after watching experienced people nailing it!”


    “Yeah, Keita! Ugh, I should’ve let you play first…”


    “W-What are you trying to say, seaweed-san?”


    “It’s exactly what you’re thinking right now, bean sprout-san.”


    …They are enjoying themselves and started bickering intimately. For some reason, …I was relieved after seeing that. Come to think of it, it’s weird to feel relieved when your loved one is hanging out with your rival.


    (Why is that…? …Is it because Amano-kun is still Amano-kun…?)


    Even I have no idea what I’m saying at all. I turned around, and Uehara-kun and Aguri-san are showing a similar expression to mine. …I feel like this atmosphere is unbelievable.


    However, I reaffirmed something in this mind-boggling web of emotions.


    That is-


    “Ah! I didn’t even reach the capital on the first level! No, I don’t accept this!”


    “Okay, Chiaki, you’re out. I’ll go next! My turn! Alright, let me show you-“


    “Eh? Amano’s playing too? Well, I’ll go to the toilet first.”


    “Yeah! I’m going with you! There’s no point watching a replay, anyway!”


    “Wait right there, you two!”


    -The five of us are the happiest when playing video games together. Nothing tops that.


    *


    It’s midnight on that day.


    “I-I’m finally at 280 million points…!”


    I’m wearing my pajamas in the gloomy room. My eyes are staring at the bright screen sparklingly.


    “I didn’t expect Aguri-san to find the breakthrough…!”


    Even though I held the meeting to hope for an unexpected idea, I didn’t expect a non-gamer like her got me the solution.


    I restarted from the first level again. Then, I remembered what happened as I’m fighting for a better score.


    Yes, that was when the meeting’s almost over.


    Aguri-san was looking at other people playing dazedly, except when it’s Uehara-kun’s turn. Suddenly, she seemed to have realized something and said, “Borrow me this.” Then, she robbed the controller away from Amano-kun, who was playing at that time.


    Of course, Amano-kun complained a lot. At that point, Aguri-san started playing the game unfamiliarly like a total newbie. She didn’t press the attack button at all and missed enemy after enemy. The bullets even hit her, and the score multiplier dropped a lot. Also, at last-


    “Ah.”


    -The flight directly collided with the middle boss battleship and crashed in an explosion. After that, “Here you go.” Aguri-san said this, satisfied. She returned the controller to Amano-kun.


    As for Amano-kun, …of course, he’s about to blow up from anger.


    “No, no, no! What the hell were you trying to do!?”


    “Eh, colliding with the enemy.”


    “Why!? Are you trying to mess with me? What’s the point of-“


    “Eh, it’s because all of you are trying to increase that number, right.”


    “Eh?”


    Aguri-san said that as she pointed. -We confirmed her score, and we saw…


    “H…Huh?”


    Even though she was hit a couple of times and lost a life, her score is still slightly better than our “normal” method.


    We fell silent while Aguri-san yawned and explained.


    “Ah, that mainly happened when Amanocchi and Hoshino were playing. When the two of them dropped dead, that number will SOMETIMES go up a bit. At first, I thought it was just an unbelievable bonus from god since they suck. …However, I realized it afterward.”


    “R-Realized what?”


    We gulped anxiously. Aguri-san answered calmly.


    “When the protagonist collides with the enemy directly, the enemy dies due to the protagonist’s explosion. Then, at that time, I think the number jumps up a lot.”


    “!”


    “Also, it increases more when you’re hitting big enemies. But, I think that’s called the boss, right? Since you can’t defeat that by collision, that’s why I thought hitting the middle boss is the best, right? That’s all.”


    Amano-kun paused the screen as he fell speechless and stared at the score. …Since he died from the bullets, the score multiplier did drop a lot. While that’s true…


    (…I think the score’s even higher when you play it that way!)


    I calculated that and took over from Amano-kun. After that, I purposely collided with the middle boss during the critical levels and replayed the level. The end result…is actually 200 million points.


    “OHHHHHHHHHHH!”


    Aside from Aguri-san, everyone in the Game Hobby Club exploded.


    At that moment, I finally managed to break my limit.


    I snapped out of my memories and mumbled in the dark room alone.


    “Also, after I investigated the ‘collision method’ even more, …I got 280 million points this time!”


    300 million points are finally within range.


    All that remains is…


    “At this point, I can’t believe I have to practice grinding this…!”


    The flow is already complete. I know where I need to use the collision method.


    The only thing left is to charge into the boss at the right time, …but here’s the problem.


    “I didn’t expect the game to have countermeasures against this too…”


    While you can get points by directly colliding with the boss, …aside from the level Aguri-san’s in, other levels’ bosses will always hit you with a bunch of minions and bullets. I didn’t realize that until now.


    In other words, it’s actually not that easy to charge into the middle boss.


    I was left speechless by that as well.


    “T-This game is designed so brilliantly…”


    You won’t realize that at all if you play it usually. After all, the most crucial part of the game is defeating the middle boss ASAP. Letting it stay on the screen isn’t great for your score multiplier and lives.


    However, it’s just that, …after I knew the collision method, the game changed completely. It’s not just a change. They thought about the balance as well. From this point, …it’s absolutely not a bug.


    Clearly, this is purposely designed by the developer – a shocking fact that won’t be revealed until 10 years after release.


    Yes, this is it. When you play video games or encounter entertainment like video games, …a surprise like this awaits you!


    “…I must break the record and show everyone…!”


    At this point, I only wasn’t able to use the collision method on the last level. The middle boss in this level is crashing at an incredibly tricky position. It’s designed for the protagonist to get hit by bullets or other enemies.


    Even so, since this is the last level, it takes a long time to reach here if you restarted. It’s designed so that people can’t practice easily.


    If this isn’t evil, I don’t know what is. The barrier is hopelessly tall.


    However, that’s why, …that’s why…!”


    “…AHH!”


    My blood turned boiling hot from excitement as I spent all night gaming in a long while.


    



    Keita Amano


    It’s Friday morning. When I’m walking towards the 2F classroom and holding my yawn, …I bumped into a mysterious blonde creature heading forward wobbly.


    …Without using an if, I bet that’s my beloved ex-girlfriend.


    Every other classmate was scared by her unusual aura and kept their distance. As for me, …of course, I chased after her and spoke up.


    “A-Are you okay, Tendou-san!?”


    “Fweuh?”


    Tendou-san didn’t even open her eyes when she looked back. …She was totally not sleeping.


    She looked at my face and smiled.


    “Ah, oh, …nice to meet you, …sir, you remind me of Amano-kun.”


    “No, I’m Amano. A-Are you alright?”


    “I’m okay. …Ah, …nice to meet you, …sir. You remind me of Amano-kun.”


    “Your memory can’t even last for 2 seconds!?”


    This is anything but okay. When I take a good look, parts of her hair are curled up. The uniform and the tie aren’t really tidy either. It’s hard to imagine such a languish Tendou-san from her usual appearance. …Sigh, even so, she’s still adorable to the extreme! Ah, she’s so cute. I can’t take it anymore! I literally want to bring her home like a doll!


    However, I managed to suppress this desire and coughed. Then, I put my hand on Tendou-san’s shoulder.


    “Uh, anyway, you shouldn’t force yourself. Should I take you to the health room?”


    “Eh? Going to the health room with Amano-kun, alone…!?”


    “T-Tendou-san?”


    Tendou-san’s eyes slowly bulged. Also, her cheeks started to regain their usual redness again. …After that, she stood straight and cleared her throat.


    “Thanks for your love. …Sadly, my consciousness has already recovered.”


    “I-I guess so.”


    While I’m not sure why, her heart seems to be experiencing some intense emotions that caused her to wake up. …Well, even though Tendou-san looks pretty regretted now.


    We first stood next to the hallway to avoid blocking other classmates. Then, we started the conversation again.


    “By the way, Tendou-san, you’re clearly lacking sleep. Don’t tell me…”


    “Don’t tell you what? Amano-kun, don’t tell me you’re still trying to show your dull logic to Karen Tendou? Ah, that would be way too funny. I’m the one talking to you right now, the renowned Karen Tendou. I’m the incarnation of self-control, Karen Tendou. There’s no reason for Karen Tendou to be this exhausted aside from-“


    “You stayed up all night playing video games, right?”


    “Yes, I’m sorry.”


    Tendou-san bowed down and sincerely apologized to her ex-boyfriend. …The other classmates are staring daggers at me from the hallway. But, even I’m getting used to it.


    I sighed and smiled bitterly at Tendou-san.


    “There’s no need to say sorry. After all, I sometimes do that too. It’s just that…I can’t help but worry when I see a girl I love is in this situation.”


    “Amano-kun, …t-thank you.”


    “Y-You’re welcome…”


    Tendou-san’s blushing slightly, while I’m feeling a bit embarrassed.


    There’s this embarrassing rom-com mood radiating between us.


    …………


    Sigh, even though we’re actually talking about staying up all night playing video games and not having enough sleep. That’s a terrible topic.


    I changed the topic and asked Tendou-san again.


    “So, Tendou-san, uh, well, …your result?”


    “Hoho, that’s a good question, Amano-kun.”


    So, Tendou-san put her hands on her waist and puffed up her chest. I mumbled, “Eh, don’t tell me…” Then, she…put up an adorable V sign and announced it to me with a bright smile.


    “I finally broke the record this morning! I even got first place!”


    “Ohhhh! You did it, Tendou-san! That’s amazing! Congratulations!”


    “Yeah, thank you, Amano-kun!”


    “Even though I’m pretty aware that you said ‘this morning’ instead of yesterday!”


    “Yeah, don’t mention it, Amano-kun!”


    The two of us just cheered each other next to the hallway excitedly. I didn’t expect Aguri-san to bring light to the high score challenge yesterday after school. …It only took her a day to surpass the last club members! That’s our Tendou-san!”


    I smiled and cheered Tendou-san excitedly.


    “This way, you’re finally free from your painful struggle, Tendou-san!”


    “…Eh?”


    However, Tendou-san tilted her head confusingly at what I said.


    I don’t know what she’s thinking about, so I continued.


    “Eh, Tendou-san, aren’t you exhausted during this week?”


    “Uh, yeah.”


    “So, …that’s why I said you’re finally free from your painful struggle…”


    “…Then you’re wrong, Amano-kun.”


    Suddenly, Tendou-san abruptly rejected what I said. I was surprised as I answered.


    “Eh, don’t tell me you’re trying to reach an even higher record…?”


    “No, I’ve already achieved the goal, so I’ll stop here. It’s not what you think. When I say you’re wrong, I mean you’re describing this whole thing as painful.”


    “Eh?”


    During this time, Tendou-san turned her body toward the window of the hallway. She looked up to the blue sky. …After that, the girl spoke up with sparkling eyes that don’t look exhausted at all.


    “I wasn’t struggling painfully this week. Instead, I’m having fun playing games.”


    “…………”


    What she said made me, …no, she’s way too charming. I fell speechless.


    Tendou-san continued.


    “Amano-kun, you said this before, right? The reason that you didn’t join the Game Club is that you lacked the determination to improve. Something like that.”


    “…I did.”


    “At this point, I have to retort what you said.”


    Tendou-san said that as she looked at me again. …Then, facing the sunny sky in the morning, she told this to me.


    “I’ve never brought determination into gaming. However, I’m still, …no, the Game Club is still dedicated to improving. There’s only one reason for that.”


    “…And that is?”


    After she heard my question, Tendou-san, she- showed me a childish and carefree smile.


    “-That’s because we’re all really happy!”


    “…………”


    …I lost, …what should I do?


    That smile is way too charming, and I can’t even look at her face properly.


    What’s with this warmth in my heart? Yep, I’m really into this girl…”


    I slightly looked away from her. Then, I tried to answer while scratching my cheeks.


    “That’s nice. …I’m really, really envious of your attitude on gaming.”


    “Hoho, thank you. However, you can find a lot of fun outside of winning and losing. We’re pretty envious of your attitude as well.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah.”


    At this point, we smiled at each other again. …This reminded me of our first date. We were like that at that time…


    Then, Tendou-san looked at the window again. After that, she saw what she looked like on it and hastily spoke up.


    “S-Sorry, Amano-kun! I have to tidy up my looks…”


    “Eh? Your look? But, you’re always extremely adorable.”


    “Eh?”


    “Ah, are you minding that curled up hair? I do feel that’s pretty cute in its own way too. …Ah, please wait.”


    “Eh? Eh? Eh?”


    


    
      
        

        
      

    


    


    I took a step closer to Tendou-san. After that, I combed her curled hair gently and carefully using my hand. So, after I swept it silently a couple times. I was so relieved that I can’t help but express what I’m sincerely thinking.


    “…Haha, Tendou-san, it feels like I’m coaxing you to be a good girl.”


    “!”


    I guess she wanted me to have an easy time combing. Tendou-san plopped her head down. I continued.


    “Ah, but let’s say I do mean that, perhaps it’s nice too. It’s because you got such a brilliant score today. I think the teacher or your parents won’t praise you for beating the game. …So, the least I can do is to help and praise you for loving gaming. Moreover, I also hope for a little that can be what I mean to you."


    “!!!”


    Tendou-san seems to be mumbling something. Is it because it hurts when I’m combing her hair?


    I paid attention to be more gentle with my hands as I continued chatting.


    “Ah, come to think of it, even though it’s a bit late, this is the first time I combed a girl’s hair.”


    “!”


    “But, somehow, whenever I’m with you, …my wish to do all this for you always wins against embarrassment. It’s just like when I confessed to you. This is unbelievable. I guess it’s because I really do love you…”


    “!!!!!!”


    Perhaps it’s because Tendou-san’s hair is incredibly soft and smooth. I’m revealing all of my emotions defenselessly like I’m in my bed.


    With that, …Tendou-san suddenly raised her head as if she’s trying to stop me. After that, she rolled her eyes and started protesting.


    “W-What were you doing j-just then!?”


    “Ah, I’m sorry.”


    After she said that, I finally realized that this is the school hallway in the morning. When I turned around, a shocking amount of people are looking at me. …However…


    “Ah, but, Tendou-san, it’s great now that you cheered up!”


    I smiled and answered. So, …Tendou-san’s blushing harder and harder like a red apple. Her lips are trembling.


    “A-A-A-Amano-kun! …Y-Y-Y-You’re literally R-R…”


    “R? …Ah, I get it! I bet you’re trying to say ‘romantic player’ just then-“


    “You’re literally Romeo! I LOVE YOU!”


    “What’s with that reaction!?”


    My ex-girlfriend made that shocking confession as she yelled at the top of her lungs and ran away. …Uh, …how should I say this? What just happened? I think I didn’t mishear anything, yet I feel like I shouldn’t take her word for it. I can’t just get excited like that.


    …………


    …Sigh, even so, I’m excited. Yay.


    “…A-Amano, why are you bouncing around in the hallway alone? That’s disgusting.”


    Someone suddenly talked to me from behind. I turned back and saw a familiar face.


    “Ah, good morning, Uehara-kun. …Eh, huh, Aguri-san and Chiaki are here too.”


    “Hi, Amanocchi.”


    “Good morning, Keita.”


    The two girls poked their heads out behind Uehara-kun. …I can’t help but glare at Uehara-kun.


    “…That’s our Uehara-kun. You can get two girls next to you once you arrive at school…”


    “Your eyes are full of darkness. Well, Aguri is going to school with me, but we bumped into Hoshinomori on the road.


    “Ohhh…”


    “What’s with your reply? Ah, forget about that, Amano, is Tendou alright?”


    “Hmm? What do you mean?”


    “I mean, the three of us saw a wobbling and mysterious blonde creature near the entrance. But, we lost her because she’s wobbling too much. After that, we walked around the entire school and got here…”


    “Ah, I see. Yes, honestly, she’s miserable in terms of sleeping time. …However, I think she got better.”


    When Uehara-kun and I talked about that, Chiaki suddenly freaked out for some reason and asked me.


    “A-Also, K-Keita, …w-were you chatting happily with Tendou-san just then?”


    “Eh? Uh, hmm, I guess so…”


    “Can I ask…what did…you two talk about?”


    “Eh?”


    Chiaki glanced up at me as she asked me that question, …even I know what that means. I feel like, …right now, she seems to be a bit jealous. Ugh, …t-this is embarrassing.


    So, the sharp-eyed normie couple secretly looked at us with an annoying expression. So, I cleared my throat and decided to explain to them.


    “Tendou-san said that she has already broken the record of that game.”


    “Ohh!”


    These three immediately cheered up. …My heart’s getting warm when they’re so engaged in their friend’s score in a game.


    After that, when I told them Tendou-san is really exhausted, Chiaki suddenly grabbed her phone out and said, “Come to think of it-“


    “I discovered this mobile game after yesterday’s meeting.”


    “Mobile game?”


    Uehara-kun, Aguri-san, and I tilted our heads as we looked at Chiaki’s phone. So, the game is…


    “Is this…the mobile version of <Gods and Evil>? I didn’t know they have this version!”


    “Yes, Keita. I didn’t know that either. However, I think this got on the shelves 3 days ago. I can’t help but download it since it’s a one-time purchase.”


    Chiaki then showed us the new game. The screen is showing the exact same thing we saw at the Game Club yesterday.


    Uehara-kun sighed admirably.


    “Oh, it’s almost the same.”


    “Yeah, all of the comments are positive as well. I also think that they did a good job. It’s just that the impossible part to replicate is…”


    “Huh, Hoshino, how do you control this?”


    “This is the issue…”


    After Aguri-san asked that, Chiaki rotated her phone and continued playing the game. …However, no matter how you look at it, the controls are pretty restricted.


    “Uh, well, they already tuned it a lot for a mobile game. Therefore, the comments have no problem with that too. …Even so, the controls are still worse than a game controller…”


    “It has to be. The original game already required you to press a lot of buttons…”


    I glanced at the screen as I said that. Once I got my face close, Chiaki messed up and got a game over. …A slightly awkward atmosphere enveloped us.


    Then, when the screen switched to the scoreboard, my eyes turned to the tiny button at the top right corner.


    “Eh, there’s an online ranking in the mobile version too.”


    “Eh? Ah, there is. I didn’t even notice that.”


    Chiaki said that as she pressed that button unintentionally. The loading screen showed up.


    Uehara-kun mumbled.


    “The controls in the mobile version aren’t great, right? How high can the score be when it’s just 3 days old…”


    “Yeah, …ah, there it is. Uh, the current first place is…”


    “Let me see! Let me see!”


    All of us looked at the screen excitedly. In the end, the score and name above is-


    <No.1 – MAI – 457 million points>


    “…………”


    Everyone froze and fell speechless. …All of us are thinking of the same thing.


    (Huh, I think I just saw one of my friends staying up all night to reach the 300 million goal…)


    After that, Chiaki suddenly laughed stiffly and clicked on her phone.


    “T-Think about it, the score multiplier in the mobile version…is definitely higher, right?”


    She opened the official webpage and scrolled down to the comments. However, it showed…


    <The mobile version is excellent. But, the controls are terrible, and the score increases very slowly.>


    <It’s still just as fun! But are there fewer enemies in the mobile version? Thanks to that, I think the score can’t be as high as the console version…>


    <There are cheaters on the online scoreboard, right? MAI dominated. How could someone get a score like that?>


    <Developers: We didn’t discover any cheaters at this stage. It would be our honor if the players can continue to enjoy the game.>


    “…………”


    The four of us read these comments. The mood is getting heavier and heavier.


    The classmates saw our faces and left without a trace.


    At this point, Chiaki finally…


    “…Phew, phew.”


    She pressed the power button and turned off the screen silently.


    …………


    …An exhausted gamer girl floated up in our minds.


    …………


    The four of us looked at each other’s face and gulped.


    Then, we mumbled the same thing at the same time.


    “There’s no mobile version at all.”


    Sometimes, we have to look away from reality for our friend’s health. …This realization came to the high school year 2 students on a cold winter morning.

  


  Chapter 5: Keita Amano and Sudden Boss Fight


  


  “I refuse.”


  “That sudden!?”


  Aguri-san’s loud voice can be heard from the speaker. I can’t help but move my ears away. It’s the first Saturday of February, 9PM. I’m lying on my bed in the room as I continue.


  “Uh, it’s because…I got a call on a Saturday night from you instead of a text. This way, …the only correct choice that I, Keita Amano, can do is still pick up the phone and reject right away.”


  “Amanocchi, I hate how much you’ve grown up! You’re so sensitive now! B-But…”


  Aguri-san paused for a frustrating moment at this point to try and arouse my curiosity.


  “Is Amanocchi’s assumption really correct? Drawing the line before listen to what Aguri-nee-chan has to say, can you really say that you won’t regret-


  “ I hung up without any hesitation.


  “Well, then…”


  I stood up from the bed and took a big stretch. Well, there’s nothing on the TV I really want to watch today. It’s time for a bath-


  <Ring…!>


  -My phone’s ringing again. The electronic noise sounds really annoying. Perhaps it’s my imagination. I stared at the phone, which is on my bed, for a few seconds. …However, the ringing isn’t stopping any time soon, so I unwillingly answered.


  “Hey? Who’s speaking, please?”


  “It’s me! You know that right!? Why are you hanging up!?”


  “Aguri-san, it’s because you’re calling me on a Saturday night. You know that, right?”


  “Amanocchi, a boy shouldn’t reply this coldly! I didn’t remember raising you like this!”


  “…Ah, right. …Ahem, …ah, …ah…”


  “Hmm? A-Amanocchi? What’s wrong-“


  “This is Nakamura. Who are you looking for?”


  “Eh, there’s no point! The wrong number excuse doesn’t even work now!”


  “…Ah, someone’s calling me. I’m hanging up.”


  “Liar! Amanocchi, no one in the world will call you-“


  I hung up without hesitation for the second time. Relentlessly. Alright, I’m going to take a bath. …Someone’s calling me again. Although I wanted to ignore it again, …perhaps it’s my imagination, the “Aguri-san” on the screen looks really depressing. So, I answered the call.


  “I’m calling the cops.”


  “Will someone really say that to his friend after picking up a call!?”


  Aguri-san’s voice sounds terrified. As for me, …I can only admit defeat and sit on the bed again. I asked her what’s going on.


  “So? What’s wrong? You kept calling me.”


  “I kept calling you because you keep hanging up!”


  “It’s usual to hang up an annoying harassment call.”


  “Why do you think that I’m annoying!? I didn’t even say anything yet!”


  “…So, you mean I can benefit from what you’re going to talk about?”


  “Exactly!”


  Aguri-san seems to have puffed up her chest on the other side of the phone. I scratched my head and urged her to continue unwillingly.


  “If you are saying that already, I’ll be asking then. …Why did you call me on a Saturday night, Aguri-san?”


  “Yes! Amanocchi, do you want to come to my house tomorrow-


  “ I immediately hung up. Then, I also considered turning off my phone entirely. However, I still hesitated a bit, no matter how cold-hearted I am. So, I got another phone call before anything could be done.


  “…………”


  …I scrolled the screen and tried to decline the call. …However, she called me right away again. …I should just blacklist her.


  …Although I thought about doing it, I can’t cross that line. Furthermore, at the end of the day, I just can’t ignore Aguri-san completely. I answered the call. This time, Aguri-san seems to have learned her lesson as well. She suddenly explained to me without any complaint.


  “Eh, I get it! I understand! I also considered this! Right now, Amanocchi doesn’t want to stir up any more troubles. I get that. So, I also respectfully agreed to stop going to the family restaurant for a while! Yes!”


  “If that’s the case, why are you suggesting such a heavyweight event that not just affects me, but your own relationship as well…?”


  Facing my thoroughly dumbfounded voice, the other side of the phone is…


  “…I guess it’s because…even though I understand, I can only rely on you, Amanocchi…”


  …Aguri-san’s voice got uncharacteristically depressed.


  “…………”


  My ears are still next to the phone. I can’t help but look up to the ceiling in my room. …That’s why I wanted to hang up ASAP. After all, if things turned like this, there’s only one option left for me, Keita Amano.


  *


  “Hiya, you’re here, Amanocchi! Wow, you’re such a man!”


  “…………”


  It’s a Sunday morning, 11AM. I’m at the bus station near Aguri-san’s home. I got off with cloudy eyes. The gal, who’s in a coat, immediately came here while rubbing her hands. When the bus closed the door and left, I started mumbling without even looking at the gal.


  “…Should I try and suddenly invite Tendou-san out for a date? …I thought about that.”


  “N-No, no, no! I bet Tendou-san has something else to do today, yes!”


  “…Even so, the important part is that I ‘suddenly invited’ her, right. …I wonder whether this can let her know that I want to see her. …I thought about doing that.”


  “N-No, no, no! Amanocchi, you can’t just keep going on the attack in relationships!”


  “…Really?”


  “Yes, it’s definitely right! I-I feel like you shouldn’t force Tendou-san out!”


  “…I guess it’s right when Aguri-san said it. Sigh, …it’s just that…”


  “I-It’s just that?”


  I stared at the grey sky that looks like it’s about to snow at any time and mumbled.


  “I’m intruding in a girl’s house secretly on a Sunday, and she has a boyfriend too. Even a guy like me knows that this is literally the ‘wrong route’ for my relationship.”


  “…I-I guess you’re right.”


  Aguri-san looked away and curled up her lips. She started whistling even though she doesn’t know how to do it. I sighed and changed my mind before smiling at her.


  “Even so, it’s cold to stay here. Can I come to your house?”


  “Eh? Hmm, …s-sure, of course! Let’s go, Amanocchi!”


  Aguri-san immediately brightened up and walked in front of me cheerfully. She’s bouncing on the flat snow with a white knitted hat like a bunny. My temper already cooled down after seeing that. I tried to ask her what’s next when I’m following Aguri-san towards the residential area.


  “So, why are you dragging me to your house? I think you just said you want to stay home and play video games on the phone…”


  “Ah, …uh, well, that’s true…”


  Aguri-san slowed down and answered me.


  “To put it simply, Amanocchi, I want you to play video games with me at home.”


  “I see. …Uh, I don’t really mind that. I love to play video games with others too…”


  “Right? See, isn’t this good for you too, Amanocchi!?”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Aguri-san suddenly turned back and started getting aggressive. I was surprised. …Indeed, it’s a pretty attractive invitation if I’m really just playing games with my friends. However…


  “But, Aguri-san, why are you inviting me even though you don’t like games?”


  “Eh? Uh, …it’s nothing. …How should I say this…?”


  Aguru-san turned around right away and faced forward again. She took a step on the snow as if she’s avoiding me. I chased after her. Then, …after a long moment, she continued.


  “…Amanocchi, well, it’s actually someone wanting to play video games with you…”


  “Eh? Someone besides you? I-Is it your family?”


  I don’t remember whether Aguri-san has any siblings. Ah, perhaps it’s her parents? If that’s the case, it’s kind of awkward to see them since I’m a guy, after all… Aguri-san seems to have noticed that I’m worried about that. So, she calmed me down.


  “Ah, it’s okay. It’s not my parents. To be clear, …it’s actually my cousin.”


  “Your cousin? You got me on board because that cousin wants to play video games with someone?”


  “Uh, ..r-right. …It’s close. That’s it.”


  Aguri-san didn’t give a straight answer. Although I stared at her suspiciously, I can still understand.


  (She invited a game-loving friend to her house because her cousin wants to play. …Sigh, I guess it makes sense for her to not find her boyfriend.)


  At least, this is way more wholesome than my initial imagination. Or, I should say this won’t cause much danger for me. This way, even though if someone found out I visited Aguri-san’s house, I can still explain to Uehara-kun and Tendou-san. …Yes. If that’s the case, I think I was a bit too self-conscious on the phone last night. I scratched my cheeks and spoke up.


  “Uh, …I feel like I should say sorry. Aguri-san, I overthought this.”


  “Eh? Ah, …ah, y-yeah! Amanocchi, you’re way too sensitive to girls lately!”


  “I guess so. I should stop that …You’re right. We don’t need to be involved in relationships every time we talk.”


  “Y-Yeah.”


  I was relieved to hear what Aguri-san said, so I started chatting with her directly.


  “Ah, right, speaking of stopping, perhaps you heard this from Uehara-kun already, I did the same thing during that lost child incident. I regretted whether I can do more so much-


  “ When I’m in the middle of my sentence, during this time- Aguri-san stopped in front of an apartment and said,


  “This way.”


  After that, she quickly unlocked the door. I froze as I looked at the lobby from the glass door. I spewed up my thoughts honestly.


  “I feel like this apartment’s pretty high-class. It doesn’t match you.”


  “Amanocchi, you always say unnecessary stuff in front of girls.”


  “Sheesh, I only do this to you.”


  “Wow, I’m glad.”


  Aguri-san robotically answered as she inputs the password. I looked away subconsciously. The automatic door opened after an electric sound was played. Aguri-san stepped forward and continued.


  “However, in reality, this isn’t really a high-class place. It’s just 5 stories tall, after all. The house isn’t new either. In comparison, the rooms inside are pretty big.”


  “Oh, wide spaces. That’s nice.”


  “…Hiya, it’s hard to say…”


  “Hmm? Isn’t wide better than tight?”


  “Yeah. I feel the same way around a month ago…”


  “?”


  Aguri-san just said something meaningful as she crossed over the lobby. I hastily followed her as well. After that, both of us got on the elevator. She pressed the 5/F button, and the door closed.


  “…………”


  Then, for some reason, both of us fell silent inside the closed space. Well, I’m just getting nervous since this is my first time visiting her house. However…


  “…………”


  I can see Aguri-san’s face from the clean and reflective elevator door.


  (Why does Aguri-san look pretty stiff as well…?)


  We have known each other for a long time, yet this is the first time I see her like this. That face is different than when she’s bothered by something Uehara-kun did. How should I put it…? You can only feel stress from that depressing face…


  Just as I’m lost in thoughts, the elevator arrived on the 5th floor. We exited the elevator and walked through the corridor directly.


  …Then, we stopped in front of a door.


  “…………”


  “A-Aguri-san?”


  To her, even though it’s just going back to her home, for some reason, she looks really nervous. The girl even started taking deep breaths.


  …Something’s wrong. I can feel it. I can’t help but look at her suspiciously again.


  “Uh, I’m just here to play games with that cousin, right?”


  Facing my question, Aguri-san answered calmly without turning back.


  “Yeah, you’re right. Amanocchi, you just need to play games with my cousin.”


  “A-Are you sure?”


  “Yes, …also, uh…”


  “There’s also!?”


  Aguri-san suddenly requested another thing as she reached her hand to the door handle. So,


  …she stepped forward forcefully without giving me any time to ask any questions.


  “Also, you need to cooperate with me. -I’m home!”


  “Eh, wait, what does that me-“


  The door opened before I could clear my confusion. First of all, I can see the entrance. After that, a corridor with a rug on top came into view. The inside was split by the door to the living room.


  -At the next moment, the door I’m looking at was opened forcefully. A child bounced around as she dashed out. Then-


  “Welcome back, Aguri-nee-chan!”


  ………… ………... …This feels familiar. The little girl’s wearing a goth loli dress. She pounced on Aguri-san’s chest after running to the entrance. After that,


  …Aguri-san hugged her tightly and gently patted her as she spoke softly.


  “Now, now, this is too dangerous, -Mii.”


  “…Mii.”


  I can’t help but repeat her name. So, that little girl, -Mii, suddenly turned to me. After that, she bulged her eyes and gasped,


  “Ah!”


  “The princess chased after by otakus!”


  “Can you not remember me in that way, Mii!?”


  Indeed, she’s the lost girl we found a while ago, …Mii Fushiguro. As for Aguri-san, she hugged Mii as she tilted her head unbelievably.


  “Eh, Amanocchi, you know Mii? Why?”


  It looks like Aguri-san doesn’t know about the lost child incident.


  “Ah, that’s because…”


  I wanted to give a simple explanation. …However, I was interrupted by someone speaking deep into the corridor.


  “Oh, Agu, it looks like you brought the guy here.”


  This dominating voice grasped and ruled the mood inside.


  -None of the conversations before this mattered anymore. It’s an overwhelming pressure.


  …The voice that I can’t forget even if I want to. This…


  “Mom.”


  Mii left Aguri-san and ran inside. My eyes followed her.


  …Then, I saw a silver hair beauty deep inside the corridor leaning on the wall lazily. She’s not wearing her usual flight attendant uniform today. Instead, it’s a vest with thin shoulder straps and tight jeans that emphasized her long legs. Home clothing. However, that unique dominance is still fully operational.


  …My forehead is covered in cold sweats as I gulped.


  (She’s the same. …The type that I’m scared of the most…)


  Beautiful, arrogant, confident, -a woman that seems to be always tasting others. For a short, self-abased, and cowardly person like me, she’s the absolute opposite of my kind. So, at that time,


  …I wanted to escape when I glanced at her. Also, at this moment, she’s observing me to her satisfaction with “that” look. Just as I’m confused by her meaning and froze at the entrance,


  …for a moment, I think she’s teasing me. Then, she looked back at Aguri-san, who’s taking off her shoes. After that, -she spewed something unbelievable.


  “I see. Agu, this guy’s your- boyfriend?”


  “…Fweuh?”


  I let out a weird noise with my reflexes. Speaking of Aguri-san, …she wasn’t fazed at all. The girl even answered calmly as she took off her shoes one by one.


  “Yes, he’s my boyfriend, Amanocchi- Keita Amano. …What, you got a problem?”


  “Hmm? No, I didn’t say anything.”


  She answered Aguri-san casually. Then, she turned to me with a smile that sent chills down my spine.


  “I’m Main Fushiguro. Nice to meet you, -Keita Amano.”


  “…Y-Yes, …n-nice to meet you.”


  I plopped my head down and sweated profusely.


  …My throat’s unusually thirsty. After she, -Main-san, looked down on me in satisfaction, she turned around and greeted us.


  “Sigh, anyway, come in first, you two. The house’s not beautiful, sorry.”


  “…Eh, this is my house. You two are just guests…”


  When Mii and


  “Mom”


  walk back to the living room, Aguri-san helplessly shrugs as she prepares to follow them. However…


  “…Uwah!”


  …I grabbed Aguri-san’s coat collar rudely and dragged her to me with force. I got my mouth real close to her ears.


  …Then, I spoke up in an uncharacteristically harsh voice.


  “…Oh, Aguri-san, I didn’t know that I’m your boyfriend?”


  “Ugh, …a-alright. A-Anyway, you should come in first, Amanocchi. Alright? Alright?”


  The traitor gal is still trying to persuade me when I’m grabbing her neck.


  …Why do I have to face such a terrifying person for this liar? Why do I have to get into this mess that hurt my relationship with Tendou-san? This is stupid. I let go of her collar and turned around. As I’m preparing to leave right away-


  “…I’m sorry, Amanocchi. I’m being serious…”


  “…………”


  -I can’t do it.


  (You’re so cunning to apologize now. Aguri-san, you’re so slick…)


  I dropped my shoulders deflatedly. After that, I turned to Aguri-san and glared at her angrily.


  “…Let’s forget what you’re hiding first. …I will only help you within my abilities, …and what I should do. If that works…”


  “Huh! Yes, yes! Thank you, Amanocchi! I love you!”


  “Yes, yes, yes, I also more or less love you.”


  I casually answered as I took off my shoes. Then, …I finally headed straight towards that corridor leading to hell instead of the living room. I took a step tremblingly.


  *


  In conclusion, that place really is hell.


  “Very well, Amako’s left sock’s ‘ownership’ belongs to me now.”


  “Ugh…!”


  When the screen shows the racing game’s ranking, I put down the controller and stood up from the chair. After that, …in front of the three girls (one of them is a child), I slowly took off my left sock. So-


  “Keita-nii-chan, your legs are really white!”


  -Mii’s jumping on the soft sofa as she laughed.


  “Ughh…!”


  W-What’s with this baffling sense of humiliation? Aguri-san and Main-san are staring daggers into me.


  …I didn’t know people watching me taking off my sock can be this humiliating! A new discovery! After I took off my left sock, …I feel like it’s uncomfortable to keep the right sock on too. So, I planned to take that off. However-


  “Hey, why are you taking the right one off too, Amako? I just robbed your left sock’s ownership. There’s no need for you to give me the right one.”


  “No, Main-san, I just want to take that off because it feels uncomfortable. I’m not giving you that…”


  “Really? Well, if you’re taking off the right side, then wear the left one, Amako.”


  “Eh?”


  “It’s uncomfortable to wear one side only, right? Well, I want you to continue feeling uncomfortable.”


  “………..”


  …I encountered a real demon today for the first time. I gave up on taking off my right sock as I sat down again. -I’m afraid that the cushion is not used to welcome guests. Instead, it’s filled with holes and soy sauce stains. As for Main-san, she’s sitting on a high-class gaming chair that seems to cost at least 100,000 yen. She laughed out in satisfaction and looked down on me.


  “…Ugh.”


  I teared up in pure frustration. Aguri-san, who’s sitting on a normal cushion, got her face close to me. Then, she quietly apologized to me for the countless time today.


  “…I’m sorry, Amanocchi.”


  However, as she apologized, …in contrast to me being forced to take off my clothes, she has to wear a thick coat even though we’re in a house. We looked at each other sympathetically and sighed. -It’s been 2 hours since we started playing games in Aguri-san’s house, including Mii and Main-san. Uh, this is really a “gamer’s meeting.”


  What we are doing isn’t deviating that far from the theme. From this point alone, Aguri-san didn’t lie to me.


  …However, that’s excluding two serious problems. The first problem.


  “Alright, Amako, Gurisuke, which ‘right’ are we betting for the next match? Say it, what do you guys want to play?”


  “…………”


  You have to bet one of your ‘rights’ in every match of this gamer’s meeting. The second problem.


  “But, …I’m on a 25 win streak already. You’re weaker than I thought, Amako.”


  “Ugh…”


  This Main Fushiguro woman, …she’s unusually good at gaming. No, she never lost a match, even in luck-based card games. Instead of saying she’s a pro gamer, it’s more like she’s exceptionally strong at all kinds of competition. In the end…


  “Thanks to that, there are almost no ‘rights’ left to strip off of Amako.”


  “…………”


  …I think I met a robber in these 2 hours.


  (How should I say it…? I remembered how I felt when I was visiting the Game Club…)


  Sigh, the sadness and depression are a hundred times stronger, though. After all, you can already see what Main-san’s like. Then, if it’s so miserable, perhaps you might ask why don’t I just end the match quickly? However, …the terrible part is that I already don’t have the ‘right’ to do so anymore. That’s what we call cunning. -A competition has to provide both risk and reward. That’s the mindset of this Main Fushiguro lady.


  …An attitude that brings nothing but troubles to others. However, Main-san didn’t rob anything from Mii. From her view, it seems to because “Mii’s ownership already belongs to me.”


  …What a shocking theory. Also, that “almost” applies to her cousin Aguri-san as well. The reason that I said almost…is because she’s not totally out of it like Mii. Aguri-san has a 30% chance of having something randomly robbed from her.


  “…………”


  The result of being robbed of her “temperature adjustment right” is that she’s forced to wear her coat in the house. Her face is devoid of pride. I gave my friend a sympathetic look.


  …Well, even though I’m not much better since I lose something every time I was defeated. However, Aguri-san seems to feel upset because Main-san gets to decide whether she will be “robbed” or “released.”


  As a result, Aguri-san has to abandon her carefree attitude and be forced to obey. The relationship is a bit twisted for normal cousins.


  “By the way, Mom is the strongest.”


  “Ha, don’t say something that’s clearly true. Mii, -1 point.”


  Mii was shocked as she fell onto the sofa.


  …While I feel sorry for her, she looks quite adorable.


  Ah, as for the real relationship between Mii and Main-san, just as expected, they are siblings instead of mother-child. Their age difference is greater. It’s just that their mother seems to have eloped after giving birth to Mii. Main-san, who’s a couple years older, is definitely playing the “onee-san mother” role. …So, I think she especially pays attention to “ownership” because of that, …or not. Personally, I would vote for her natural demonic personality.


  “…………”


  So, when we tried our best to fall into memories and escape reality, Main-san urged us to continue impatiently.


  “Let’s go, Amako, Gurisuke. It’s time for the next match.”


  “….Fine.”


  We grabbed the game controllers again exhaustedly. Also, we’re being called “Amako” and “Gurisuke.”


  Of course, that’s the result of having our rights taken.


  (Mii said that “Mom” has a lot of “underlings” before. …At this point, I think I really understand what does that mean…)


  Just as I’m peeking at Mii because of that, …she seems to be blushing sheepishly.


  “Mii?”


  After I asked, …Mii admitted defeat and made up her mind to ask Main-san.


  “Mom, …I want to go to the bathroom.”


  “Huh? You can go alone, right?”


  “Yeah, …but I don’t know how to take off this clothing.”


  Mii said that as she looked at her detailed and refined set of goth dress.


  …I bet Main-san “forced” her to wear it.


  No matter how unreasonable Main-san is, she had to accept it and stood up.


  “Alright, alright.”


  “Gurisuke, I’ll borrow your room to change Mii, okay?”


  “Ah, yes, sure.”


  So, as they are preparing to leave the room together, …as if she calculated that Aguri-san and I will feel relieved here, Main-san left down another word.


  “Alright, …well, next time, I’ll be asking for Amako’s rights to his lips.”


  “…!”


  I guess it’s because our spines turned stiff as we freaked out. Main-san hummed a song in satisfaction as she closed the door. After the Fushiguro sisters got in another room, both of us sighed loudly. We’re free from the anxiety. Both of us lost all strength and leaned our entire bodies on the back of the chair. I looked at the ceiling and talked to the gal next to me.


  “Aguri-san, …I think I can understand why you invited me as a boyfriend to your house after all that. There’s a reason why you don’t want to find Uehara-kun..”


  “Ah, at least you understand. Amanocchi, …I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay. …If I’m you and there’s a male cousin version of Main-san, …well, I don’t think I can introduce Tendou-san to him.”


  I’m getting chills from imagining it. This means that there will be a handsome and capable guy in a flight attendant suit.


  “You belong to me!”


  He’s going to say that to Tendou-san. …That’s scary! Of course, Aguri-san won’t dare to find Uehara-kun! However, …even though I understand, even so…


  “…………”


  I stood up from the back of the chair and thought silently for a moment. …After that, I let out a deep sigh and told Aguri-san.


  “…But, Aguri-san, as a friend, I think…I’m at my limit.”


  “…I guess so.”


  Aguri-san stood up as well as she answered with a bitter smile. Unexpectedly, she didn’t blame or beg me.


  I continued.


  “I’m fine if the rights she’s asking for are within a laughable range. However, …it’s too much responsibility for a ‘fake boyfriend’ when it comes to lips. More importantly, I can’t face Tendou-san if she really robbed that away from me.”


  “Yes, you’re right.”


  “Also, the hardest part is that…once that person said she wants it, it won’t go down as a joke, right? Moreover, she’s the type that can kiss emotionlessly too.”


  After she heard my assumption, Aguri-san smiled.


  “That’s our Amanocchi. You’re just as observant as you used to be when it comes to people. It’s just like what you said. That’s why I’m frustrated right now. It’s been like this since a long time ago.”


  “A long time ago?”


  “Ah, Main-nee-san and her family started taking up residence in our house because of reasons. They were living in their old house until shortly after Mii’s birth.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  “Right. …Ah, I just remembered it. I think Main-nee-san graduated from Otobuki as well.”


  “Eh, so, she counts as our senpai?”


  “Yeah. It was around 4 years ago, I think. …That was the most chaotic period of Otobuki.”


  “Oh, …although Main-san’s personality is like that, she’s beautiful and good at gaming. I guess her position was just like Tendou-san back then.”


  “Uh, I’m not sure. You couldn’t paint your hair silver at that time. I feel like it’s not that ridiculous. Ah, but she’s indeed very good at competitions and video games since that time.”


  “Oh, really. Main-san has always been good at gaming…”


  “Yeah, right. Main-nee-san’s great at games. …She was studying in…Otobuki…a couple years ago…”


  “…………”


  “…………”


  At this point, we’re getting goosebumps for some reason. Good at gaming, …Main, …the name’s pronunciation…can be written as…? ………… …M-A-I-N…?


  “…………”


  T-That’s impossible. I-It won’t be.


  …We looked at each other’s faces. Then, Aguri-san accidentally knocked off Main-san’s phone from the table. Luckily, it fell onto the carpet from a low place. So, it didn’t break or anything. However, …the screen turned on from the shock. We can’t help but saw-


  (I think it’s a notification from the mobile version of <Gods and Evil>!)


  Aguri-san quickly turned off the screen and put it back to the table. Honestly, it’s not concrete evidence. However, …from our point, I feel like we can be absolutely sure.


  (MAI…has always been around us…)


  How should I put this? It literally felt like we can spread our wings freely. Instead of surprised, Aguri-san and I only felt “relief” at that time. Also, at this point, we’re sure that…


  “…Okay.”


  I slowly stood up from the chair. As for Aguri-san, ….she gave me a smile that said she admitted defeat and looked at me.


  “I guess so.”


  Aguri-san tried her best to speak up casually. I turned away from her smile and answered.


  “This is already not…a scene that Aguri-san’s male friend Keita Amano can tangle with, right? Uehara-kun should be the person to do it, …or, from a simple gaming perspective, Tendou-san should challenge her instead.”


  “Yes, Amanocchi, it’s exactly like what you said.”


  Aguri-san nodded and agreed as she stood up as well. After that, she quickly handed me my bag and coat from the corner of the room. Then, she even smiled and said,


  “Here.”


  “Amanocchi, go home now before Main-nee-san returns.”


  “Even though I’m sorry, things are better this way. It’s for our love.”


  “Yeah, of course, it would be terrible if Amanocchi’s lips are robbed away. I also feel that, …yeah, we should tell apart personal issues from the public ones at first hand. It’s right to ask my boyfriend to intervene.”


  “Exactly. I feel like I shouldn’t intrude on Uehara-kun’s responsibilities. …It’s for our love.”


  “Yeah, it’s for our love.”


  Both of us just smiled at each other peacefully. I feel like…I have never expected our interaction can grow to this point in the past. If it were us a while ago, we would do something dumb without giving it any thought.


  …However, at this point, we know when to back out.


  Anyway, the one thing that we’re sure of is that we’re both “mature” already.


  I hastily got on my coat and bag. Then, I walked to the corridor as quietly as possible. So, I can hear Mii and Main-san talking from the room in front of the bathroom. They seem to be done. The two of them returned to Aguri-san’s house and started changing, I walked to the entrance quietly and got on my shoes in silence. Then, I looked back again. Aguri-san bid farewell to me quickly.


  “Well, Aguri-san, I’ll see you.”


  “Okay, thank you, Amanocchi. You were a great help.”


  “…Sorry for not staying until the last moment.”


  “It’s okay. I feel like it’s just like what you said. Amanocchi shouldn’t take part in the following. It’s time for me…to rely on Tasuku.”


  “…I think this is better, whether it’s for you or for me.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. This is better, whether it’s for Amanocchi or me.”


  We smiled at each other once again. After that, I’m finally leaving-


  “Hey, hey, hey, there should be a penalty when you disconnect without a greeting, right? Amako, Gurisuke?”


  -At that moment, Main-san, who stood behind Aguri-san without us knowing, warned us with the sternest voice she produced.


  …Also, what she said makes sense.


  “…………”


  Just as we’re profusely sweating as we fell speechless, Mii walked out of the room slowly.


  …Then, as if she’s defending us, the little girl spoke up gently.


  “Ah, i-it’s because Keita-nii-chan’s right to say goodbye to Mii was already robbed away by Mom, …right?”


  “Eh?”


  That way of smoothing things over is so smart that I doubted a child could pull it off. It shocked me.


  …As for Main-san, she grinned cheerfully for some reason and patted Mii’s head roughly.


  “Ahaha, really? I see! That can’t be helped, then! Sigh, what perfect logic! You got me! Alright, I lose. I lose!”


  Main-san’s in a good mood. …Even though I don’t know what’s going on, it looks like I can go home without being yelled at. I showed a pathetic and polite smile.


  “W-Well-“


  I raised my head.


  “I-I’ll be leaving…”


  “Sure, you can go home without any penalty. Bye, Amako.”


  “Bye bye, Keita-nii-chan.”


  …Yes, I can go! I waved at the Fushiguro sisters as I felt relieved for not having to intervene in this plot. That’s not my responsibility. I pressed my chest as I turned to the door-


  “But, Gurisuke, you have to be punished. Let me think. I was wondering about this keychain found in your room…


  -However, I immediately reacted to what I saw at the corner of my eyes and turned to Main-san. So, at the next moment-


  “-I’ll confiscate this Labears thing then-“


  -I already grabbed her wrist tightly before she finished that. Main-san’s middle finger has a pair of teddy bear keychains on it. …That double-colored teddy bear is the symbol of Aguri-san and Uehara-kun. It’s ringing under her palm.


  “…………”


  Time stopped. Aguri-san and Mii look confused. Main-san, who’s enjoying something, raised her grin even more. As for me-


  “Hey, hey, hey, what’s wrong, Amako, aren’t you going home?”


  “…………”


  “A-Amanocchi!”


  Aguri-san snapped out of it and persuaded me. I hastily…yet detailedly glanced at her face. As for Aguri-san, …as if she’s trying to hide something from me, she quickly got her close to my ears and tried to calm me down.


  “I-I’m okay! Please just go home first, Amanocchi! Don’t wait until she changes her mind! That’s definitely better. Listen to me!”


  “…………”


  For a moment, I closed my eyes and thought about what Aguri-san said. So, I remembered…the


  “improvement”


  I made during the last year. Also, I thought about my “attitude” for this whole week. I have acquired irreplaceable growth from last year’s misunderstandings and mistakes. With that, I had a new answer and attitude. Don’t rush to the fore. Don’t say unnecessary things. Don’t argue with others. In the end, I got a peaceful life. Also, everyone said that I’ve grown up. This improved me is the construct of those logical “considerations” and “correct” answers.


  All of that-


  -are nothing but trash compared to my friend’s tears.


  “…Let’s have another match.”


  I mumbled and opened my eyes determinedly. Then, I moved my eyes and confirmed…the tiny yet real tears on Aguri-san’s eyes- -I made up my mind and showed a provocative smile at Main-san.


  “We’ll just have another match, Main-san. Please fight me on video games, alright? Also, I’ll place your favorite ‘ownership’ as the bet.”


  “…Oh.”


  Main-san’s face is showing excitement from this chain of events. We continued our conversation when Aguri-san and Mii were still trying to catch up.


  “However, Amako, at this point, what can you even bet-“


  “There is. I’m betting- myself. In other words, it’s the ownership of Keita Amano. If I lose, it’s okay for me to become your underling or worker for the rest of my life.”


  I immediately answered. Main-san’s falling into intoxication since she loves competitions so much. Aguri-san can’t help but intervene.


  “Wait, Amanocchi! What’s wrong with you!? Are you an idiot!?”


  “Ah, yes, you’re right. Right now, I intruded on something that’s Uehara-kun’s responsibility. I’m also stepping on a stage that only Tendou-san’s skill level would qualify.”


  I smiled embarrassingly at Aguri-san. …Aguri-san fell silent.


  “…Uh, i-if you knew it already, why are you still-“


  “However, as if she’s trying to cut Aguri-san’s question, Main-san continued on her own selfishly.


  “Alright, Amako, well, if you won, I’ll return the Labears-“


  “Huh? What the hell are you talking about, Main-san?


  “…Huh?”


  “No, no, no, no, no. It’s not equal if you think about this in common sense. A human’s ownership is way more important than a teddy bear keychain. You need to place more bets on your side.”


  “Hmm, …that’s true. Yes, you’re right. I agree, Amako.”


  “Thank you.”


  “…………”


  Our conversation is already so ridiculous that Aguri-san and Mii can’t catch up anymore. The two of them observed the development speechlessly. However, only one person, …only Main-san, continued thinking and hmphed.


  “But, Amako, if that’s the case, what do you want if you won?”


  “Do I even need to say it? I’m asking for a person’s ownership as well.”


  “Ha!? That’s daring of you. Don’t tell me you want me? Our stats aren’t equal, right.”


  “No, I would never want a person like you. I’m only asking for one thing.”


  “That is?”


  “The ownership of everyone that you arrogantly thought that’s in your control.”


  Obviously, what I’m about to say and do is clearly wrong in the “youth” I finally got recently. It will destroy my improvement. It will stall Aguri-san’s relationship. It will make Chiaki upset. Perhaps it will also make Uehara-kun mad too. It’s even possible for him to end our friendship.


  No, …it’s not just that. The worst-case scenario would be for me to return to my lonely high school life. Just like that, it’s clearly the worst option for the people around and me. Right now, I’m betting into it. …But, who cares?


  “Main-san, if I win in the next match, at that time-“


  Heedless, selfish, idiotic, irritable, and sometimes rushing into a fore like a fool, …I’m literally a hopeless idiot. However- I dare to say this original me is absolutely why-


  -Tendou-san fell in love with me in the first place.


  I looked at Main-san’s eyes determinedly. I looked at her respectfully, just like how I looked at that admirable blonde-hair hardcore gamer. Upright and fearless. I believe in- myself. So, I finally- brought up the “victory reward” that sounds ridiculous and overstepping, …yet it matched my style perfectly to her.


  


  
    
      

      
    

  


  


    

  “-I’m taking Aguri-san. Everything.”


  A temporary “improvement” is not needed anymore. This is me, a lonely and twisted gamer, Keita Amano.


  [End of Vol.9]


  

  Afterword


  Hello, I’m the author that brought a game or manga I already have at least once per year, Sekina Aoi. I don’t know why either, and I get really upset whenever that happens. Initially, it should be just as money-wasting as stacking up books I don’t read or games I don’t play. However, their level of disappointment is wholly different. Don’t tell me it’s because I knew how stupid I’m as well.


  Let’s put the just as awfully trash introduction away first. This is the afterword. The sensitive readers can already notice it from how many words did the unnecessary trash took up. This will be quite a lengthy one as well, 9 pages.


  …………


  That one reader that heard it’s 9 pages and felt, “Hey, it’s not so bad this time.” Allow me to correct you once again. That standard is still pretty weird. Uh, even though I also felt “it’s not so bad” when I heard it from the editor. Suppose I’m getting used to this miserable mindset. In that case, my power level will gradually inflate like the last episode of a shonen manga. In the future, I’ll tease the Sekina Aoi that got proud of himself after writing a 16-page afterword. Moreover, perhaps, at last, the main story of <Gamers!> will only take up 2 pages. All of the remaining 300 pages will be afterwords. I don’t care if someone’s paying to publish this unprecedently ridiculous light novel.


  Sigh, honestly, I think that’s a bit fun too. …It’s because I still got that eighth-grade syndrome heart that feels impressed when I heard the word “unprecedented.”


  Ahem!


  Forget about all that nonsense. I need to write a real afterword and talk about the story.


  Personally, this volume is based on the concept that Keita Amano is in the spotlight. Uh, he’s still the protagonist. So, it’s okay for you to say Keita Amano is in the spotlight for every volume. However, he used to have a high probability of affecting things around him. However, in this volume, he decided how he’ll impact the surroundings and how he’ll face them.


  …While making it sound serious, the actual content gets dragged in with a little girl and a horrifying onee-san. Stay calm, my friends who haven’t read the content yet. After you read it, you’ll realize the serious afterword is just messing with you.


  So, I don’t feel like any heroine is on the main stage here. …I guess all of them are average in terms of the plot share. However, if you had to argue it from the whole picture, I think Aguri counts. I talked about the “product of love” between Amano and her, after all! Please mentally prepare yourself if you haven’t read that part yet!


  …………


  Uh, even though this is a PSA for readers that didn’t read it yet, at this point, I don’t think the readers will fall for the same trap in <Gamers!> Volume 8 anymore…


  Sigh, whatever. Moreover, I think the readers of this novel will just cheer up with a soulless tone. “Wow, you lied to me.”


  Ah, also, Tendou-san had the rare chance to play an actual game. I guess it counts as a unique feature of this volume. After all, the main story described her as a hardcore gamer. Yet, I didn’t have much of a chance to write her playing games in the past. I felt so refreshing and cheerful in the middle of my writing as well.


  No matter what, this is the first volume that “Keita Amano” appeared in the subtitle ever since Volume 1. It would be my honor if everyone enjoyed it.


  …Well, the author just spent a short paragraph talking about his novel. What should I do? There are over half of the pages left.


  W-Well, let’s talk about the anime.


  Actually, <Gamers!> had the luck to have an anime adaption released in Summer 2017. The readers who still haven’t watched it can do so with DVD, Blu-ray, or the internet. Please see it when you have time. As for the readers that already watched it, thank you.


  As the author, I also experienced a very blissful 3 months. There’s nothing for me to say aside from thanks to the production team. …Seriously, all I got in terms of work is a thank-you speech. I-I’m way too useless!


  Uh, actually, the original author, …or I should say me, Sekina Aoi, contributed way less to the manga and anime than the reader’s expectation! My only responsibility is to watch and express my feelings touchingly. “It’s amazing. This is super fun!” Or, I would say, “It’s amazing. …It’s really fun, …sigh.” Then, I’m the troublesome type to lose faith in my light novel. This is the original author.


  …Sigh, …the anime and the manga…is really well-made. …All I can literally do…is to write random long afterwords, …sigh.


  Alright, let’s put this comfort-begging stuff aside first and talk about the anime.


  Naturally, the anime adaption is a video. So, there are fewer gamer memes during the monologue. In comparison, there are a bunch of easter eggs in the background or small details. Even the original author can’t list every one of them. Especially those in the OP, seriously…!


  …But, how should I put it? At times like this, since I’m confident with my love of gaming, I feel really frustrated for not being able to tell every single meme.


  Come to think of it, do the readers of the original <Gamers!> feel the same way sometimes? If that’s the case, I’m sincerely sorry. However, the games that appeared in the book are almost all my favorite ones. Please try them if you love gaming but haven’t tried those yet! <Gamers!> also has a list of recommendations from Sekina Aoi! …Uh, I guess it would be annoying to include them without asking for permission.


  Right, speaking of games, I should talk about board games sometimes. Although the <Gamers!> anime didn’t really talk about board games (card games, non-digital games), the author sometimes plays them.


  The hardest part of these games is that you have to find more people, no matter what. It’s not as convenient as digital games. In comparison, these games don’t need you to be good at using controllers. Naturally, it’s suitable to play with your relatives, not to mention friends. From a <Gamers!>’s perspective, it counts as a game where Tendou-san and Aguri can fight on equal ground. …Uh, I feel like Aguri’s better at board games (my own impression).


  The unbelievable part is with the “mobile version” with the same rules and real-life board games. Those two have really different impressions. From my personal interest’s perspective, it’s more exciting to play on boards and cards. It’s really something where even a gamer like me considered that to be better.


  I don’t know why that is the case too. If it’s about counting the score or preparation, some part of the mobile version feels less stressful. However, I guess you can emotionally attach more when you can touch the pieces or cards.


  Ah, from this point, even though I don’t play often, it’s easier to understand with mahjong. While mahjong games are way more convenient, the texture of real mahjong pieces must have their actual worth.


  …Even though the best part of mobile is that you can play with CPUs alone for a loner like me! The mobile version is the best!


  …Sigh.


  Well, now that I’m done with mobile, let’s talk about ways to kill time when traveling.


  A guy like me will often dream when my work or trip forced me into a Shinkansen or plane for a long time. “I should read that book.” “I should try that game out.” However, I will feel this every time I got on a vehicle. “Nevermind, I’m dizzy.” “…I’m not working anyways. Should I take a nap? Hmm…” “Oh, I think we’re already here.” This happens every time.


  I don’t know what’s wrong with this unable-to-use-traveling-time-efficiently syndrome. When I see the working class that is always typing information into their laptops on Shinkansen, I feel like my way of life is outdated. I want to die. Even though I have the perfect excuse of “Now’s the time to think about my light novel, yes!” I reluctantly managed to lie to myself every time.


  Also, sleeping is an efficient way to kill traveling time as well, but I’m the insomniac type. It’s a pain when I can’t sleep right away on the plane. Well, it looks like I’m sleeping- The flight attendant started handing out drinks immediately right when I felt that. …Uh, it should be alright for me to ignore it temporarily. But, how should I say this? Perhaps it’s because I’m a petty person. I feel like I should always grab a drink if I’m awake.


  In the end, I accomplished nothing, yet I still get motion sickness. Then, I arrive at the destination with an exhausted body. …That’s how I live.


  I already don’t know what I should do.


  It can’t be helped. I’m venting out this depression the next time I’m traveling. Right, I should think about the content of <Gamers!> Volume 10. So, if the relationship drama in Volume 10 is tangled up especially, “Ah, Sekina Aoi must’ve traveled…” Please forgive me, everyone. …I think Amano and his friends won’t accept this way of deciding their relationship.


  Well, well, here’s the appreciation speech.


  First of all, Cactus-sensei still helped create the incredible illustrations even though you’re busy with the adaptation. I’ve always appreciated you. Please continue to take care of me.


  The editor’s next. I bet you’re swamped with contacts and conferences about the adaptation. After all, the original author really didn’t do anything. Thanks for your work, I mean it. Please continue to take care of me.


  Also, we have the readers.


  Whether you are a loyal follower or started reading after watching the anime, I sincerely appreciated your support.


  The original <Gamers!> will still continue. However, I’ll always remind myself not to forget my “initial goals,” just like Amano. I hope I can create the upcoming stories sincerely. It would be my honor if everyone can continue reading. …Ah, but please relax, at least this won’t suddenly turn into a gaming duel novel in the next episode (laughs).


  Well, we’ll see each other in Volume 10, which is expected to release in Spring 2018!


  



  Sekina Aoi
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