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      Prologue: I, Once Again


       


      



      "I'm home"


      It was just past noon when I came back to the share house.


      I unlocked the door and went inside the house, but there was no one there.


      "Nanako works part-time... Shinoaki is"


      On the desk in the living room, there was a note saying that she was going to the bookstore.


      I set down my luggage and looked around the share house again.


      Four private rooms, kitchen and living room.


      In this living space, I've spent time with them.


      But now there is no "he" among them anymore.


      The door of the vacant room was left open for ventilation.


      It used to stay closed a lot, saying he had to concentrate.


      It's been almost a month since they became the girls.


      "Somehow, it looks like no one is here."


      My voice was the only sound in the empty room.


      It's an unlikely delusion, but who knows what will happen on my time in the first place.


      As I talk like this today, I may fly back to some other time.


      I might be sent back to that gray, original world that I no longer want to return to.


      That's why this space might not be "like" but really empty.


      "It could have been a dream, I wonder if that's even possible."


      As I walked up the stairs to the second floor, I thought about the rest of my delusion.


      This whole world was a game, and I was a character in it.


      So, I made a wrong choice in the first route. I followed the route with a bad ending and saw the ending. Then I had to play the rest of the game from the save point again.


      No, since I didn't even know if there was a save point, it might be correct to say that I was once again left standing in the middle of the route.


      After experiencing something so extraordinary, it is tempting to think of at least one such fantasy.


      "I hope this is the true route, but..."


      I open the door to my room.


      A small desk, a futon, and a work PC. Originally, I didn't have much things, so the room was compact and tidy.


      "There's no one... Let's get started"


      I stood in front of the closet with a pen in my hand.


      After taking a deep breath, I slowly opened the closet.


      The scene that spread out there reminded me of a class I took last year.


      "When writing a script, if I start writing the plot right away, I may get stuck on the details. So I need to write in the box in order to see the path ahead properly."


      That's what I learned from my screenwriting teacher in my film class.


      "The format of the boxed text can be anything you like. You can use bullet points, or use an outline processor to create a hierarchical structure. You can also use an outline processor to create a hierarchical structure, or you can write detailed events on sticky notes and put them in an orderly fashion."


      With that, I actually started putting sticky notes on the blackboard.


      "This is how causality is created through a series of events. And the result will always have a reason at the beginning of the route. In this way, the story can be foreshadowed from the beginning."


      



      I feel like I'm in a game.


      This means that I am in the story myself.


      "I never know what's going to be useful, really"


      I turned on the light of an electric lamp that I keep in the closet.


      There are a lot of yellow memo-shaped sticky notes on it.


      It wasn't just randomly put up, it was a set of rules along a timeline.


      The top is the past, the bottom is the future. The middle is now.


      What I have experienced, what I am doing now, and what I will be doing in the future were described in each event.


      It's a box of my life.


      "It has increased a lot... I have to organize them."


      I carefully peeled off the sticky notes of the routes I no longer took.


      Originally, I didn't have a lot of stuff. So I had a lot of space and this was the perfect place to do something.


      Moreover, this experiment was not to be shown to others. It was not an elegant thing to do, and it could be offensive to some people.


      You treat your friends and loved ones like they are pawns in a game.


      "What a horrible person."


      I'm the one who has been so horrible to Tsurayuki, and who is currently clouding Shinoaki's future, and now I'm going to be acting even more like I'm playing a game with myself and my surroundings.


      But this was something I needed to do.


      Organize my mind and write down and summarize what I need to do for myself and for everyone else right now.


      It was necessary ―― to be aware of it, to decide what to do.


      I started this that day when I happened to hit Saikawa in the middle of Geizaka.


      There are definitely some flags and rules in this world, and I'm living according to them. No, let me live according to them.


      Then it was time to be proactive. If things are going to move based on my choices, I should think ahead about what I can expect and what is possible. Then, when the time came, I would act without hesitation.


      I had a set of rules for what I would write on the sticky notes.


      First of all, let's not write about abstract things. I'm going to write about concrete measures and the results that will come from them, without being optimistic.


      By doing so, I was able to get a much clearer picture of how I move. I was able to have a purpose for my daily actions, and the errors in the results gave me hints for deciding what to do next and revising my predictions.


      However, only the last one had an ideal that was not concrete.


      "Absolutely. I'll do something."


      Looking at the sticky note I picked up, I muttered.


      『Making the best work together with everyone』


      The sticky note is placed at the end of the route, at the place where everything converges.


      I'll do whatever it takes to get here. That's what I decided.


      It's a horribly difficult game with no strategy for coming from the future, but I can't escape playing it.


      



      "I'm home. Are, Kyouya is not here."


      "The shoes are here, I think he's in his room?"


      I heard a voice from downstairs.


      I came to my senses, got out of the closet and closed it.


      "Welcome home!"


      I said, and they both replied.


      ""I'm home!""


      It's just this exchange.


      I was already on the verge of tears.


      Because I know this is the most irreplaceable thing.


      "I'm off, Shinoaki"


      Turn to her on the closed route, and say it.


      And so my day begins again today.

    


    
    

  


  
    
      Chapter 1: I've Been Plotting


      The sound of the motor of a large refrigerator echoed quietly in the background. On the other side of the wall, there is a radio-like program that plays repeatedly and an advertisement for a product.


      "Nn... Chyu, it's no good... We're going to be seen here, aren't we?"


      "It's okay, I want to be seen... It's more exciting that way, right... Nn"


      "Mou... N-Nn..."


      The voice heard in the meantime.


      It's an unusual atmosphere no matter how I think about it.


      I'm currently working at a late-night convenience store. Three times a week, I work the late-night shift at Dawson's Tokiwa-machi store. As I was replenishing the drinks as usual, I heard some voices whispering from the store through the shelves.


      There are plenty of people chatting and laughing in convenience stores. Including energetic college students like us, who are shouting and screaming.


      However, what I heard from inside the store at that moment was a distinctly different conversation.


      "... Hey, when we get back... okay..."


      "Even if you don't say it now... Ah, hey... Don't touch it..."


      This is no good, by the time I thought they were starting to do something, the action had already heated up.


      (What should I do? I guess I should warn them?)


      In the meantime, we were instructed to call out to customers who were behaving suspiciously in the store and warn them. If the behavior is obviously dangerous, the policemen will be there from the beginning, but in this case, the behavior is dangerous in a different sense, so I guess the first step is to talk to them.


      There were no other customers in the store at the moment, and the only stoppers for them were the security cameras and us store clerks. I don't know if they knew that or not, but as usual, they showed no signs of stopping their flirting.


      (I just want them to stop naturally, if possible)


      I had two reasons for wanting to do so. First, they didn't seem like very nice people. I was used to dealing with all kinds of complaints, and I wasn't afraid of them, but I didn't want to get involved with them because they just seemed troublesome.


      And the other one is,


      "... Ah, Aaaah..."


      It was for the emotional education of this girl, Kogure Nanako, who had completely stopped thinking in front of me.


      "N-Ne~e, Kyouya, what are they doing, those people..."


      She watched with her mouth open, watching the affair that she could see in between.


      "Nanako, let's replenish for the time being"


      "Ah, yeah"


      Nanako nodded and refilled the drinks in completely the wrong place. She seems to be completely distracted. It's rare for a girl to be so different from what she looks like on the outside and what she is on the inside, or perhaps she's so weak from "that kind of talk" that I wonder if she's really an adult.


      (But...)


      Although Nanako like that, there were times when she had a strangely aggressive attitude.


      Once, when she was working a shift with me, she consciously pressed her breasts against me. She doesn't usually make that kind of appeal, but her behavior, the feeling of it, and then her words, "I won't lose".


      Obviously, the words were conscious of me and someone, so it was quite a shock at that time.


      Or rather, the tension is still going on.


      (Can we talk for a minute... huh?)


      Those were the words she said to me at the end of the doujin game production.


      After that, Nanako hadn't brought up that “talk” yet, partly because of a lot had happened with Tsurayuki.


      If it comes up, I'll have to be prepared for anything.


      (I wonder when it's going to explode...)


      Since then, whenever I was alone with Nanako, I was always forced to be nervous. It was as if I was carrying a C4 in my chest that would explode without warning.


      Anyway, when I was thinking of telling her that she was putting the juice in the wrong place,


      "Ne~e, Kyouya ..."


      Nanako, who had been watching the event through the shelves, suddenly opened her mouth.


      "Kyouya, with Shinoaki..."


      I felt a tingle of electricity run through my body.


      I-I never thought she'd talk about it here!


      Indeed, I was a bit prepared for it, but when it actually happened, I was shaken to death. Or rather, I have no idea how to respond.


      How will this go on? Is it "Are you guys dating?". We're not dating yet, but if I tell her that honestly, the next question will be, "So, do you like her?" I guess.


      The answer to that question is really serious, and whether it's YES or NO, it comes with some kind of hurt. But not answering is probably not an option.
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      As I secretly prepared to shed my blood, the moment Nanako opened her mouth,


      "Nanako-chan, come to the register"


      I heard a voice of salvation from Sakurai-san, another part-timer in the store.


      "Ah, yes!"


      "Sorry, in the middle of the talk. I'm going."


      "Y-Yeah......."


      For now, I put down the box of juice that I had been holding throughout the conversation and breathed a sigh of relief from the tension in my body.


      "I-I thought I was going to die."


      I managed to come back alive, but it was clear that the crisis would continue as long as my part-time job continued. Since she said "in the middle of the talk," there would be a continuation of this talk someday.


      "I wish the production would stop like this..."


      If it were an anime, this would be a riot, but I didn't want this story to continue now.


      * * *

    

  


  

  
    
      
        


        
          The rest of the day's work was a busy one, and the customers kept coming, so the "continuation of the talk" was postponed.


          "Uu, I'm so tired... So, Kyouya, I’ll leave first ~"


          Nanako seemed to be pretty worn out, so she got on her scooter and left right after her part-time job was over.


          I saw Nanako off and rode my bike home in the sunrise.


          The path from the station in Tondabayashi to the share house was a personal favorite of mine. After passing through the old town known as Terauchi-machi, the view of the mountains and the university spread out widely.


          "Finally one year, huh?"


          It was the second summer since I jumped through time and came to the University of the Art. The heat and humidity was as uncomfortable as ever, but I now felt that even that was precious.


          After all, it's been "finally a year". In fact, I flew to the future about ten years later and spent more than half a year there before arriving here. This strange time travel is calculated to be almost two years.


          However, our environment was slowly changing. Tsurayuki left, and there were now three of us in the share house. Nanako has regained her passion for singing, but Shinoaki is now in the midst of burnout.


          "I'll do something about it... Absolutely"


          Even if it means entering her life.


          Turn right from the road at the river's edge and follow the road between the fields. On the way to the residential area, turn right and I will come out in front of Share House Kitayama.


          "I'm home"


          I opened the door with my duplicate key and went inside,


          "Welcome back ~ You were taking it a little slow"


          In the living room, Shinoaki was sitting on a cushion, waving her hands at me.


          "Yeah, where's Nanako?"


          "She' s already fallen asleep~. She must be really tired."


          "I see"


          Sit in front of Shinoaki and look at her face.


          "What's wrong?"


          "N-No... Nothing"


          Suddenly embarrassed, I look away.


          In the future world I was in the other day, she and I had become a couple. There, we were kissing more passionately than the couple at the convenience store.


          Ten years is surprisingly not that much of an impact in terms of physical changes. Especially for girls, there are many girls who hardly change their appearance.


          In fact, Shinoaki in front of me was just like that. Although her gentle and soft atmosphere had increased with age, her appearance was almost exactly the same.


          So, you know.


          (Ah, no good, even if I understand it, I'm still conscious of it...)


          Even after a month of being back in the past again, I couldn't help but feel embarrassed in front of her.


          "You're strange, Kyouya-kun. Why are you so embarrassed?"


          Shinoaki is looking at me with a wry smile.


          Well, for her, the past ten years and the half a year she spent there with me are completely non-existent at this stage. And yet, if the classmate in front of her suddenly became embarrassed every time they saw each other, it would be natural to be suspicious.


          For now, I decided to cover it up by talking about the topic.


          "S-Shinoaki, what were you doing today?"


          She has applied for a scholarship, so she basically doesn't have a part-time job. Moreover, she has a small amount of money from doujin games, so most of her day is free time.


          If she was her usual, she would definitely be drawing.


          "Hmm, nothing in particular. I read a book, looked at a photo album, and then I looked at the sky."


          "……I see"


          She didn't act that way now.


          I guess it can be said that it was a period of absorbing things, but for that, her reaction to various things was too weak. There was a lack of excitement, or perhaps a lack of stimulation.


          As a result, the game production that had pushed Tsurayuki into a corner also had a negative effect on Shinoaki. What she created out of habit and flow was evaluated without criticism and led to the approval that this was okay.


          Moreover, instead of searching for it on her own, the "stage" jumped in from the other side on its own, and in a sense, it became a place of ease. She was in a state of searching for the meaning of doing something, having paid the price without taking any risks or challenges herself.


          But now, there is no proper meaning to it. So she spends her days in emptiness, looking at the books and photo albums she bought long ago, and the sky that she can see whenever she goes out on the balcony.


          "I'm sorry, Kyouya-kun. That... I'm sure you're worried that I don't do drawings, right?"


          "H~Hm, that's what Shinoaki decides."


          I said and stood up.


          "Today I'm in class from the 3rd period, so I'm going to sleep a little."


          "Yeah, I'm going to campus soon."


          We said goodbye to each other, and I went back upstairs to my room.


          As I walked up the stairs, I kept thinking.


          (As I thought I should move fast, right)


          The change in Shinoaki was evident as soon as I came back here. There was no way I could not do something after being shown the cruel results.


          I interfere with her. But it's not about grabbing her by the neck and ordering her to draw. It's about creating a situation around her where she can draw naturally.


          And I've seen what could be the trigger for that in the future.


          "To make things..."


          I clenched my teeth and made them grit.


          I'm not a "good guy" anymore. I do what I believe.


          * * *

        

      

    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    As soon as I woke up, I went not to Building 9, where my classes were held, but to the building on the left as soon as I entered the campus. It was the tallest and largest building on campus, and it had a powerful presence.


    "As expected, the main department..."


    I looked for a plate that said "Department of Art" and entered through that entrance.


    Not only at Daigeidai, but also at other art and design colleges and universities, art and design departments are the most popular. In recent years, video-related products have also become more prominent, but the image that the mainstream is here is still inevitable.


    Even on campus, the Department of Art and the Department of Design have a special feeling. Even just passing through the corridors crammed with canvases and easels, there is an air of isolation, as if outsiders are being told to leave... I think.


    Honestly, in a place where I wanted to leave immediately, I had only one reason for coming. I pull a note out of my pocket.


    "Saikawa Minori... 1st-year student in the Department of Fine Arts"


    The day I "accidentally" bumped into her. The student ID card I saw for a moment said that she was in the art department.


    In the future, she loved the pictures drawn by Shinoaki and wanted to become an illustrator. She is the one who, by a twist of fate, made Shinoaki, who had once quit drawing, decide to do it again.


    I was convinced that Saikawa Minori was the one who would give Shinoaki a trigger.


    Of course, I had no proof and no guarantee that it would work. But I believed that my mysterious time travel must have a meaning, and that the encounter in the future and the reunion in the past definitely indicated something.


    So I tried to meet her and talk to her anyway. However, it was quite suspicious for a senior student from another department, the Department of Visual Arts, with whom I had almost no connection, to be looking around for a freshman girl.


    So I brought an item with me as an excuse at least.


    It was a flyer from the art research club I belong to, recruiting members for 2007.


    New club members are welcome, especially students in the art department! Especially girls! No boys! and so on. The words of a certain pres, who has a biased affection for the club, burst out, and although it doesn't serve as a flyer for recruiting club members, it will serve as a reason to say, "I've come to hand this out".


    "...Well, it's better than nothing, I guess."


    If I could successfully talk to Saikawa Minori, I was going to recruit her to the circle. That way, the opportunities to interact with Shinoaki would naturally increase. I thought that would be the quickest way to get to know her without having to create an impossible situation.


    "In case of emergency, sacrifice the pres and escape."


    I'm sure I've contributed enough to him to be able to take on that level of guilt.


    I walked around the building. In the Department of Visual Arts, each floor has a different training room, with the lower floors containing editing rooms and reference rooms, and the upper floors containing CG and animation rooms. On the other hand, the art department had a number of large practice rooms where all the students were doing sketches, and it was truly a different world.


    "It's a waste of time to search in the dark from here... Oh."


    Some of the students were just coming out of the hallway, apparently having finished their practical classes. I decided to approach them and listen to their conversation.


    "Excuse me, do you have a minute?"


    "Yes?"


    She was a girl with her hair in braids and a large apron. From the vibe I got from her, I'd say she was same year or underclassman, but there are a lot of people whose age is unknown at this university, so I had to check first.


    "I'm looking for a first-year, excuse me, what year are you?"


    "Ah, yes... I'm a first-year, what can I do for you?"


    Good, she was exactly as she looked, a freshman.


    But the expression on her face clearly showed that she was wary of me. I have to tell her the reason first.


    "I'm in a circle called the Art Research Club, and I talked to her before, and she got a little interested, so I thought I'd talk to her about it. Do you know someone named Saikawa Minori?"


    I showed her the flyer I had brought (while hiding the text) and talked to her.


    "Oh, I think Saikawa-san is doing her assignment in the private room right now."


    "Private room?"


    "There's a small studio on the upper floor that can be used individually. When it's in use, there's a name tag on it so you can recognize it."


    That's good to know, that shouldn't be too hard to find.


    "Yes, thank you"


    I thanked her and headed up the stairs to the upper floor. As the girl had said, this floor was not a large classroom, but a collection of small rooms.


    "Name tag... Ah, is this?"


    There was a small whiteboard on the door with the names of the students written on it. As I walked down the hallway, I checked the names one by one.


    The smell of oil paint fills the air, and the violence of color comes at me from all directions. Like the girl earlier, there were so many students wearing big aprons and pongee. I had the impression that there were not many students who wore flamboyant clothes, probably because they would get dirty with the art materials.


    "He~e, this is what a classroom looks like."


    Come to think of it, even though I've been involved in painting for a long time, I have very little specialized knowledge about it. If I know too much, I might lose my general perspective, but I thought it would be good to learn at least the bare minimum.


    "Someday, I'll ask Shinoaki abo―― "


    I was just about to mumble when I arrived in front of a small studio with the door slightly open.


    "It's here...... "


    On the name tag, it was written Saikawa Minori. I took a deep breath, inhaled the unique air emitted by the paint solution, and peered into the door.


    There was a large window at the back of the room. It was half open, as if the air was being replaced, and hot air was flowing through it.


    In a small room of about three tatami mats, there was a large easel with a number on it... I wonder if it counts as, there was a very large canvas hanging on the wall.


    And she was sitting in front of it.


    "I found her"


    Saikawa Minori was facing the white space in front of her with a serious expression.


    Although she was sitting, she was half floating on her haunches, silently moving her hands, or rather her entire arm, firmly.


    Shu~ Shu~, the paintbrush is moving with a regular sound, and each time it moves, the thickness of the canvas increases. Red, blue, purple. Strong colors that I would never have been able to use in arts and crafts class quickly took hold, creating a world of their own.


    I knew something similar to this scene. It was the room of another person in the shared house I had been assigned to live in soon after arriving at the university.


    The sound of the tablet pen that she was using and the sound of the paintbrush that she was using in front of me had a certain solemnity in common.


    "It's amazing"


    The words slipped out of my mouth.


    "Eh?"


    She turned to me.


    It must have been a very low voice, but she seemed to have noticed it.


    Her long black hair flowed silently, catching the breeze from outside. Her eyebrows are firm, giving a sense of strength of will, and her eyes and nose are clear.


    Saikawa Minori was still as cute as she was ten years ago. However, she also seemed to have a bit of a wildness about her, with her somewhat sloppy clothes and glasses.


    The apron she was wearing was already covered with paint marks, as if she had been a brave warrior, even though she had only just enrolled in school. It seems that her love for painting has not changed at all.


    Oops, right, I should greet her.


    "Sorry to come in so suddenly, I am Hashiba, and a second-year student in the Department of Visual Arts ―― "


    I pulled out a flyer and was about to tell her about the Circle,


    "W-Wait a minute, you're the second-year film student?"


    Suddenly she asked me back.


    "Yes, that's right, but that's..."


    As I watched, her expression turned to anger.


    "... Are you a friend of that man?"


    "Eh?"


    "I told him not to come anymore! I can't believe that he is even using his friend to get close to me, t-that's cowardly!"


    She said this and started throwing stuffed animals and boxes that were nearby at me.


    "Please leave!!"


    "Uwaa, wait, stop...!"


    "I won't stop! I-I'm not going to lose...!"


    I kept getting attacked on my face and chest. I don't know where they come from, but they kept coming, and then they stopped.


    "Ha~a, Ha~a, Ha~a...!"


    Saikawa is breathing hard and staring straight at me. I don't know what happened to her, but now that it's happened, I think I'd better leave for now.


    "I'm sorry to barge in suddenly. But I didn't come here at the behest of anyone."


    "Eh.......?"


    Her expression changed slightly.


    I looked at her with a serious look on my face and kept going,


    "I really needed you for something, so I came to see you. But it looks like it was too sudden."


    I approached her and handed her a flyer inviting her to join the Art Research Club.


    "If you feel like listening to me later, you can come up here. I'm leaving for the day."


    "Eh... um, um"


    Perhaps feeling a little surprised by my reaction, Saikawa looked at me with a complicated expression.


    I said to her, "Well then," and walked away from the studio.


    (The first meeting was... terrible)
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    It made such a bad impression on me that I couldn't help but chuckle. For the time being, I gave her a flyer and told her part of the purpose of my visit, but it was unlikely that she would contact me again.


    However.


    Since she might have some kind of influence on us in the future ―― especially Shinoaki, I have no choice but to think of some way to get involved again. Even though she seems to be on guard.


    "I'm not giving up. Just like this."


    As I walked down the stairs, I kept thinking about what my next approach should be.


    * * *


    


    


    

  


  

  
    


    
      
        
          
            "Welcome to the pervert world, Hashiba-kun"


            Kiryu Takashi, 24 years old, the president of the Art Research Club, asked me to shake his hand with an annoyingly handsome and gentlemanly gesture. I brushed his hand away and sat down on a chair.


            "Why would I become a pervert after explaining what happened, it's no joke."


            "It's because you went to the trouble of looking for a first-year girl in another department to meet her, and when you greeted her, she screamed at you, didn't she? You've become a pervert who won't be ashamed to show it anywhere. Congratulations, Hashiba-kun. Can we celebrate with red rice?"


            "Forget it, it was a mistake to tell Kiryu-san."


            That day, I had a class in the Department of Visual Arts in the afternoon, so I dropped by the Art Research Club room to kill some time until then.


            Then, as usual, I saw one of my seniors who looked bored, so I told him about the earlier incident (without telling him about the future, of course). I was hoping to find some clue that would connect me to her, but,


            "Does she have big boobs?"


            That was the first thing he said after folding his arms and listening with a serious look on his face?


            Well, I was relieved in a way because it was the usual senpai quality.


            "No~, I was impressed with your enthusiasm when you said you were going to hand out flyers to recruit members, but I had no idea it was for the purpose of picking up girls."


            "It's not a pick-up, please correct it."


            "Hassy is a terrible guy. Shinoaki-chan, Nanako-chan, and Kawasegawa-chan are all so cute, and you still need more? A free time"


            "I said you are wrong, please don't talk to me with a false perception."


            When I interrupted him, Kiryu-san stared at me in frustration.


            "Because, you know, the reason Hassy wants to meet this girl is because you liked her drawing you saw before and you want to use her work in a film, right?"


            "That's right."


            In a manner of speaking, that's how I had explained it to Kiryu-san.


            "Seriously! I don't understand why Hassy is genuinely thinking about the production when normally there is some ulterior motive for wanting to get close to her! I seriously don't get it!"


            Kiryu-san holding his head on the spot while rampaging.


            I looked at the situation with astonishment, but at the same time, I thought that many of the boys who approached Saikawa Minori were like that.


            (Saikawa is cute after all)


            The future innocent-looking version of her was cute, but the current version seems to be more approachable for boys.


            So did that mean that I was being lumped in with them, and she was wary of me? Then that intense rejection is understandable.


            (Which reminds me, she mentioned something about a friend...)


            I wasn't sure what that was all about after all. Well, I guess I was put in the same category as the bad guys, that's for sure.


            If I had wanted to, I would have left a piece of paper with my cell phone number and e-mail address on it instead of that suspicious flyer. But that would have only made her wary at that moment, and I'm sure it was the right decision... I guess.


            I might consider getting a referral from a trusted source through Kanou-sensei. If it makes her feel more secure.


            While I was thinking about it, my lunch break was over and the chime rang loudly.


            "Then, I'm going to the 3rd period."


            When I called out to him, Kiryu-san suddenly took on a serious tone,


            "Hassy, promise me one thing"


            "What is it?"


            "If you succeed in getting to know the girl... Please share it with me, just once is okay."


            "I'm going to class!"


            Really, except for the creation, he is generally stupid and lewd!


            



            * * *


            

          

        

      

    

  


  

  
    
      
        In the main hall of Building 7, almost all the second-year students of the Department of Visual Arts who were in charge of production were gathered.


        Today was a required class, but not all of the second-year students were present. It's a rule that a representative of the team that did the production last year should attend, in a way, it is a class that is typical of the Department of Visual Arts, not an individual creation.


        So, if you're representing a team, you're either the director or the production manager, in this kind of informational event, it's usually the work of the production manager.


        (It looks like everyone is already here)


        It is relatively easy to identify the production progress within the Department of Visual Arts. You can distinguish between two types of people: the type that has little to say and is forced to do poorly, or the type that is a different kind of leader from the director, who wants to lead and take charge.


        It seemed that many of the second-year students were of the former type. I looked over the materials that had already been handed out, but many of them seemed to be yawning and feeling bothered, as if they didn't really care.


        Well, production is not a very interesting position if you are doing it normally. If you don't find the act of moving people and things around and getting things done on schedule interesting in a puzzle-like way, or if you don't enjoy taking charge as a manager, then it's just a chore and a communication job.


        Therefore, those who find pleasure in it are either masochistic perverts or, in some cases, Do S. (Note: Sadist)


        "For now, let's read the material..."


        In today's class, the first semester assignment for the second-year students was to be explained. The class had already been held using film cameras, but it was announced in advance that there would be a separate assignment, free in both genre and media.


        And it was written in the material as follows.


        Nico Nico Douga started full-scale service at the end of last year. Initially, they were quoting from other video sites, but now that that has been banned, they are aiming to promote posting to their own servers.


        Therefore, it was written in the materials that the video department would also promote video production and uploading, and that it would be used as part of the class.


        "He~e, that sounds interesting"


        When I looked at it, I saw that the name of the person responsible for the project was written as Kanou Misaki. That made sense.


        In 2018, the year we were just a few months ago, the video was at the forefront of online media. There was live streaming as a matter of course, and some people even abandoned their bodies to seek refuge in illustrations and 3D models.


        But here we are in 2007, and video on the Internet has barely reached the level of its initial years. Of course, flash movies and OP movies for bishojo games were already past their prime, but this was the dawn of a scene where anyone could create and post videos.


        Allowing students to create and present this new style of video at a chaotic time before it gets dirty is something that the forward-thinking Kanou-sensei would have thought of.


        "This, but... will everyone understand?"


        Even though it was a different site, Nanako seemed to understand quickly since she had posted a video of herself singing along with me. But for Shinoaki, even if she knew that Nico Nico Douga existed, she wouldn't have thought of posting there herself.


        She is lacking motivation and needs something new to stimulate her and make her feel better. I think of it as finding a rival and a new stage.


        I had already decided who the rival would be. However, she was not sure if the new stage would really be here. Wouldn't the fear and unpredictability of the doujin game, something unknown to her, come back to traumatize her in the face of something new.


        With the materials in front of me, I began to worry about the first part. Would I be able to tell her about this new thing without forcing myself to lie?


        I folded my arms and thought,


        "Hihi, they gave us a task that we don't understand. But I guess it could be fun, depending on how you do it. What do you think?"


        Suddenly, he spoke from next to me in a somewhat rough voice.


        "Eh......?"


        I look in the direction of the voice and see the face.


        I didn't remember him. He didn't look familiar. But he had an atmosphere that made a strong impression.


        He was about ten centimeters taller than me. His hands were long and thin, and although I couldn't tell exactly because he was sitting down, his legs were probably quite thin as well, giving him an overall thin body.


        And above all, its eyes were impressive. The eyeballs were large and goggling, while the black eyes were small and blank. The mouth seemed to be smiling faintly, but the impression of the eyes was so strong that everything else looked normal.


        "Um, I'm sorry... who?"


        I assumed it was probably the first time we'd met, so I asked him back honestly,


        "Are? Is this the first time I'm talking to you? I see, I knew you already, so I thought you already knew me!"


        The man let out, hihihi, a peculiar chuckle,


        "I'm Kuroda Takayoshi. I'm working on a production for the Kuroda Team."


        "Aah, you are that!"


        I couldn't tell from the last name, but when I heard the name of the team, I was surprised.


        I will never forget it. This is the production team that made the film that caused the most damage to Nanako in the second semester of the first year.


        The work was amazing, and so was the team name, which was hard to read, so I remembered it in writing, but... Does it read "Kuroda"?


        "Are? Do you know who I am?"


        "Yeah, I remember your work from the second semester of the first year."


        When I said that, his expression suddenly disappeared,


        "Ah, that, huh. Was it that good?"


        "Eh......?"


        It was a surprising response. I thought he would be very satisfied with the production of such an impressive and controversial work, but he seemed to be fed up with being told about it.


        Perhaps, the system was not very well organized. That's why it makes sense to think that there was dissatisfaction with the director and actors.


        "Isn't Hashiba team more impressive than that! I've heard that your work has been outstanding since the beginning of the first year, and more importantly, that the production team is very skilled!"
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        "Skilled, huh... Not at all."


        Every time I hear something like this, I can't help but remember that figure in the back of my mind.


        He smiled sadly, told me everything, and then quietly left.


        "Oi oi, are you being modest? At least I think it's awesome. In fact, my team is pretty bad, as evidenced here..."


        When Kuroda said so far,


        "All right, everyone here? Then I'll explain the task."


        Finally, Kanou-sensei entered the classroom.


        She looks around at everyone as she rolls up the material in her hands and strikes it with the palm of her hand.


        "Hihi, looks like it's about to start. Hashiba, if you don't mind, you can tell me about the difficulties you had in the production after the class. Okay?"


        "Y-Yeah... it's okay."


        That was the end of the conversation, and he and I both decided to focus on the teacher's explanation.


        (Kuroda Takayoshi... huh?)


        The initial impact was so strong that I was a little taken back, but after talking with him, I found him to be quite interesting.


        (There aren't any, someone to share the hard work of the production)


        I thought it would be a good partner to talk to or complain to for a bit.


        
 


        There were no more surprises in the story from the teacher than what was written in the document.


        The assignment for both the first and second semesters of the second year was to produce two videos of no more than five minutes in length and upload them to Nico Nico Douga, regardless of the format, and submit the video files and URL to the lab for credit.


        The deadline for the first semester was right after the summer break, and the second semester was to be submitted by the day of the screening at the special venue of the school festival.


        "Oh yeah, we're going to do something contest-like this time too, so everyone do your best."


        The content of the contest was clear.


        The number of views + comments + my lists of the submitted videos. The appreciation will be decided based on each of the first and second semesters and the overall yearly total, and the team with the most will also receive a cash prize from the teacher's pocket money.


        By the way, if the above numbers do not increase too much, "acceptable" will be given, but it will be the lowest level of score.


        "We'll decide on the team in the next lecture in three weeks, so make sure you have a team in place by then. It's going to be tough because it's not just going to be determined by the department's evaluation like before?"


        The teacher's talk ended with a firm threat at the end.


        I see, this is going to be a difficult task. It's not so difficult to simply upload a video, but when the number of views and other factors are involved, it becomes dangerous to create a video based only on our own values.


        Nico-Dou is still in its infancy, and Vocaloid and Meku are just now starting to produce original music little by little. If you make it well, you can make it stand out, but if you go too far, you might end up with an "elaborate but boring" work.


        I wondered what kind of project would be best. As I was thinking about it, I heard a voice from next to me. The man from earlier, Kuroda, was looking at me.


        "Ou, good work. That was quite a challenging task ~"


        "Good work, you too. Yeah, so what do you want to talk about?"


        It was about the production that he said he would do later.


        I said, and he looked apologetic,


        "Ah, my bad! Actually, I just got a call from a guy from my team. He said he needed advice, so I'm going to his house to talk to him."


        Speaking of which, he said earlier that he was having a hard time getting his team together. I told him that I didn't mind,


        "Can I talk to you in the next class?"


        "Yeah, of course"


        "I see! Then, I'll give you my contact information."


        He handed me a piece of paper about half the size of a business card, with his cell phone number and e-mail address on it. He must have prepared it for just such an occasion, because he already had several spare copies.


        "Hihi, see you!"


        Kuroda stood up and quickly left the classroom. I thought that the way he appeared and disappeared so quickly, he looked like a shadow.


        "Mysterious guy..."


        He was assertive and loud, but somehow he didn't really seem to exist. I was interested in him for this and other reasons.


        "Well, let's go home"


        I need to get home soon and discuss this issue with everyone.


        I packed my materials in my bag and was about to stand up.


        "It was a difficult time at Kuroda's team. ...... I heard that the actress quit college."


        "Oh, the girl from the Theatrical Arts department?"


        "Right"


        The production manager of another team, who was nearby, started talking about this.


        (Theatrical Arts... The girl who was so good at it?)


        Nanako, who was said to be able to act, was beaten from far above by a level-headed actor. I thought she must be quite good, but I didn't know she had quit...


        I thought there was no way she would quit without a reason, but the answer came more easily than expected from the two people in front of me.


        "I heard that the director was messed up in many ways, and it made her sick."


        "Uwaa, that's the pattern of production death"


        It was also somewhat convincing. There must have been some kind of method that succeeded in bringing out the actors' performances to such an extent. Was it a Spartan style of production, or was he the type of person who would give NG many times?


        I was also noticing that Kuroda seemed to be blunt or tired. Perhaps the actors were just dragged along, and it was the director who went out of control.


        (The production will be extremely troublesome, that's for sure)


        It reminds me of the battle between the director Kawasegawa and the scriptwriter Tsurayuki in Team Kitayama Kai. However, they somehow knew the balance of stopping one step before the fight. I guess that's why the Kuroda team had to go to a very difficult place.


        I left the classroom and was walking down the hallway when I suddenly stopped.


        "……Somehow"


        It bothers me. I'm worried.


        It was also true that there was the matter of Tsurayuki. Although I didn't push him directly, as the result, I must have pushed him.


        But it was something else that was bothering me. I hadn't paid much attention to the other teams, but now that I was hearing about them, it was starting to feel like mine.


        Now that I have returned from the future and made up my mind, there will be many things that will not be as clean as they seem. The incident that I just heard about might happen to our team sooner or later.


        "Let's check it out"


        I didn't really want to hear it. I wanted to be gentle and let it all go. If I heard about it, it would come back to me, and I would remember Tsurayuki no matter how I tried.


        However, if I am going to fight seriously, I must not turn my back on the record of defeat ...... I thought.


        
 


        "Director of Kuroda Team? Ah, about Shibata?"


        Kanou-sensei's office. As soon as I sat down on the usual couch, sensei immediately gave me a specific name.


        "He has a unique way of thinking. He was praised by the Performance Theory teacher, but he was not a good communicator. The fact that the theatrical arts student quit may have been the result of a failure to communicate well."


        Sensei was also aware that the student had quit. Perhaps there was some kind of contact from the other department. After all, one of the students had quit because of something outside the department. It was not surprising that it became a problem.


        "Reason for quitting... Did the actor tell them anything in particular?"


        "Ah. The fact that she had a problem with Shibata is just a guess by the people around him. It's a process of elimination, the only thing they can think of."


        I see. It's an unpleasant way to say it, but then the department won't be held responsible.


        "However, I have received reports that there was some kind of malice, ego, or cornering in Shibata's comments or actions. It must have been quite a challenge for the producer Kuroda."


        I can't help but be reminded of the part about the things that push someone over the edge. I can't let it be someone else's problem, I feel it's like a sin that I have to live with.


        "Something bothering you?"


        For a moment, my body reacted with a jolt.


        "... That's right, a little"


        I hadn't told the teacher everything about how Tsurayuki had disappeared.


        It was partly to protect his pride, and even though I spoke to sensei, it was not something I could say so easily.


        However, sensei seemed to be aware that something was going on between me and Tsurayuki. I was grateful that she didn't pursue the matter unnecessarily, but at the same time, I felt uncomfortable, as if she could see through me.


        "I see"


        Sensei nodded at my reaction, took a sip of her coffee, and opened her mouth.


        "We have students who quit in the middle of their studies. Quit like crazy. It's not that unusual. Didn't I tell you about that before?"


        "Yes. You said it was a little different from a normal university."


        Not only at the Daigeidai, but also at art colleges and universities, students tend to quit. This is because there are quite a few students who start working on their major while they are still in school, and many of them quit when they decide that they can make a living. In fact, there are many people who have become famous after dropping out of school.


        However, it was also true that many of the students were actually suffering from mental and physical illnesses. Even a single assignment requires you to use a different brain than the one you learned in elementary, middle, and high school, and when the people around you are more eccentric and talented than you are, you have much more to worry about.


        "If you think too much about the ones who are gone, like the student of the theatrical arts, they tend to suffer from it too. So, you understand, right?"


        I guessed that she was referring to Tsurayuki as well.


        "......Yes"


        Sensei told me not to follow this matter any further. It's not that there's some kind of conspiracy, it's just a natural selection that's going on here, and that's probably why she wants to tell me not to worry too much about it.


        (But I'll never forget it. There's no way I can forget)


        This was also directly connected to the matter of Tsurayuki. It was because I knew his future that I decided to still hold on to him and not let him go.


        Nevertheless, it was no use mentioning it here.


        "I'm sorry, thank you very much."


        I thanked her and stood up.


        Let's talk to sensei again someday when I have come to a conclusion.


        "Yeah, and good luck with your next assignment."


        I opened the heavy door and walked out of the office. The summer sun was baking the concrete, and the temperature was at an unbelievable level.


        "Ah..."


        My skin was burning and I was sweating as I walked home in the scorching heat.


        I was in an unspeakable state of mind. The "incident" was already over, and neither the actress nor Tsurayuki had taken any action after quitting. It was just a story that the people around them dug up.


        But I had a bad feeling about this. This story would not end here. I was sure that it would lead to something else, that it would be revived, and that it would hang in front of me in a not-so-good way.


        Will I be able to take the right action then? No. Will I be able to move with my own conviction instead of adjusting?


        I have a lot on my mind, but let's go home first. There's a lot more to talk about today.


        For now, the next time I see Kuroda, I'll at least give him a bit of a pat on the back. As a fellow production manager.


        



        * * *


        

      

    

  


  

  
    
      
        "Upload a video to the Internet"


        "We are?"


        "We are"


        "And make it"


        "Yeah, to put it simply, like that."


        To the four members of Team Kitayama Kai, I gave a briefing on the day's events.


        As I was leaving to go home, I also called out to Kawasegawa and Hikawa. It just so happened that neither of them had any plans, so we all decided to have dinner and a meeting over a cold shabu salad... but.


        "I watch Nico Nico sometimes, are we going to make something like that Onmyoji ~? And we dance?"


        "We won't make that, and we don't dance"


        "MAD! I know a lot about bishojo games MAD!" (Note: An anime music video (AMV), known in wasei-eigo as MAD (music anime douga), is a fan-made music video consisting of clips from one or more Japanese animated shows or movies set to an audio track, often songs or promotional trailer audio.)


        "We don't make those either! It's basically original, original"


        As expected, Shinoaki and Hikawa still didn't seem to get the idea.


        "Don't tell me, we are going to record me singing and upload it... it's not that, right"


        Nanako asked with a sense of fear.


        "That is indeed not true."


        "When it comes to Nanako's promotional videos, right"


        "No, it's not like that... Well, but it's not in the regulations, just in case"


        Sensei didn't say any restrictions on the genre, like live action was not allowed or that it had to be a movie.


        "Eeh! N-No, I don't want! I won't come out, definitely!"


        She stopped eating the meat in front of her mouth and shook her head.


        "I'm talking about, for example! In the first place, we haven't even decided what we're going to make yet."


        Yes, we had to talk about it first.


        If we think of this assignment as being prepared for Shinoaki, the content should naturally be something that will be illustrated. If so, there would be no live-action lines. Well, as long as Nanako, the only one on the team who could possibly perform as an actor, absolutely refused to do so, there was no need to force her to make something like that.


        If that's the case, we'll have to limit ourselves to illustrations, with songs and music written by Nanako. Considering the time period of 2007, it was,


        (It's the Vocaloid video... I guess)


        It has been less than a year since Nico-dou started its full-scale service. And at that time, Vocaloids were taking the Internet by storm, partly due to their rarity.


        Vocaloid videos have also produced many illustrators who draw their image characters, and in the mid-2000s, I would say they were the twin peaks of Touhou.


        So, I'd like to motivate Shinoaki here if possible.


        "Hmm, I don't quite get it~"


        Shinoaki chewed crispy mizuna and looked puzzled.


        (I guess I need something to inspire her as a artist...)


        Not knowing what it was, I dipped the meat into the sesame sauce with a sullen look on my face.


        "Hashiba"


        Just as I was about to move the meat from the sesame sauce to my mouth, Kawasegawa called out to me.


        "Uhm, Kawasegawa"


        "What"


        "I'd like to answer, but, um, can I prioritize the sesame sauce and the meat..... do you mind?"


        Kawasegawa sighed in disappointment,


        "Do as you like. I'll live my life as a woman who lost to sesame sauce and meat."


        When someone said that, I would have a hard time dealing with it, but I decided to think that it was probably a gag from Kawasegawa's point of view.


        "So what's wrong?"


        I do as I'm told, swallowing properly before responding.


        "Does Hashiba have an idea of what we have to do?"


        Kawasegawa looked straight at me.


        When she gives me this kind of look, I get a little nervous because it reminds me of the future.


        "Ah... yeah, in a manner of speaking"


        "That's not the way to say it. I'm sure you're thinking of something else, at most."


        Don't lie to this kind of place in front of this girl.


        "Kawasegawa, again"


        "A talk? Okay. I also had a few questions I wanted to ask."


        "Yeah, well, I'll see you in the ride home."


        Something she want to ask? I wonder what it is. Will she ask me about the project I want to do?


        "Eiko, what are you going to ask Kyouya? Somehow, I'm curious ~"


        Nanako asks Kawasegawa with a grin. Well, she has been calling Kawasegawa by her first name for some time now. It's good to see that they've gotten along well.


        "It's not a big deal."


        "Eh, somehow, I'm curious ~ Tell me, hey"


        Kawasegawa quietly placed her plate on the desk,


        "I'm pretty sure it's not like what Nanako's delusions all this time because you can't bring yourself to say it."


        "D-Delusions, you said! It's like I'm thinking weird things all the time!"


        Nanako's face turns bright red as usual after just a little poke. Seeing this, Shinoaki and Hikawa, who don't know much about the situation, are laughing.


        It was hard for me to respond, so I decided to keep quiet and let it pass for the time being...


        



        * * *


        

      

    

  


  

  
    


    
      
        After dinner, it was getting late as we were watching TV, and I had to drive Kawasegawa home after the last train.


        "Oh, well, then, drive safely!"


        Hikawa, who had bought a 400g motorcycle right after getting his mid-size license, rode off into the night.


        "Well, let's go"


        Put the lever in D range and step on the gas pedal.


        This was the third time I drove Kawasegawa home. She was commuting from her parents' house, and because of that, we didn't hang out late at night when we were first-year. At first I thought it was because she wasn't interested, but when I told her that, she looked embarrassed and said, "There are times when I want to play and hang out with everyone normally too," so after that I started to actively invite her.


        However, she was still a diligent student, and even in her second year, she spent most of her free time watching movies and reading, rarely accepting invitations to play.


        And today was just the third of those rare occasions,


        "The wind is refreshing. It's been hot for a while, so that helps."


        "……Right"


        She said it in the meeting, but she didn't attempt to get to the point today. Normally, the talk would have started as soon as the car left the lot, without any preamble.


        Don't tell me, she minded that I prioritized sesame sauce and meat, but it seemed like I should be the one to talk to her today.


        "Can we start the talk?"


        "Okay, so?"


        I felt a little disappointed that she agreed so easily.


        "There's one thing that's been bothering me, as you could see in the meeting. If we don't move forward with this, we won't be able to move forward with the other things――"


        I was going to say it, but she suppressed the words,


        "So, it's about Shinoaki, right?"


        She easily revealed my problem.


        "How did you know that?"


        "I can understand that. You've been watching Shinoaki's every move, even as you explained today, and you've been trying to create a topic that would interest her in some way."


        "My defeat"


        Is she a good guesser, or am I just too obvious?


        Anyway, if Kawasegawa had any grasp of the situation, it would be easier to talk about. I had talked to her a little before about the problems that Shinoaki was having. It was Kawasegawa's opinion that she might be suffering from burnout.


        "Therefore, as for me, I think we should make a vocaloid video."


        I don't have any concrete ideas yet, but I'm trying to figure out if it's possible for Nanako to write the music and Shinoaki to illustrate it ―― Right, I told Kawasegawa.


        As usual, she listened to my talk in silence until the end,


        "As it is now, I don't think it's a good idea for Shinoaki to draw."


        She said something that I had also been somewhat aware of.


        "In my opinion, she loves drawing, and that's what drives her to draw good things. So if her motivation is low, it will naturally come back to her quality."


        "As I thought, it's like that, huh."


        "Yes, I think that's why Hashiba hasn't taken the initiative yet."


        She was right. We could have decided on everything at once, from the planning to the seating arrangement, right there. However, as long as Shinoaki is not willing to do it, I'm sure we won't be able to make anything good out of it if we push her. Even though we know that, stepping in is the most dangerous thing.


        "I wish I could show... that in some inspiring project, but it's risky to rely on the unknown."


        As Kawasegawa said, getting people interested in the content of the project is quite a fumbling process.


        "I'm sure you have some ideas about that, too, and you're working on them, anyway."


        She continued and looked at me with a frown.


        "...Well, for the time being"


        "You can't tell me yet, at most"


        "...Well, for the time being"


        By the way, at this stage, far from being remarkable, only negative results have been obtained.


        "I bet. You wouldn't tell a woman who lost to sesame sauce and meat, anyway."


        As I thought you were concerned about it!!


        "Eh, so you want me to tell you?"


        "It's fine. If you won't tell me, then you must have a good reason."


        Haa, mou. Kawasegawa is usually calm and dependable, but sometimes she can be really troublesome...


        (...Ah, I see)


        I realized that I didn't have to think too much. Ten years in the future, she was expressing her obvious affection for me. I assumed, on my own, that the feeling was an acquired one, because of the way I handled it right after I came back to this side of the time.


        (Perhaps, if there were a few signs from this time...!)


        No, there was no point in being conscious of that now, and besides, she didn't have any direct appeal like Shinoaki and Nanako, so that would be overthinking it.


        Right now, she' s probably just enjoying watching me react to everything. With that in mind, I closed the door tightly and locked it.


        "Then, let me know when you get the results of your efforts. And I'll cooperate."


        Kawasegawa pursed his lips in a slightly dissatisfied manner and let out a breath.


        (Well, I'm thinking about it...)


        So far, the only result has been that I've been treated like a strange senior. There's no way I can keep this up, though, so I have to come up with another reason to get positive feedback.


        Tomorrow, I'll talk to sensei and try to figure out how to handle it again.


        * * *


        

      

    

  


  

  
    
      
        "I have an unfortunate announcement to make to all of you. Our Art Research Club is in a crisis."


        At the deepest part of the club room of the art study research, Kiryu-san opened his mouth in a pose that looked like something out of an anime with that humanoid battle weapon.


        "The reason for the crisis is!"


        Hiyama-san, who was standing beside him, slapped him on the back of the head.


        "Buh!"


        While she looked down with cold eyes at energetic Kiryuu-san, who plopped down on the desk,


        "Needless to say, the reason for this is that this low ability manager's plan to welcome new members to the club has failed to produce any results this year, so there are no new members for this year."


        All the members of the club, except for Kiryuu-san, nodded their heads in agreement with Hiyama-san's words.


        Not only the Art Research Club, but all university clubs recruit new members during the new student welcome season in April. The light music club will teach you how to play the guitar, the film club will give you a ticket to a movie screening, and other clubs will tell you about their unique charms and try to recruit you with bait.


        In this respect, our Art Research Club was at a great disadvantage, or rather, it was rare to find a circle with so little to sell. In spite of the fact that we claimed to be an art circle, there was no one who could talk or teach about art. Hiyama-san is relatively near to me in the Department of Crafts, but her major is ceramics.


        On top of that, there was Kiryuu-san's counterproductive recruitment campaign. In all honesty, only the most softhearted of people would fall for that.


        Still, it seems that every year one or two people who liked stuff came in somehow. But this year, that miracle didn't happen, and as expected, today's agenda was to do something about it without relying on miracles.


        "Rather, it's about time we had at least one person from the art department who deserves the name Art Research Club."


        Hiyama-san said, a faraway look in her eyes,


        "I thought I was going to learn about art in this circle, but when I joined, some idiot from the photography department asked me 'do you how to make a shitty collage?' is all he said, it wasn't supposed to be like this......" (Note: Internet slang, usually in the form of a absurd photoshop)


        "The reason we don't have a senpai is because you don't have the right qualities-bufuo!"


        It was King of shitty collage who had paper mache shoved in his mouth and was having a squirming moment. Or rather, he was talking about such a topic to a female club member who just joined!


        "But indeed, I'd like to have a member of the art department..."


        If that happens, the circle will be able to hold a proper art exhibition and it will be easier to apply for the annual budget. Sadly, the current situation is that we are ridiculed as an art study research that cannot hold a proper art exhibition.


        Besides, if I had a connection with the art department, I would be able to get in touch with Saikawa Minori. I am sorry to say that this is a very personal reason, but I would really like to have her.


        However, it is rare for students from the art department to join the Art Research Club.


        "They have to draw pictures to death in class, and no way they want to join a circle to draw."


        Kakihara-san, who came here because he wanted to study art while dancing in theater arts.


        "If there's a senior student in the department or something, we would come for the purpose of getting information about the class..."


        Sugimoto-san, who usually only does things out loud, chose to come here to do art that he could do in silence.


        All of them joined the club because they wanted to do something different from the classroom.


        That may be true, or rather, it is true, but there are a certain number of students in the Department of Film Arts who belong to the Film Study Group, so it shouldn't be so thrown away...... that's I wanted to think.


        Anyway, the reality was harsh for us.


        At this point, everyone thought it would be fine if something in human form joined here. Just like the other day, I heard a noise at the entrance and panicked, "There's a new member!" However, I didn't want to end up with the sad story that it was a stray dog living in Daigeidai.


        As I was recalling these sad memories, I heard a clatter at the entrance.


        "Geez, another dog? Throw a Frisbee somewhere..."


        Kiryu-san was about to say something when, from the other side of the room,


        "Uhm"


        Unbelievably, a girl's voice could be heard.


        "Excuse me, is there Hashiba-san from the Art Research Club?"


        I think it was almost the same time I turned and looked at the door.


        "Ah……!"


        With surprise, I froze when I saw her.


        I wondered if people were so helpless when the person they had been gossiping about or thinking about right up until the moment appeared in front of them.


        I was sure I had thought a lot about how I would react if I bumped into someone on campus, or how I would apologize for my rudeness the other day, but when the time came, I couldn't do anything clever at all.


        Saikawa Minori. The person in question also looked at me and remained silent.


        Anyway, I have to talk to her somehow.


        Before trying to explain the other day's misunderstanding or whatever it was, I had to take a look at her thin, white arms.


        "Kya!"


        There were two figures, holding her tightly.


        The president and vice president of the art circle. The two, who had been at odds with each other earlier in a combination of irresponsibility and abuse, now faced the target in front of them with a common goal.


        And,


        "U-Uhm..."


        In front of the new students, who looked scared and confused, the two of them had devilish smiles all over their faces, and right after that, they bombarded the new students with words at full speed.


        ""Well~, it's nice to meet you, and I'm glad you're coming! Hey, if you speak first, she'll get nervous so I'm sorry! Hey, Hiyama-chan, let me talk first! You know, you're really cute, but if your glasses were a little thinner, you'd be perfect. Next time you come with me, we'll go to-gabogh, I am really sorry! Just ignore what this idiot has to say! So which Department are you in? I'm from craft, I'm from photograph, I'm not asking you! Anyway, we're going to have a newcomer's party today, so come have a drink with us, ah, I'm not going to force alcohol on you or anything, but rather you are my alcohol, hey, you really should die, okay! And I still haven't gotten your name, have I??""


        "Ah, aah, uwaaaa... !!"


        Unfortunately, Saikawa Minori is forced into a situation where there is no cooling-off period, as she is subjected to intense solicitation at close range by two very determined seniors.


        In this way, the contact with Saikawa Minori, which I had expected to be very difficult, was resolved in a very uneventful manner due to a twist of fate.


        For her, it's not solved but rather suffered...


        * * *


        

      

    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    
      
        "I am... Saikawa Minori"


        She said, and bowed her head.


        Before her, Hiyama-san bowed her head as well, with a very fearful look on her face.


        "I'm sorry, I thought you were applying to join the club..."


        "No, if someone came into the club room with a recruitment flyer, that's what you'd think."


        Saikawa answered in an orderly and logical manner. Although she seemed to be quiet, her answers had a firmness in them.


        "As I thought, my recruiting sense is right after all!"


        "You shut up!"


        The vice president sent an angry message to the forever president, who began to run amok without reading any of the air.


        Art department students are welcome! Especially girls! No boys! How can you think that a copy written by a man who apparently only wants to worship girls is a success? Well, I guess I'm not the only one who left such a flyer as my contact information.


        She thought for a moment, then,


        "Is Hashiba-senpai a member of this circle?"


        "Right, but"


        Reluctantly, as expected I can't say that.


        "So it will be easier for me to talk to senpai if I stay here, right."


        Saikawa stood up abruptly and turned to Hiyama-san and Kiryu-san.


        "I'm going to join this circle from today. I look forward to working with you."


        She said and bowed her head.


        "Eh?! S-Seriously? Saikawa-chan, are you sure, you're really joining?!"


        "Yes, I am sure."


        "Yatta~ !! Finally, for the first time in years, we have an art student in the club!!"


        Kiryu-san was so happy that he began to roll around on the tatami.


        "...Saikawa-san, you see."


        Hiyama-san put her hand on Saikawa's shoulder with a regretful look on her face.


        "If that idiot says anything you don't like, no matter how small, tell me. I'll kill him immediately."


        "Y-Yes..."


        Saikawa nodded anxiously.


        "Well, we've managed to finish the recruitment phase of new member of the club."


        "Today, I'll be singing Donguri Koro Koro!" (Note: A Rolling Acorn, a Japanese Children's song)


        Kakihara-san and Sugimoto-san also looked relieved.


        While the older members of the club were filled with joy, I was,


        "Saikawa, um... why"


        I tried to confirm why she joined,


        "I don't like it when things aren't clear, you know."


        "So I came here today to get a foothold or a chance to do that."


        "Haa..."


        I wondered what she wanted to clarify. It was hard to tell from her words, but it seemed that we were able to get to know each other anyway.


        "All right, let's have a new cheer! Kakihara, Sugimoto, let's go shopping!!"


        "Whoo!"


        "Understood!"


        The seniors seemed to have immediately started preparing for the newcomers' party, and went out light-footed. They probably went to the supermarket in front of Daigeidai.


        "Ah~, I'm happy... I'm happy, finally, a student from the art department joined us... Now we can expect a decent school festival...!"


        Hiyama-san's heart was beating with joy at what a hurdle to overcome. Well, considering what we have done so far, I can understand why she feels moved by this point.


        In any case, we now had all the actors in place. The only thing left to do was to create the situation.


        * * *


        

      

    

  


  

  
    
      
        Shinoaki, who had class and was late coming to the club room, and for some reason Nanako were also asked to join, and the art club's standard newcomer party began as usual on a hill near the club building.


        "I'm Sugimoto Mikio, a third-year Music Department student! Here is Donguri Koro Koro!


        "Fourth year student, Department of Theatrical Arts, Kakihara Masaru! Will dance!"


        The same scene that I saw last year is unfolding in front of my eyes. As always, there is a point where I wonder if this is the very thing that is keeping new members away from the club. However, after a year, it has become a fun event in its own right, and I guess this kind of thing can be solved by getting used to it.


        However, it is true that the hurdles are quite high for students who have just entered the university. The new member, who was supposed to be the star of the day, was in the middle of the circle, but looked quite confused.


        "I'm sorry, it's always like this."


        Unable to resist, I decided to approach her and talk to her.


        "Ah no. This is more like a university circle, I was rather impressed."


        Saikawa quickly adjusted her expression, but she was clearly confused earlier. Is she a girl who tries to be brace herself in the strangest ways?


        I sat down next to her and Saikawa immediately opened her mouth.


        "Uhm, I... came to the circle because I had something to do."


        Then she looked at me,


        "Hashiba-senpai, what is it that you need from me?"


        She seemed to have remembered what I had said before.


        "Is that what you came for?"


        Saikawa nodded, saying "yes". It's a firmly determined will.


        The real purpose was to make Shinoaki and Saikawa meet. By making them aware of each other and improving each other, I hope that Shinoaki will be motivated and Saikawa will be able to improve.


        But that's just my opinion. If I told her honestly, she wouldn't understand why I would address a complete stranger there.


        So, I decided to slowly fill in the gaps of my objectives.


        "I once bumped into Saikawa on the way up Geizaka. Do you remember?" (Note: University slope)


        "No... I remember bumping into someone, but could it have been that time?"


        After a puzzled look, she lowered her eyes in embarrassment.


        "C-Could it be... is that game related?"


        Actually, I do, but it would complicate things if I talked about it here. Besides, I don't think she would want that herself.


        "By chance, I found your sketchbook open, and one of your drawings left a deep impression on me."


        "That drawing? I didn't draw anything that impressive..."


        "You might think so, but for me, it was different."


        It was a short time, but I was sure that her drawing had caught my attention. Later, though, it was pushed a little deeper into my memory by a more surprising fact.


        "I'm not looking to do something right now, but I'd like to make something with you someday. That's why I reached out to you."


        Saikawa listened to my words earnestly, but she didn't seem completely convinced.


        Well, it can't be helped if I approach her with "such an excuse" and she thinks I actually have a ulterior motive. I have to leave it up to her to decide if she can trust me.


        "I haven't fully trusted senpai yet."


        "Eh?"


        "This is a test. Join the circle, observe senpai carefully, and find out if you really approached me for the sake of creation!"


        With a sharp look, Saikawa turned her piercing eyes on me.


        "Ah, yes, please treat me well..."


        "Yes, I look forward to working with you."


        Saikawa bowed her head. I was reminded once again that she will be a great artist in ten years' time, because of her straightforwardness and strength of her character.


        I understood Saikawa's thoughts, so I moved from her side to another place. In the midst of the chaotic drinking party with all the cheering, or rather shouting and yelling, there was one girl who looked like she fit right in, she looked around with an upward gaze, trying to figure out where she was.


        I called out to her and sat down beside her.


        "They call me that as a matter of course, is that okay?"


        Only the atmosphere is paripi, but she is a simple girl on the inside. (Note: Party people, a person who often goes to night club and enjoy dancing or hitting on girls/boys. Clubber.)


        "It's okay, people I've never seen before seem to be enjoying it more than the club members."


        Just like last year, Kiryu-san and his acquaintances had joined the party without any prior notice. In an atmosphere where it would be considered bad form to criticize, I felt it was useless to think of NG things.


        Nanako looked relieved, "That's fine then".


        "So the new student Kyoya was talking about is that girl?"


        Pointing with the hand that held the glass, she continued.


        In the distance, there was a girl in the middle of a drinking party.


        "Yes, that's right. The long-awaited new student of the Art Department. It's been a long time since we had her in Art Research Club. So the seniors got more excited than usual."


        I didn't say anything about what I was trying to find for the time being. The explanation seemed to be too complicated, and there seemed to be no advantage to it.


        "Fu~hn..."


        Nanako blushes a little and takes a sip of her citrus sour from her cup.


        "She's cute, isn’t she"


        "Eh?"


        When I questioned her again, Nanako took another sip of her sour. This time, she drank it down in one gulp. Then she poured more sour into the cup.


        "Cute... You can't fool my eyes. That girl is cute. There's a pretty high-level girl behind the glasses. She's a little strong character and firm, which in turn makes me want to protect her, and even her long skirt has an erotic quality that makes me want to flip it up. Yes, it's erotic, that is~. "


        "Uhm, Nanako-san?"


        I mean, this girl, I see! She's already turned 20, so she lifted the ban of alcohol! It's just that the law says so, but she's so weak!


        "I~ understand it~!"


        Nanako crushed the empty cup and grabbed me by the chest,


        "Hey, you're catching a new cute girl again~, you're~ just trying to be nice to her and take care of her, and before we know it, you'll have her in your possession, right! Am I right?"


        "Y-You're wrong! In fact, I haven't even talked to her that much yet."


        "Hoho~hn, you have done something more intimate than a conversation, so you don't need to talk anymore, huh! Oi! That kind of innocent, natural, and wonderful way of doing things, why don't you think it's making a lot of girls cry! Kora! Don't look away, look at me properly!"


        Ah, this is bad. There are things that are leaking out that the usual Nanako wouldn't say.


        If I'm not careful, I might even say something dignity-related,


        "Nanako, let's stop drinking for now, drink some water and get some rest, okay?"


        Trying to change the mood, I suggested that she take a break somewhere else.


        Nanako turned away from me and let out a fu~. I thought her mouth mumbled something, so I put my ear close to her.


        "Eh, Nanako, what did you say?"


        And then,


        "...me"


        "Ha?"


        "Kiss me too. Then hug me tightly. If you do that, I'll be quiet."


        Before I knew it, Nanako's expression had returned to a straight face. No, her face was even more serious, her eyes were a little moist, and she looked at me as if she was pleading.


        "Ah, u......."


  
        

         I couldn't say a word. 

  
  
        I didn't expect Nanako's stiff talk to come at this time. Maybe she hadn't been drunk all along. Maybe she wasn't drunk from the start, but was pretending to be, and was looking for an opportunity to make a decisive attack on me....


        As if captivated, I was unable to move. It was an atmosphere that I would never be able to escape unless I did or said something.


        I can't make a joke here. It would be rude to Nanako if I didn't talk to her properly.


        I desperately tried to compose my answers so that I could answer all the questions about what I was thinking now, about my love life, and about my relationship with Shinoaki.


        "Nanako, uhm... I am"


        As I opened my mouth, Nanako leaned over me.


        "U, uaah..."


        The unexpected direct attack made me moan out loud.


        W-What should I do? If Nanako is this aggressive, there's nothing I can do about it.


        "N-Nanako..."


        Her breathing only became more ragged. I could feel the heat on her shoulders, and the sweet smell was beginning to melt my brain. The reddish nape of her neck is vivid, and her breathing is-


        "Nanako?"


        "Kohyu...... Suhyu...... Nmyu......"


        All at once, the tension dissipated.


        "Hiyama-sa~n"


        In this kind of situation, there is no choice to dump it to a girl. This idea is like putting a curse on a curse.


        "Hmm? What's wrong, Hashiba-kun"


        "Nanako fell asleep drunk, can you take care of her?"


        I said, pulling Nanako away and pushing her towards Hiyama-san.


        "Oh, okay, I got it. Look, Nanako-chan, come here."


        Hiyama-san lured Nanako to her chest, held her there, and patted her head.


        "Fumyu... Un..."


        Nanako didn't seem to understand what was going on, but eventually, as if relieved, she hugged Hiyama-san tightly and leaned her head.


        Hiyama-san looked relieved,


        "It's under control"


        "Thank you, that was very helpful."


        As expected of the person who have been watching this kind of drunkenness for a long time.


        "But this girl thoughtlessly got Hashiba-kun involved. It's not usually like that."


        "Drinking changes things, it's drunken interaction or like that..."


        The alcohol in the beef stew was enough to get her drunk, and I should have told her that more firmly.


        Hiyama-san patted Nanako, who was breathing peacefully in her arms,


        "...Somehow, it sounds like there was more to it than that, though."


        "Eh?"


        "It's nothing. Well, do your best not to become an enemy of girls, Hashiba-kun."


        She said, and fluttered her hands in the air as if to say, "Go somewhere".


        I left the scene and moved towards the other place.


        (It looks like Hiyama-san already figured it out...)


        If you're in front of a girl who's asking you to kiss her or something, you'll be able to tell that much about the relationship without even bothering to guess. Or rather, didn't she say "me too" just now? As matter of course, she shouldn't know about me and Shinoaki, but...


        Anyway, at this rate, the day of decision is coming soon, or rather, the day when things will explode in unexpected ways is expected.


        "If anything, I should be the one to tell her... Maybe."


        It's going to be a talk that uses a lot of physical strength.


        Well, if you were to ask people on the street who is to blame, 58 out of 100 would say I am the cause of the problem, but for now I just want to think about my work. Even if they say I'm a big evil person who doesn't understand people's feelings.


        I didn't come back here to flirt.


        "Saikawa is... ah, she is there."


        Saikawa, who had been nervous in the middle of the large circle earlier, was sitting on the floor with Shinoaki at a little distance, talking about something.


        "Hee~ So you're an Art Department student, what kind of art do you draw?"


        "Y-Yes, I've always been a pencil artist, but since entering university, I've been really interested in oil painting."


        "Amazing, I've never tried oil painting before because it seems to take so much work. Will you teach me next time?"


        "Of course, though, I've only just begun to learn about it..."


        Apparently, without me having to introduce them, they started talking to each other.


        (Thank goodness, this place is properly connected them, huh)


        The conversation seemed to be focused on the common theme of painting. It seemed that the conversation had evolved into a very detailed discussion of how they drew, and the differences between analog and digital painting.


        "It's kind of strange."


        Ten years later, they were two strangers who influenced each other in the world. But now, they are talking directly to each other as senpai and kouhai.


        What they experienced in the world of 2018 led to their meeting by my hand in the world of 2007. Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, I can't tell.


        "Hee~, oil painting looks interesting, too. I'd like to try it too."


        "Yes, you should try it, Aki-san, I'd love to see it!"


        I wanted to believe that what was in front of me now was a happy encounter.


        (Yes, let's mention about that)


        About how I came to recognize her in this era in the first place. I have to tell her that Shinoaki is the one who was in charge of the original drawings for that Haru Sora.


        I took a step closer to the girls,


        "Ah, um, Saikawa, this Shinoaki is..."


        When I tried to interrupt,


        "That's no good, Kyoya-kun. I'm still talking to her."


        Easily, it was blocked by Shinoaki.


        "Ah, s-sorry..."


        "Fufu~, I'm not going to give Minori-chan to Kyoya-kun ~"


        Shinoaki then grinned and hugged Saikawa tightly.


        "A-Aki-san..."


        Saikawa didn't seem too unhappy about it either. She looked embarrassed, but gently placed her own hand on Shinoaki's arm.


        (Well, I guess we'll have to talk about that another time)


        Akishima Shino and Minori Ayaka.


        This was the moment when the future, which had never mixed, became a single route here.


        (I guess this is finally the starting line)


        From here on out, will this route be happy or bad? No one, including me, knows for sure.


        But I will do what I can. To make the possibilities I wrote in my memo a reality.


        

      

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter 2: I'm Worried


       


      It had been about three days since Saikawa had joined the club.


      So far, she seemed to be showing up at the club room every day, and when she wasn't busy, she seemed to be making her presence felt by organizing the art materials lying around the club room and teaching Shinoaki how to paint with oils.


      "Somehow, it's like a real art research club! That's kind of foolish!"


      Aside from the club president, who is falling behind in his duties, Hiyama-san seems to be really happy.


      And for me, the goal of bringing Shinoaki and Saikawa together has been accomplished. There is still a long way to go, but the initial preparations have gone well.


      With such a pleasant sense of accomplishment, I'm climbing Geizaka again today.


      I personally like hills because they are full of suggestions for many things. There are scenes at the top and the bottom of the hill, and just the road connecting them has drama, and if there is a curve in the road, the lack of visibility also leads to direction.


      That is why there are so many stories in this world with the theme of slopes. Not only in live-action movies and dramas, but also in anime, games, and other forms of entertainment. There is even a bishojo game with a slope in the title.


      "But when it comes to climbing, it's tough in the summer!"


      Building a school on top of a hill is a sadist's idea. No matter how many times the school bus takes you up there, there are still many opportunities to go up and down the hill on your own feet, to buy groceries, or just to get there on time. And each time, the feet of the lazy students will die.


      So what I'm trying to say is that this hill should have an escalator or something like that for goodness sake, and make the school easy to get to from a UI/UX perspective.......


      "……That?"


      In front of me, I saw a familiar back figure.


      She had long, black, straight hair and an incredibly long skirt. She has a characteristic walk, walking in small steps and stopping repeatedly.


      "It's Saikawa"


      The clock is currently reading 9:00. I wonder if she's going to start the first period today?


      The first period class starts at 9:20, so the fact that she was coming to school at this time meant that.


      As I was about to call out to her, I saw a gesture that bothered me.


      "I wonder if she has bothered... by something"


      She took a few steps and was strangely curious about her surroundings. She looked out into the distance, as if she could feel eyes on her from somewhere, and sighed heavily, relieved that nothing had happened.


      (Does she worry about something...?)


      For a moment, I thought it was about me, but I think I've already passed the level where I won't be disliked. It's up to my actions from now on whether she will trust me or not, but I'm sure she won't suddenly avoid me...


      While I was thinking, Saikawa seemed to have already gone on her way. I wondered about her behavior, but headed for Building 9, where my first period class was held.


      * * *

    

  


  

  
    
      


      
        "So you're saying that Minori-chan is avoiding you, Kyouya-kun?"


        "No, that's not the case... is I'd like to think"


        When I told Shinoaki about what I've been up to since the other day, her words came out more straightforward than I expected. Well, of course, she didn't have any bad intentions.


        "By any chance, maybe she doesn't like men very much, as compared to Kyouya-kun."


        Shinoaki tilted her head and gave me a new opinion.


        (Indeed, there was a sense that she was concerned about someone's behavior.)


        Judging from what she said when we met at her studio, she might have been pressured in some way.


        "So, I think Minori-chan will be able to talk to you normally once she gets used to you. Maybe she's just shy?"


        "I hope so."


        I think Shinoaki has a point, so I'll keep an eye on the development, including that hope. But if that's the case, her past seems to be a bit heavy...


        While I was pondering about Saikawa, the door of the classroom opened and the teacher walked in.


        "Let's get started. We're going to show the animation skills in order, since we're reviewing them today."


        Today, my second period class was a major course in the Department of Visual Arts.


        In the department, the first and second-year students are taught everything about the video, including practical skills, as a basic learning period.


        Animation practice was one of them. We were taught the basics of animation in the classroom, and at some points, we had to actually make the animation and show it. Today was the day of the screening.


        "Haa... Honestly, it's hard to be shown something you're not sure about."


        Though I had done some original drawing and coloring, I was not skilled enough to draw a picture from scratch.


        "That's why we study, it can't be helped"


        The girl smiling next to me must be making something really good, of course. That must be why she was so relaxed.


        Then the screening began.


        I'll stop talking about my work now. Anyway, the teacher said "You ran away" at me for drawing inorganic objects such as boxes and books in close-up, and for not drawing the whole body of a person, even though the assignment was to draw a person. I'll just note that the teacher laughed at me.


        The work that shook all the students in the class was shown three screenings after mine.


        "Next is ... Shino Aki's work. The title is "Guru Guru", huh?" (Note: going around in circles)


        After the teacher's comments, the hall went dark and Shinoaki's work began.


        The composition was simple. A human being appeared on the screen, and the camera went "round and round" around him, just as the title suggests.


        But there were other points that were frightening. The lead character's journey from baby to child to adult to old man was portrayed at a high speed and in a natural way, with careful attention paid to the use of close-up and close-down camera work at key points.


        What caught my attention above all was the power of the depiction. Even though it was a black-and-white animation, the shadows were properly cast and the drawing was flawless. For me, who has been watching Shinoaki's drawings for a long time, it was a natural level, but for the students who saw it for the first time, it seemed to be quite a shock, and the place was in a state of excitement during the screening.


        After the screening. The classrooms were lit up and bright, and the teacher said.


        "Is Shino that, has an older brother or older sister who is an animator?"


        It made me laugh, but I think it was the best kind of compliment.


        So, in the first animation practical assignment, Shinoaki received a special A grade.


        "Animation takes time, doesn't it? It's tough."


        At the end of the class, Shinoaki said so and took a breath.


        "Even so, it's amazing that you managed to finish it. I'm impressed that Shinoaki can make an anime as well."


        To be honest, I was happy to see such a powerful work of art, as she hadn't felt like she was having much fun with anything recently.


        Perhaps the anime is the clue that will stimulate Shinoaki's motivation... That's what it seemed like to me.


        "Yeah... I guess I could have done it in class."


        When I asked her about it, I found out that it was short-lived elation.


        "I think it's better to draw a single picture. It's better if you can imagine the story before and after it."


        I felt the same way.


        Shinoaki's drawings have a story. It may sound cheesy to write it like this, but there are so many works that make me want to think about the time before and after the drawing.


        That's why animation that depicts the before and after of the story well may be seen as "something different" in her mind.


        "I see, but what Shinoaki made was interesting."


        "Yeah, thank you"


        While she smiled and replied, Shinoaki still looked somewhat lonely and seemed unable to make a clue within herself.


        Where is the thing that will make her "serious"?


        The search for it was going to continue.


        The next class, I was taking a different one from Shinoaki, so we parted ways in front of the classroom.


        "What do you want for dinner? I'll go to the store after class."


        "Hmm, can you make me a hamburger, then?"


        "Okay. I'll get it ready for you."


        Nodding, Shinoaki jumped up and down on the spot,


        "Yatta! Kyouya-kun's hamburgers are delicious, I'm looking forward to it~"


        Then she said, "See you ~" and cheerfully left for her next class.


        As I watched her go, I remembered the life I used to have with her.


        (You're getting better at cooking, aren't you... Shinoaki)


        In this world, I'm a better cook than her, but in the future, it's reversed. I was reminded of how different things can be after ten years of passing through different branches.


        Humans are not so different in capacity. When one thing has dominance over an area, other things naturally get neglected.


        Most of Shinoaki's mind was occupied by pictures, but now that they are gone, she has other things to think about, such as cooking and child.


        "At this rate, it looks like she won't have much time for cooking for the time being."


        She still forgets to measure the amount of hot water for ramen.


        "Hashiba!"


        Suddenly, a voice called out from behind me and I turned around.


        There stood Kuroda, looking as if he hadn't lost his excitement.


        "Hey, did you see Shino's work in class?"


        "Oh, yeah, of course"


        "It was amazing. There was no other work that was so well-drawn, had such a unique design, and had such detailed gestures and expressions. It was a complete head-scratcher compared to the others~!"


        In a rather excited tone of voice, Kuroda rambled on.


        It was a little surprising. When we had talked about the works they had made before, he seemed to be somewhat cold, or even extremely objective.


        But now he was praising Shinoaki's work with such fervor that he almost forgot himself.


        "Shino's going to go into animation, right? With all that talent, I'm sure she'll go that way, I mean, of course she will!"


        "Hmm, but I don't think Shinoaki will go into the anime industry at the moment."


        "Haa? Seriously, why?"


        A look of surprise crossed his face.


        Well, maybe right after being shown something of that caliber.


        "He's never really been interested in anime, to begin with."


        I told Kuroda what she had just told me.


        He listened to me with a serious expression on his face, though it might be rude to say it was out of character.


        And in a terribly calm tone,


        "That's because Shino doesn't have a sense of composition or editing yet."


        "Composition or editing?"


        "That's right. There are some images that make you aware of the time before and after them, and there are others that are nothing but a waste of time. So, if she gets to know works that are moving but not useless, maybe she'll get interested in animation, won't she?"


        "May... be"


        Indeed, as I was told, there were no surprises at the beginning or catharsis at the end of the story in Shinoaki's work. It was unremarkable due to its overwhelming power as a video, but I couldn't deny that it lacked cohesion.


        "If she can watch the sophisticated videos carefully while analyzing them, she will be... Hihi, Shino's consciousness might change completely."


        "If so, it would be interesting."


        As I answered, I was a little shocked.


        Up until now, my approach was to find out what Shinoaki wanted to do and what she was interested in, and then to support her in whatever she indicated.


        However, Kuroda was different. He was thinking about Shinoaki's aptitude, but he was also focusing on what she could do to make her interested in it.


        I wonder if this is a more assertive view of production. However, it does not impose, but rather derives its proposals from analysis and research. It was a perspective that I did not have.


        I wondered where this rough-talking, crass person hid his calm judgment. I was clearly more interested in this man than before.


        He may be a more decent guy than the impression I got.


        "I'd like to work with Shino on something someday."


        "Eh?"


        "It's okay, right? It's not like Shino is the property of the team, so if she is interested, she is free to pursue it, right?"


        The words were rather challenging, but Kuroda's eyes were shining brightly in a good way. I could feel from every word that he had found something new and could not stand still.


        "...You're right, it's not up to me to decide."


        "Right! Ah, then, for the time being, I've got some clay animations and short animations that I like, can I introduce them to her?"


        "That's not something I can restrict her from doing."


        Just then, a chime rang. It was the bell for the start of class.


        "Oh, then I'm going to the next class, so I'm going!"


        "Y-Yeah"


        Kuroda ran to the other classrooms with his usual hailing attitude.


        "By the way, I forgot to thank him for the earlier work..."


        Well, it seems to me that he didn't particularly need it.


        * * *

      

    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    Kiryuu-san stood up on his chair,


    "We will now hold a super important secret meeting!"


    Yes, he said in a high-pitched voice. I don't care what it is, but I wonder if it's okay to declare a super important secret meeting with the entrance door and rear window open just because it's hot?


    "So, regarding the program for the school festival…"


    Hiyama-san ignored the president next to her and continued talking.


    "Last year, this idiot got us into a lot of trouble, so this year, the rule is that the decision must be made in my presence. Does anyone have any objections?"


    There was a guy next to her, secretly raising only his pinky finger,


    "The proposal will be approved by a majority vote. Then, let's decide what we're going to do."


    The Art Study Club, unbelievably, had been putting on a decent show until the year before last. It consisted of the usual activities of an art research club, including art exhibitions and the sale of related accessories and catalogs.


    Last year was the year that we broke that tradition in a bad way. Naturally, holding an unsubtle maid cafe was seen as a problem by the Cultural Club Union, and there was an outpouring of opinions about whether this was something an art circle would do.


    However, these voices were no longer heard, and now I even received comments such as "Are you going to do it again this year?" And "If you're going to do it, sell pre-order tickets."


    "How could public opinion be so easily overturned?"


    I had a bad feeling about this, but I asked Hiyama-san about it.


    "This idiot bribed the heads of the other cultural clubs with barbecued meat and fancy sweets!"


    "O-Ow ow Hiyama-chan, it hurts it hurts."


    She was exploding with anger and giving him a headlock.


    ......Well, I guess that's to be expected.


    "But for Kiryu-san, who never thinks about the future, this is an oddly calculated move."


    "This guy's IQ skyrockets when it comes to his own desires."


    It's also very understandable.


    "So, if there is nothing else this year, it could turn into a maid cafe, so please come up with some interesting ideas as a club member. This is an urgent matter. And above all, don't let this man have his way... okay"


    Next to Hiyama-san, who said bitterly, the president smirked, which was quite annoying.


    Nevertheless, thanks to that maid cafe, the club's income had jumped dramatically. Thanks to that, this year we were able to buy easels, canvases, and art materials, as well as secure a place to store the works left behind by past seniors.


    He's got business acumen, or rather, a mysterious intuition... I don't want to admit it, though.


    Anyway, the open meeting or review meeting in the name of super secrecy was easily finished.


    "Right right, Maybe worst of all, only if we're forced into an inexplicably bad situation, tell them we might do something like last year."


    That's what Hiyama-san said to me. You really don't want to do it, do you.


    "Got it, but then... Saikawa too, right?"


    When I said it, her expression became even cloudier.


    "...The first thing she does when she joins the club is to dress up as a maid, huh... If it were me, I'd quit."


    "Should I leave it at that?"


    "That idiot will definitely pull her in, and if he does, I'll explain it with you."


    We both sighed and said, "Well, that's it then".


    Speaking of which, didn't Saikawa have a hobby of cosplay in the future?


    (Surprisingly, she might awaken here... Haha)


    It would indeed be bad for Saikawa, or rather too convenient. Well, it would be better if nothing happened, so I decided to make a plan for that.


    I was just getting up to leave the club room,


    "Hashiba-kun, can I have a word?"


    I was called by an unexpected person.


    It was Kakihara-san, the most handsome and disappointing senior in the circle.


    "Eh, yes... What is it?"


    "Yeah, I have something to talk about."


    "Ah, I'll sit down then. What is it?"


    But senpai quietly shook his head,


    "It's kind of hard to talk here, so I'll wait in Spade."


    He specified a coffee shop that was familiar to the students and quickly left the club room.


    "I wonder what is it……?"


    At the same time as I wondered, I felt the unspeakable anxiety I had felt before slowly spreading.


    


    * * *


    

  


  

  
    
      


      
        Kakihara-san is enrolled in the Dance Course in the Department of Performing Arts.


        The department here is known for having some of the most unusual classes in the University of Arts. As the name of the department implies, if the classes are dance, the assignments are dance, and once you enter, you will spend your days dancing.


        So Kakihara-san sometimes dances in the club room of the art club, and it's peculiar for him to suddenly start dancing and then vomit at the New Year's party... but I guess you could say it's unique to the dance course.


        In addition to the dance course, the Department of Performing Arts has two other courses: the stage design course, which trains students in stage design and production, and the acting and direction course. In the Acting and Directing course, students learn about acting, and naturally, they work as actors.


        Only the students in this course had some interaction with the Department of Visual Arts. When it comes to where actors can work, it is either on stage or in dramas. This naturally leads to a connection with students in the Department of Visual Arts who are looking for actors to appear in their films.


        And.


        This was where the incident with the quitting student came from.


        "I'll get straight to the point. Is there a student named Shibata in your class?"


        As soon as we arrived at the Spade, Kakihara-san asked me with a serious look on his face.


        "......Yes, there is"


        Kakihara-san is a serious person. He usually acts like he's having a good time and hangs out with seniors like Kiryu, but at the root of it all, he's the type of person who takes his duty and humanity seriously, and while he cares for Sugimoto-san, who is one year younger than him, like a younger brother, he lashes out when things get unreasonable. He was very angry at the school festival last year, and even after the festival was over, I heard that he personally shouted at the office of the singer who cancelled the event and made him apologize to the people involved.


        It was sort of natural that Kakihara-san acted with considerable anger in relation to a case involving a certain new student in the acting and directing course.


        "She had a promising future."


        The name is Matsunaga Rui.


        From the beginning of last year's entrance, she quickly made a name for herself and was talked about as one of the great first-year students. She had good instincts, and also showed an insatiable interest in other things besides acting, and had been interacting with seniors from other courses. That's where he also met Kakihara-san.


        "She was curious and interested in everything. She was an interesting junior."


        She was also interested in a recruitment notice put out by a film student. She volunteered to play the lead role in a team called the Kuroda Team.


        "She was so excited about it. In fact, I was shown the movie and it was good. And yet..."


        Not long after, she quit college. I heard that the teachers were very reluctant to let her go, so I guess she really was a talented girl.


        "Rumor has it that it was the director of the movie that drove her to quit school. I wanted to at least complain to him about what he'd done."


        "But you know", Kakihara-san said, cutting the conversation short,


        "But the film belongs to the director. Of course, there will be some conflict, and if she breaks down and quits because of that, she won't last long, to begin with. I know that."


        It's not uncommon to hear of conflicts between directors and actors in any group. In fact, it is only when the director and actors come to blows with each other that the film can be seen as a work of art.


        "But that girl... Matsunaga was not that weak. No matter how many times her performance was broken, she could always stand up to it. That's why I just can't believe it."


        Kakihara-san thought that the actress, Matsunaga, must have had some trouble with something other than acting. He also thought that the director, Shibata, was partly responsible for that.


        "Therefore, there is something I want Hashiba-kun to cooperate with."


        "What do you mean...?"


        "I heard that this director Shibata rarely attends classes now. That's why I couldn't find him even when I was staking out the department."


        Of course, the circumstances were different, but Kakihara-san was doing something similar to what I did in the art department.......


        "So I thought it would be easier to get information from you, since you're in the same department and in the same class. I'm not asking you to bring him with you, but if you find out anything about him, please let me know."


        For a moment, I wondered if I should take it lightly, since it involved personal information, but Kakihara-san was a trustworthy person, and it wasn't like he was going to hit him out of the blue.


        He wants to know what happened. I know exactly how he felt, and if I had been in the same situation, I think I would have acted similarly to Kakihara-san.


        Then I decided,


        "Got it, I'll let you know when I know something."


        Kakihara-san finally smiled and said,


        "Thank you, Hashiba-kun is dependable and I can rely on you."


        Relieved, he poured the rest of the Coke down his throat in one gulp.


        (Dependable... huh?)


        Of course, I think Kakihara-san meant what he said. However, I received that comment with a bittersweet feeling.


        Kakihara-san was also able to interact with Tsurayuki during the school festival.


        I remember praising him, saying he was a good guy, a sincere guy and he liked him. I wonder if Kakihara-san will still trust me when he finds out that I'm the one who pushed that guy over the edge.


        This one, although close to me, is not directly related to me. But the more I talked about it, the more I felt as if I was being tested.


        * * *


        
      

    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    Aside from the circle's maid cafe, Kakihara-san's story gave me a lot to think about.


    I wondered how much despair I would have to feel to quit the university I had worked so hard to get into. Needless to say, Tsurayuki made that choice. I was the one who created the reason for his despair. I wonder what kind of despair the actor's girl who quit was confronted with by that director.


    The more I thought about it, the more I felt a space slowly expanding in my heart. Even if I have sworn that I will never forget something, if it is always there, I cannot bear the weight of it.


    "I need to go home and clear my head... Hmm?"


    Just before the main entrance to the school, going down university slope.


    Just about ten meters away, a familiar face passed by.


    "Hashiba! What's the matter? You're looking at a hill and lost in thought! Did someone dump you?"


    Bashin, I was slapped on the back. There's only one person in this school who engages me like this.


    "Hikawa, are you on your way home?"


    "Oh, that's right! I've got to go somewhere today!"


    Hikawa Genkirou was full of energy as usual. It seems that he and a senior member of his circle of erotic women have finally gotten to the point where they can go out to eat, and he seems to have a lot of energy to add to his usual tension.


    "Oh, right! Why don't Hashiba join me for a bit?"


    "Where?"


    "It's a place called Moon Rabbits in front of the station! It just opened in April, and I've been meaning to go there, but haven't been able to yet."


    Moon Rabbits, huh? He~e, maybe it's a restaurant or something.


    "Great, I was kind of feeling like a drink today, let's go."


    "Oh, Hashiba's an adult now! Then it's settled!"


    "W-Wait, don't pull!"


    Hikawa grabbed me by the shoulders and forced me to continue down the hill.


    Kishi Station on the Kintetsu Nagano Line, the nearest station to the University of the Arts, is a typical local train station. Most of the passengers are art college students and not many locals.


    Because it was such a station, there were not many stores on the street in front of the station. There was only a traditional supermarket called Sun Plan, a hair salon, a small bookstore, a real estate agency, a convenience store, and a few other standard stores.


    That's why the news of a new store opening in front of the station was quite a big deal for the art students. If there was a restaurant where they could eat a lot of food, the gymnasts would be happy, and if it was a playground, bookstore, or game store, the cultural students would immediately check it out.


    So the news that Hikawa brought was originally pleasing.


    "I'm sorry, I don't want it after all. Hikawa can go alone."


    "Oi, why do you refuse to come all the way here! Hashiba said you'd go too, so I was reassured!"


    I was rapidly losing interest in going to the store, a complete change from the positive situation I was in earlier.


    "What's wrong with that? First-time customers get a three percent discount, there's a wide selection of Japanese, Chinese, and Western food on the menu, alcohol is served, and the staff is all young and cute, and the customer service is perfect!"


    Hikawa was still trying to pull me towards the store. Although I was powerless, I resisted,


    "Oh, that's the best, because that's a maid cafe!"


    Right. The newly opened store that Hikawa was referring to was a maid cafe.


    "It doesn't matter! There are maid cafes in the countryside nowadays!"


    "Yes, but it's not a normal restaurant! I mean, look at that picture!"


    A picture of the clerk is displayed in the store. There was a full-body shot of her in her uniform,


    "This mini skirt maid looks like one of those stores!"


    The maid's outfit, which was probably too revealing, oozed an atmosphere that would be age-restrictive if a mistake was made.


    "...Well, I guess you could say that!"


    Finally, the Hikawa has reopened. Well, I don't think there is any part of him that can excuse himself.


    I don't have to say anything bad about these stores. As long as it's not against the law, there's no need to say anything bad about it. However, I was still uncomfortable with the idea of our newly turned third-year going there.


    You can go to these things when you're older, when you're not interacting with young girls at all...


    Suddenly, my 29-year-old mind kicked in,


    "That's why I'm not going after all"


    I made a clear statement of intent.


    However, Hikawa still persisted.


    "Why not? Kiryu-san at your place has an annual pass!"


    That person is really shrewd when it comes to things like that!


    "Don't lump me in with Kiryu-san, the one usually comes to this kind of place is..."


    "A customer that" when I was about to say that, I looked to the side of the store.


    On the side of a five-story building, next to the elevator hall, there is a little narrow alley. There I found two people engaged in some kind of loud argument.


    "What are they doing?"


    Someone was arguing with a maid who looked exactly like the picture. The other person's identity was unknown to me, but I guessed he was a man because of his height.


    "There's something strange going on there."


    Hikawa also seemed to sense an unusual atmosphere.


    It was already dimly lit. I couldn't see their faces or see what they were doing, but I could hear their voices. Many of the voices were disturbing, such as "Stay away from me" and "Why don't you understand?"


    And,


    "Kya~, please stop it !!"


    In a silhouette floating in the darkness, I saw a man grab a girl's hand.


    "Hikawa!"


    "Ou!"


    As if we had an agreement, we were running. We ran straight towards the two of them,


    "Oi! What are you doing!"


    Shouting loudly, Hikawa pushed the man away.


    "Kuh...!"


    The man fell back under the tackle of the Hikawa and ran off straight into the alley.


    "Wait!"


    Hikawa chases the man,


    "Hashiba, take care of the girl!"


    "Understood!"


    As it was, he ran off toward the alley.


    "Are you okay? Are you hur..."


    It was there that I finally saw the girl in the maid's uniform.


    She was sitting down, and because of her short skirt, I could see her pure white thighs and what was behind them. Normally, I would have been more nervous there, or looked away, but,


    "Ah, AAH, AAAH"


    At that moment, I couldn't take my eyes off her in a different way.


    "Eh, EEH, EEEH"


    She, too, froze completely as she looked at me.


    The sound of the train running beside us sounded awfully quiet. Finally, the two of us called each other's names just as the clanging of the crossing alarms ended.


    "Saikawa?!"


    "Hashiba-senpai?!"


    The mini-skirt maid who was sitting there was Saikawa Minori, the version without glasses.


    


    * * *


    

  


  

  
    
      

    


    


    I helped Saikawa to stand for the time being, and waited for Hikawa to come back.


    "My bad, he got away. Sorry."


    It seems that he escaped to the alley when the distance increased a little, and he gave up the pursuit.


    "Oh, no, thank you. I'm sorry for the inconvenience..."


    Saikawa kept bowing her head.


    "For now, I think we should go to the store to explain the situation. Saikawa also... still wearing that uniform."


    When I said that, Saikawa's face turned bright red,


    "T-That's right! I was dressed like this in front of the seniors!"


    Perhaps realizing it now, she rushed back to the store.


    "Then, we'll explain it to the store staff, Hikawa."


    "Ou, before it gets too big"


    When Hikawa and I met with the store owner, we talked about what had just happened. He immediately understood the situation and asked Saikawa to leave immediately. It seems that the store has the rule to deal with customers who cause trouble, because it is often seen as a kind of store.


    And as for the suspicious person, one oddly matching piece of information was brought to my attention.


    "A second-year student in the Department of Visual Arts?"


    "Yes, that's right. I don't know his name, though..."


    Although he was a regular customer of the store, she said she could not identify his name because he did not have a member's card. However, based on his conversation and the witnesses of other store workers, there was no doubt about his school, department, and grade.


    "What can I say? That's what it was about."


    "Yes, I'm really sorry for doubting you..."
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Saikawa had bowed her head many times.


    


    I had thought that Saikawa had been very wary of me when we first met and when I joined the club, but I hadn't realized that there was a story behind it.


    "It's unusual for Hashiba to be under such suspicion."


    As Hikawa said, it could be called a valuable experience. But it's something I'd like to avoid as much as possible.


    "So, if you don't feel safe going home, would you like to take refuge at my place?"


    "Y-Yes... I think it's a shared house, right, with Aki-san and Nanako-san."


    If you've heard about it, it's easy to talk about. If you go to a man's house, it will be difficult to evacuate because of what happened.


    "All right, let's get a move on."
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        I called a taxi and we got in. When we got to the share house anyway, I looked at the time and saw that it was around 8 pm. It was around six o'clock when we were talking about whether we should go to the restaurant or not, so I was surprised to see that two hours had passed in the blink of an eye.


        Not long after, a taxi arrived at the share house. Nanako was waiting for us at the entrance and welcomed Saikawa.


        "I'm sorry, Nanako. It was sudden."


        "No, not at all. Minori-chan, can you walk?"


        "I-I'm fine. I can walk."


        She said stiffly, but she was wobbly on her feet. Nanako lends her a shoulder and leads her into the house.


        "Here, have a seat"


        We made her sit down on a cushion in the living room and gave her a cup of tea that we had prepared.


        After a while, she finally took a breath,


        "Haa... I was surprised."


        Feeling relieved, Saikawa relaxed her entire body and leaned against the wall.


        "That must have been terrifying, pity you."


        Shinoaki was at her side, patting Saikawa on the head. Last year at the school festival, Shinoaki was also surrounded by some kind of thugs, so she must know how it feels.


        In the taxi, Saikawa gave me a brief talk about the situation earlier.


        The man was a customer of the store and had apparently approached her several times before. After refusing gently and avoiding him, she started to feel his eyes on her at various places. In addition, it seemed that he was a student of the Department of Visual Arts. After that, she started to feel uncomfortable on campus and avoided places with few people as much as possible.


        I had told the store owner about it and put him on the watch list,


        "During a break, you went outside alone to buy some juice, and that's when he made his move..."


        "That's right, that's right."


        Saikawa nodded several times.


        "Such a weird guy, he's at our university, seriously."


        Hikawa tilted his head curiously.


        Indeed, this was the first time I had heard such a story since I entered the school. However, with so many departments and students, there are always people with extraordinary personalities and vice versa.


        "First of all, I don't think you should be alone for a while. Just go back home and get the bare minimum and stay here."


        When I said that, Nanako seemed to notice,


        "I see, Tsurayuki's room... is vacant."


        Yes, even after he was gone, I had paid the rent for the room and cleaned it so it was ready to live in.


        "But is it okay, having you do that much for me."


        To Saikawa said fearfully,


        "It's okay, rely on your seniors here, okay?"


        Nanako reassured her.


        "Understood, please take care of me."


        Saikawa stood up and bowed.


        "I couldn't talk to anyone about it... I'm very happy."


        She did not have any friends at her part-time job or in her department. On top of that, she was shy and lacking in self-confidence, which led her to become increasingly isolated.


        (She came to Osaka from the countryside, and now she's living alone)


        With no idea about right and left, being followed by an unknown man at her part-time job, it was an event that was suddenly in hard mode.


        "Can I ask you something?"


        Yes, actually, this was one mystery that remained to be solved.


        "Why ...... did you work at that kind of store?"


        To be honest, it was not really a part-time job for a shy girl. There was a high risk in customer service, and even though it was located in a rural area of Osaka, the pay was not very high.


        In short, it seemed like a part-time job with little worth for Saikawa to do,


        "T-That's, that."


        She seemed embarrassed, her face reddening,


        "I liked cosplay... Also, I thought that working in a store like that would help me with my lack of self-confidence, so"


        "Ah... I see."


        Many things were connected. Saikawa's love of cosplay was nurtured around this time on.


        But although I was convinced, it was a very clumsy story.


        If that's the case, why didn't she get a part-time job at a maid cosplay store that didn't serve alcohol and was more decent? If the cosplay was that revealing and close to the drinking business, it would be more dangerous.


        As expected, she realized that "this was something different",


        "I just started, and there didn't seem to be enough people, so I couldn't say I wanted to quit."


        She continued to do so for three months, and this was the result.


        Incidentally, the contents of the paper bag that she was carrying when they ran into each other at the entrance of the university were an outfit that she had borrowed from another student in the department whom she had met through cosplay. If the contents of the bag had been found out at that moment, she would not have been able to show her face at the club anymore.


        (It's very different from the future... No, her firmness is the same)


        But Saikawa has a part of her that she can show more.


        "Saikawa, you're that good at drawing, why don't you focus on that to gain more confidence."


        "Eh……"


        When I said that, Saikawa shook his head vigorously.


        "S-Someone like me someone like me, I'm just a person who's been doing nothing but drawing because that's the only thing I can do, and I'm not good at it, and it's not something I can show to people, and I'm embarrassed about it, and I don't think I've ever had confidence in it."


        It was powerful, or rather, it was a lack of confidence that filled the air with self-assurance. It would be a long way from here until she could be confident in what she had drawn.


        "I don't think so. Minori-chan, you're good and you draw attractive illustrations."


        "Ah, even Aki-san... That's a waste."


        She still didn't seem to be nodding her head at Shinoaki's words.


        "So, little by little, why don't you release it in the future?"


        "Uuh……"


        Apparently, it was still a high hurdle for Saikawa. However, I would like her to draw more illustrations in the future.


        There was still a lot to discuss with her, including whether or not she was going to move in for real, as she was leaving her dangerous part-time job as quickly as possible.


        After that, we quickly moved the minimum amount of luggage from Saikawa's house, and the evacuation operation was successfully completed. Perhaps moving to a new place of residence helped her to get her mind in order, but Saikawa packed up her belongings so quickly that we were surprised at how smoothly she was able to do so.


        After laying out the futon, Saikawa's tension seemed to have loosened, and she bowed her head, saying, "Thank you very much," and fell asleep as if she had been sucked into a deep sleep.


        We all looked at each other, relieved, and then,


        "What should we do, about this matter"


        Me, Hikawa, Nanako, and Shinoaki decided to have a meeting to decide how to deal with the situation.


        "Talk to the school for now, but what about the police?"


        Nanako asks with a worried look on her face.


        "It seems it's not that serious. But we better be careful, so I'll talk to Saikawa again."


        It seems that she was not violated or endangered, but she is in danger of being so in the future.


        "I hope this gets resolved soon."


        Shinoaki's expression also darkened.


        "I don't feel good about this. If we could at least find out who's doing it and give them a kick in the pants, Saikawa would be relieved."


        Hikawa said with both fists clenched tightly together.


        "...I see. Indeed, if we know that, we can deal with it."


        It may cause a bit of a physical language ruckus, but it should be a deterrent.


        "But you don't know who it is, do you? Does Kyoya have any guesses?"


        In response to Nanako's question, I said,


        "Not at the moment, but I'll look for him. And it's not a complete no-hint."


        I don't want to think about it too much, but since we have information that he is in the same class as me in the Department of Visual Arts, I think we can explore that line of thinking.


        However, if I move too boldly, there is a possibility that he will be temporarily alarmed and go into hiding. Even if I were to imitate a detective, I would have to do it carefully because Saikawa's safety was at stake.


        "For now, I and Hikawa will ask someone we trust, and can Nanako and Shinoaki take care of Saikawa. And that would be better done by girls than boys."


        "Roger, leave it to me"


        "She seems to know a lot about drawing, so I can talk to her a lot ~"


        That's what I want, and that's helpful.


        Thus, a counter-measures unit for the incident was quietly set up.
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    "I don't know who he is, but he's a scumbag, an idiot, and the worst man."


    It was natural, but the way Kawasegawa spoke about the man was harsh. Unless it was something like this, she felt it was dirty to talk about it.


    "The second year student in the visual arts department may not be a reliable source of information, so I'll mainly ask the third and fourth year students for now."


    "Thank you, that helps."


    Kawasegawa often worked as a help staff for the movies that the senior students were making, and she knew many of the senior students. For starters, she would be looking for suspicious people around there.


    "All right, then, we'll try to find out from the other side."


    "Oh, I'll use my ninja intel to smoke that bastard out!"


    Hikawa had to gather information from people in his circle, and I had to gather information from people in my class. In casual conversations, I would listen in on Saikawa's part-time job at Moon Rabbits, and if I heard that someone was going there, I would get the information while talking about it.


    And I decided to talk to the one person who seemed to know the most about it, of all people.


    "Kiryu-san, you know about Moon Rabbits, right?"


    The look on Kiryu-san's face at that moment was the most unnerving I've ever seen. First, his eyes widened and his mouth agape, and then he suddenly grabbed me by both shoulders and took me outside the club room.


    "Ow ow, what are you doing! I was just confirming. Why?"


    When I protested being suddenly and forcefully pushed out of the room, Kiryu-san turned serious,


    "...Who told you that?"


    "Haa?"


    "Chiba of the rugby team? Or Nakamoto of the karate club? No, it's not. We have a blood pact with those guys that we'll never tell anyone about that store... So it's someone from the store, huh. Could it be, Hassy, you're going to get that maid to give you information and use it* to" (Note: scheme in which a man and woman trick another man into a compromising situation for blackmail)


    "It's from Hikawa"


    "That macho ninja, huh? Damn, it's no surprise he's been checking out that store, since I've been so disinterested in the other male customers... Kuh!"


    And then Kiryu-san clung to me,


    "Please, Hassy, don't tell Hiyama-chan about this. When she asked me about that place, I told her that I wasn't low enough to go there, but if she finds out that I even have an annual pass, it won't be just a matter of losing my authority."


    I thought, "It doesn't matter, because even as it stands, you're crashing to the bottom", but,


    "Got it, then I'll keep this to myself."


    "Thank you! In return, I'll answer anything you want to know!"


    So I asked him if he knew of any other regular customers who were terribly obsessed with girls, and if it was the same college student,


    "Dunno"


    He really had no interest in it at all from the bottom of his heart and had no information about it at all.


    In addition, to my astonishment, I asked him about the fact that Saikawa worked at that store, but he apparently had no idea about that either.


    (He's obsessed with the areas that interest him, but other than that, it really disappears from his sight, this person...)


    Anyway, the investigation that I had just thought of ended in a blank.


    The next step is to check the authenticity of the information, since it will be passed on from person to person.


    Somehow, I wanted to solve this before it became a big deal.


    * * *

  


  

  
    
      


       

      
        I bought some groceries at the supermarket in front of Geidai and headed back to the share house.


        "I'm home"


        When I open the door,


        "Ah, welcome back ~"


        "Welcome back."


        I was welcomed by the usual laid back Shinoaki and a still nervous Saikawa.


        In the living room, there were several art books belonging to Shinoaki and several sketchbooks that must have belonged to Saikawa.


        "Were you talking about the drawings today?"


        "Yeah, look at this, Kyoya-kun, Minori-chan draws pictures like magic with just a pencil ~"


        Looking a little excited, Shinoaki opened Saikawa's sketchbook and showed it.


        It was the first time for me to take a closer look at her pencil drawings. She drew a variety of objects, both still lifes and figures, and all of them were clearly of a high level, even for me as an amateur. In particular, the pencil drawings of vinyl and glass, which seemed to have a difficult texture, were very impressive.


        "Indeed, it's amazing. It looks like magic."


        In fact, to my unartistic eye, they both look like magicians.


        "No way, a magic, you said, it isn't at all, I'm just drawing what's in front of me, but after seeing Aki-san's pictures, it's completely..."


        Saikawa blushes and is embarrassed.


        "I can't help but wonder how Aki-san manages to create such fascinating expressions and backgrounds out of nothing. For me, Aki-san's illustrations are much more... magical"


        "I'm a little embarrassed by the compliment."


        Shinoaki shrugged her shoulders nervously.


        (Respect each other, it's a good relationship)


        In truth, I was a little worried before I brought them together. I knew that they both had a good impression of each other's work, but that's not the same thing as human interaction.


        But it seems that my fears were totally unnecessary.


        "That's right, Shinoaki, did you show Haru Sora's illustration to Saikawa?"


        "U~un, I haven't shown it yet ~"


        For me, it was just a question that I hadn't talked about yet. I thought it would be a good opportunity to talk about it at this time,


        "I-Illustration of Haru Sora, you said... what does that mean?"


        Saikawa looked flustered, or rather, she had no idea what we were talking about.


        "I haven't told you yet. We're all the production staff of Haru Sora. And Shinoaki is Haru Sora's original art"


        Before I could finish saying "original artist" Saikawa grabbed both of Shinoaki's hands,


        "It's Aki-san after all !! I-I-I-It's no wonder their designs are so similar, or that the impact they give is so close, ano, I really rea~~~~lly respect you, I like you so much, please shake hands, please? Ha, I!"


        She let go of her hand in a panic, and began to bow her head.


        "Ano, I was introduced to Haru Sora by a senior in high school, but I couldn't look at all the illustrations because of the age limit, but I really loved the main visual of all the characters walking in the midst of falling cherry blossom petals, so... Ah... "


        Shinoaki gently hugged Saikawa, who was still trying to talk,


        "Minori-chan, thank you, for liking my work so much."


        She said and pon pon, patted her back gently.


        "Fuah... Aah... this is... happiness..."


        Saikawa was apparently overcome by this and drowned in Shinoaki's kindness for a while.


        (I can understand Shinoaki's motherhood, it's dangerous...)


        I was 100% convinced that Saikawa had sunk.


        "Minori-chan is already 18 years old, right?"


        Suddenly, Shinoaki asked something like that.


        "Y-Yes. Of course, I am, but...?"


        At Saikawa's answer, Shinoaki smiled and stood up,


        "Well, I guess it's okay to look at ecchi illustrations. I'll get it for you."


        She went straight upstairs to her room and started looking for the original artwork of Haru Sora.


        The one who was left behind, Saikawa, was open-mouthed, carelessly giggling,


        "Aa... seeing Aki-san's original drawings in person... I'm so happy I'm dying..."


        She was now totally like a sore fan.


        (Is she okay, this girl...)


        It's nice to be a fan, this fascination is that... abnormal.


        "I think it's okay around here~. You can take a look at it as you like."


        Shinoaki came back and spread the original illustrations on the desk.


        Haru Sora's original illustrations were all done digitally, but they had all been printed out on a printer to check the contents. They were laid out in front of us.


        Shinoaki's careful shadow designations were attached to all the original drawings, and there were also written notes on the parts that were difficult to understand.


        "Wah... it's amazing, a treasure..."


        Saikawa stared at each one of them as if she could open a hole in them. Some of the illustrations were quite risqué, but she wasn't shy.


        (I guess she's the type of person who blows everything else out when it comes to drawings.)


        In that sense as well, I'm sure that Shinoaki and she have something in common.


        "Now, I shall excuse myself so as not to disturb you."


        It was indeed a bad hobby to watch two girls staring at an erotic illustrations while I observed them further.


        "Yeah, thank you for your hard work ~"


        "Hashiba-san, I'm sorry..."


        I waved lightly at the smiling Shinoaki and the grateful Saikawa, and headed back to my room.


        "Well, I'm glad it's turning out okay."


        It was an accident that could only be described as a disaster for Saikawa, but it led to her coming to the share house. There's nothing better than having her feel happy.


        I heard the door open from downstairs. It seemed that Nanako had returned.


        "I'm home. Today's voice training was a bit excessive and I got tired... Shinoaki ?! What are you doing, spreading out all those ecchi illustrations?!"


        "Welcome back, Nanako~. I was showing it to Minori-chan~"


        "Ah, t-that's right, Nanako-san, I said I want to see it."


        "B-But then again, you can't show this kind of lewd stuff to Minori, who hasn't grown up yet... H-Hey, Kyoya, you're there, right! Come here ~ !!"


        "Minori-chan is already over 18 years old ~"


        "I-It's okay, Nanako-san, I'm fine!"


        "E-Even if you guys are fine, but I'm... Kyo-Kyoya, Kyoya ~!"


        Yare Yare……. I was chuckling and feeling a little sad at the same time.


        "It's been a long time since we've had this lively."


        For everyone else, it had been about three months, but for me, it had been over a year.


        I can't help but remember about Tsurayuki.


        I remember the days when we were all arguing and making things together, including him.


        "...It's not over yet."


        It's not something I can do right now, but I've decided to include it in my decision.


        



        * * *


        

    

  


  

  
    
      


       

      
        A few days later, I came to the cafe spade when there was no one else around.


        Me, Hikawa, and Kawasegawa all sighed together.


        Saikawa's care was going well, but on the other hand, the investigation team was having difficulty.


        Kawasegawa looked for an art student who worked part-time at Moon Rabbits, but couldn't find one, and Hikawa and I couldn't find anything useful either.


        "We’re stuck..."


        A single word from Kawasegawa explained everything clearly.


        "Surprisingly, everyone around doesn't know anything. When I was in high school, everyone knew the people in the class very well."


        When Hikawa groaned, Kawasegawa, 


        "That's true. In college, most people don't like that kind of private community and become individualistic. They don't really care about what other people are doing."


        "Well, I guess that's the way it is."


        Hikawa had a "I don't understand" look on his face. Well, he had been an athletic student in elementary, middle and high school, and the ninja club he had joined in college was also an athletic club disguised as a cultural club, so I could understand why he didn't understand.


        "Let's expand the range a little. There are still a lot of people in my class that I don't know."


        "Right... but if they don't know me or Hashiba, it's going to be a completely different community, so it's going to take time."


        As Kawasegawa said, it didn't seem like something that could be dealt with right away. It wasn't that I didn't have any other friends in the department, but I was spending a lot of time with my team and the members of the share house, and I couldn't think of anyone I could talk to about something as serious as this.


        I think I will probably talk to other people in the art research club besides Kiryu-san at some point. However, they are in different departments and grades, and would not be suitable for investigation.


        It would be better to talk to Kanou-sensei...... after the suspicions are a bit more confirmed. If we talk to the teacher on a suspicion level, the mess when we are wrong will be a big deal.


        "........."


        There was something that had been bothering me for a long time.


        There was one thing in common about the weird atmosphere and bad feelings that covered the surroundings. But it would be too violent to tie them together by mere coincidence, and I was going to check that out after I got a better foothold.


        But now, as a result of crushing the other points one by one, the common threads of these possibly coincidental things have emerged clearly.


        "...I need to check something."


  
        A name popped into my head, as if the conversation had already been planned from the beginning.


        



        * * *


        

    

  


  

  
    
      


       

      
        "Hihi, what's wrong, Hashiba, suddenly calling me out?"


        Despite the sudden call, Kuroda came right away.


        "Is this a continuation of the production story we had the other day? If that's the case, I've got plenty of material. Anyway, I'm talking about staff who don't listen and"


        "Sorry, that's not what I was talking about today."


        "Haa? Is it different?"


        "Yes. And it's hard for me to talk about it in public places."


        When I was thinking about going to Spade, which I used for my meeting with Kakihara-san,


        "This sounds serious. Let's go to the old second meal then."


        "The old second meal?"


        "You don’t know? There's a lawn there that's a great place to lie down and think, but it's hard to get to and no one comes, so we can use it for secret talks. But sometimes you run into a confession scene!"


        He said, and Kuroda laughed again.


        There are several cafeterias at the University of the Arts, and they are all named with sequential numbers. Of these, only the second cafeteria, commonly known as the second meal, was moved when the new gymnasium was built, so the original two meals were closed and called the old two meals, a strange name.


        Just as Kuroda had said, there was a space above the old second meal where the grass had been planted. It was a place where we could enjoy a little picnic, but again, as he said, there was no sign of anyone.


        "How do you know this place."


        "I used to use it a lot at the Kuroda team meetings last year. So, what's the talk?"


        I told Kuroda what had happened. As a precaution, I didn't tell him Saikawa's name and referred to her as "a new student from another department".


        I told him about it, including the fact that my classmates in the Department of Visual Arts were being suspected,


        "...You know, Hashiba"


        Kuroda's expression changed to one of the most grim I had ever seen.


        "I don't care what anyone does, and I hate it when people suspect someone without any proof."


        He scratched his head and said as if to spit it out.


        Perhaps he is also involved in the case of the quitted girls in the theatrical arts? I guess that's one of those things you can't talk about unless you're a part of it.


        "But when you're making things together, you start to get a feel for the members' personalities and thoughts."


        "I guess I'm just observing."


        When you are in the position of a production manager or producer, you start to observe the actions and statements of your team members. This is because you want to be aware of any changes in their minds, worries, and other potentially dangerous things that could affect the production.


        But I think it's an unpleasant thing. It's hard to be friends with people who have roots in you, and if you keep your distance, it could lead to a big accident. In fact, I lost an important team member because of it.


        "Well, listen to me on that."


        Kuroda took a light breath and let it out all at once.


        "Shibata Arihiro ―― you know him too, right, Hashiba"


        "……Yes"


        I have been experiencing a strange feeling of uneasiness and weirdness in my mind for a while now. It was related to two major incidents.


        One is the case of Saikawa.


        The other case is that a theatrical arts student quit the university.


        In both cases, the key words involved "someone who is a second-year student in the Department of Visual Arts".


        But the story originated from a completely different place, and the content was not similar.


        However, I had suspected that these coincidences would someday be connected by some kind of mysterious common factor. And now, they are connected.


        "He's the director of your team, isn't he? What's wrong with him?"


        "Shibata... He hasn't been to the university since he was a second year student."


        That's what I heard from Kakihara-san. However, since he was a second year student, it meant that he hadn't come out for almost three months. Naturally, it was getting harder and harder to get credits for the required classes.


        "But he's still living near the university. He's in an apartment building at the north exit of the station, and I've seen him a few times with team members who live near there."


        Kuroda took a deep breath there.


        "One of the members of the group called out to him because he didn't show up at the university at all. Then he said he didn't want to go to the university anymore and went into a nearby store. That's..."


        "Is that the Moon Rabbits?"


        Kuroda nodded at my words.


        "If that was all, it could have been a coincidence. Well, Shibata... is a bit of a troublesome..."


        His expression clouded.


        "The way he treats the girls, or rather... his attitude is a little strange. So some of the guys on our team were having trouble with it."


        The words came to mind.


        "And by any chance, the other day when you said you had something to do."


        "Yeah, a girl who was pressured during production got sick, and I was her counselor."


        "Pressured... as in?"


        "Yeah. It just so happened that the two of them were alone. They got into a dispute, and I just happened to come into the room to settle it, but I don't know what would have happened if I hadn't?"


        Kuroda ruffled his hair with one hand,


        "He's a seriously troublesome guy, that one! Well, I can only tell you what happened, the rest is for Hashiba to judge."


        Perhaps he must have wanted to say. "I think he did it". But that is indeed a violation of human rights. It is foolish to treat people as criminals just based on their usual behavior and circumstances without any solid evidence.


        But now that they were all here, it was also inevitable that he had to be suspicious of this Shibata person. Spreading rumors was out of the question, but it would be better to at least make it a point of caution.


        "I'm sorry. I know it was hard to say, but it was helpful."


        When I told him, Kuroda nodded,


        "Well, I'm just telling you the facts."


        There was one more thing I wanted to confirm.


        Probably, with this much information, it was almost certain, but I still wanted to ask about the truth of the matter because Kuroda was the one who saw the situation closest.


        "The one about the theatrical actress who quit college, that was because of him, too?"


        Kuroda's expression became distorted again. Both of his eyes, which had been wide open, became thin and his eyebrows wrinkled.


        "...Even I didn’t say it, you understand, right?"


        "Sorry, thank you"


        I learned a lot of things. But it wasn't anything that would make me feel better.


        



        * * *


        

    

  


  

  
    
      


       

      
        Just to be sure, I checked with Saikawa the image of Shibata's face that I had gotten,


        "Ah, that's him, no doubt!"


        It was confirmed immediately when she saw it.


        With this, the possibility that the person who had made a move on Saikawa was Shibata was now ninety-nine percent confirmed. Now, unless there was some bizarre reason, such as twins, a stranger's resemblance, or a well-made mask, there was no way to overturn it.


        That day, for the first time in a long time, all the members of the club were present in the club room of the Art Research Club. Not only that, but there was also Hikawa, Kawasegawa, and Nanako, making it look like an all-star game.


        But what they were talking about was too heavy.


        "No, how to say it... I can't believe something like that happened in that store."


        Even Kiryu-san, as expected, remained rather reluctant today.


        "Hee~, Kiryu-san know about that store?"


        Hiyama-san interrupted him.


        "At least I know it exists. I've never been in there."


        Kiryu-san answered simply and cut off the topic.


        First of all, I should mention that Kiryu-san had given me and Hikawa a strict order not to talk to him about the store. Therefore, "What's the name of that restaurant? Moon Rabbits? Heh." I also have to add that we had a farce just a while ago.


        "Are you sure it's that Shibata guy?"


        Hiyama-san confirms to me.


        "Yes, I showed Saikawa the photo and confirmed that it was the same person."


        "No way, I can't believe it's the same person as the director who drove Matsunaga to the brink..."


        "I haven't been able to confirm that yet, though."


        But probably, judging from Kuroda's reaction, there is no mistake.


        "Can't you just go to his house and ask him directly?"


        Nanako attempted a strong offensive,


        "It wouldn't be a good idea. We don't have any proof."


        I didn't take any pictures at the scene, and if he didn't say anything, that would be the end of it. In the first place, I can't do anything too reckless when I'm not police.


        "I guess we just have to be careful for now."


        Shinoaki pats Saikawa next to her on the back and looks worried.


        "Right, maybe you should quit your part-time job, officially move in, and try not to walk around campus alone as much as possible."


        Kawasegawa offers a realistic defensive strategy,


        "That's, I feel bad for Minori..."


        Nanako muttered in a shrill voice.


        "I think so too. But if we want to stop the stalking, we need to gather more evidence..."


        Everyone fell silent there.


        "Okay, then how about this!"


        Suddenly, Kiryu-san stood up.


        "Saikawa-san acts as a decoy and does her part-time job at Moon Rabbits as usual. Then, when she comes out, that person appears. Talking to Saikawa-san, when he tries to touch, we catch him, arrest the current offender! How's that... Ouch! Why do you hit my head, Hiyama-chan!"


        "How's that, my as*s? Stupid! Do you want to put Saikawa-chan in danger?!"


        "There's Hikawa-kun, and Sugimoto and Kakihara, even though they look like this, they're like a 100 fighter!"


        "Is that so? I've always been in the choir club."


        "I've always been in the dance club too, it seems like that's how things turned out, in Kiryu-san's mind."


        "Don't you guys do any special singing or dancing? Something like singing while defeating the enemy or dancing while defeating the enemy!"


        It's too reckless. Well, I guess you could say it's just Kiryu-san's usual self.


        "Anyway, it's rejected. Saikawa-chan, who's undergoing a horrible experience, would never do such a thing!"


        Hiyama-san hit Kiryu-san on the head again.


        This is the end of the talk... that's the air, but,


        "U-Um ~"


        Surprisingly, it was Saikawa herself who broke the silence.


        "I'm not that scared, so if possible, I'd like to say it properly to ...... Shibata-san, right? I'd like to make it clear, is it no good?"


        Everyone shouted in surprise at the unexpected statement.


        "W-Wait, are you serious?!"


        "What are you going to do if he gets violent!"


        To the women, who were naturally concerned, Saikawa said,


        "Of course I'm worried. But not being clear about it is more ...... unpleasant"


        Everyone was looking at this new student with a bit of respect.


        While she was reclusive and unsure about the illustrations she was drawing, the rest of her work was surprisingly sturdy and positive.


        I felt like I could see a little bit of the future Saikawa.


        "U-Um, Saikawa-chan, do you understand what you're saying...?"


        As expected, Hiyama-san spoke up with an impatient look on her face.


        "Yes, I understand."


        "Y-You're going to be the decoy, you know? Who knows what kind of danger you'll be in, and this idiot is just talking about something he saw in some anime or novel and calling it a plan. Are you okay with that?"


        It may sound like a lot, but it's probably true for Kiryu-san.


        However, Saikawa,


        "I'm indebted to you all and have caused you a lot of worries. So I thought it would be better to take action if I could solve the problem as soon as possible. Besides..."


        That's when she makes a decision to look forward,


        "I think it's better to meet with him and talk about it rather than live in fear for the rest of my life. It will make things clearer."


        "Yoshi! As expected of Saikawa-chan, then, let's work together on concrete plans for the implementation of my grand strategy!!"


        While Hiyama-san's head is in her hands, Kiryu-san gets excited and climbs on top of the desk.


        In the midst of the scene of the two top people, who were so contrasting, Saikawa was looking straight out the window with a determined and strong face.


        * * *


        

    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    


    As Hiyama-san had predicted, Kiryu-san's plan was too sloppy. So Kawasegawa and I formulated a plan, which was then reviewed by Hiyama-san and the other senior members, and only finally got Saikawa's OK before we executed it.


    Once it was decided, the talk was quick.


    After contacting her part-time job, and also contacting all the store employees just to be sure, she asked them to cooperate on the assumption that she would not cause any trouble for the store.


    And on the day of the operation.


    Saikawa led me to a strangely lit store, Cafe Bar Moon Rabbits, decorated in pink and yellow. Next to me was Hikawa.


    "Welcome... Oh, two people."


    "Y-Yes……"


    On Saikawa's chest hung a lovely handwritten name tag. I heard that "Miiko" was her alias, but I wondered if she could at least use something that didn't conflict with her real name?


    It's a little interesting that she seems to be pretty firm, but in these areas, she's not.


    "Uhm, can I take your order?"


    We sat down, and she came over to take our order.


    With hands that were even more unfamiliar than hers, we looked at the menu list.


    "What are we going to do, Hashiba, is this the part where we're supposed to drink cocktails or something?"


    "No way. Non-alcoholic, for later. Non-alcoholic, okay."


    "...I-I see, that's right."


    We both nodded, and almost at the same time, raised our hands lightly and said,


    ""Oolong tea, please""


    "Understood"


    Saikawa, a.k.a. Miiko, wrote down the order with awkward hands,


    "Well then, have a nice rest, go-goshujin-sama..."


    As soon as she said this, her face turned red and she quickly retreated into the store.


    We were both a little embarrassed as we watched the scene.


    "Hashiba, that's kind of nice, a little"


    "Yeah, right..."


    As I look at the unnecessarily short skirt, I almost lose sight of my original goal.


    Suddenly, I heard a short whispering noise in my ear. It was coming from the earpiece of the radio I had on.


    "...Hello, can you hear me?"


    It's Kiryu-san's voice.


    I lowered my voice and spoke into the microphone on my chest in a low voice.


    "Yes, there's some noise, but it's generally not a problem."


    "I see, then we will start our operation at 21:00, at the end of the shift as planned, so please get ready, both of you ~"


    "All right. I'll hang up for now."


    I cut the communication and looked at Hikawa.


    Perhaps it was because we were both nervous, fuu, we both took a deep breath.


    "I wonder since when we became detectives"


    Hikawa said with a chuckle.


    "It's totally"


    I also laughed lightly.


    It seems that my remake process has been adjusted in such a way that it won't work unless there is a strong derailment and its resolution. I don't know who made the route, but I'd like to complain about the excessive inclusion of elements.


    However, right after the accident, there was no time to talk about such things.


    I looked around the restaurant and saw Saikawa serving the other tables. She seemed to be somewhat nervous, after all.


    And,


    "There he is"


    "He's here"


    In a whisper, I confirm with Hikawa and we nod at each other.


    I found out that Shibata was in the store.


    (Hang in there, Saikawa, and we'll get it all worked out...)


    I checked my watch, keeping an eye on the situation in the store. At about the same time, I heard information in my ears.


    "Ten minutes to go, it's about time to leave the store."


    The call came into my earpiece and we left the store quietly.


    "I wish I could have come to the store properly "


    Leaving a slightly disgruntled Hikawa behind, I hurried to the meeting point with the others.


    "Here it comes. How's the situation?"


    To Kiryu-san, who was waiting,


    "He was there. I'm sure of it. He's been looking at Saikawa for a long time, and there's a good chance he'll take action."


    "Alright. Then let's contact Saikawa-chan... Hello, can you hear me?"


    "Ah, yes, I can hear you."


    After the part-time job was over, we got a report from Saikawa, who had pulled up to the back room.


    "Okay, then, continue acting as we discussed. I'll be in touch!"


    After a few moments, I received a call from Hikawa.


    "This is Hikawa. He's on the move. I'll go after him."


    "All right, let's get everyone in position!"


    Perhaps he wanted to say this line so badly, Kiryu-san said with a satisfied look on his face.


    This time strategy was simple.


    First, Saikawa goes out to work part-time as usual. I and Hikawa sneak in as customers to check if there is a target guy or not. When Saikawa finished her part-time job and left the store, we saw a man following her. When the man tried to contact Saikawa, we ambushed him and seized him...... That's what it was.


    We knew that it was a poor strategy, but if it was too complicated, we would not be able to carry it out as amateurs. So, we chose to do what we could with the least amount of movement.


    I took a position where I could see the whole thing and watched the developments with Kawasegawa.


    "I didn't expect this to escalate into a game of detective."


    Kawasegawa murmured in a tiresome tone.


    "I'm reluctant to do it too, but it's certainly easier to catch someone in the act."


    "Yeah. Well, I wanted to say something to that coward, too."


    Her tone was clearly angry.


    "I think you understand, we mustn't kick him after seizing him."


    "I won't. Although if the other party goes wild, I don't know what I'll do."


    ... I just hope the other party doesn't do anything.


    As we were talking, Saikawa came to the street. She was instructed to walk slowly, and also to choose a dark alley. This would make it easier for the man to talk to her.


    And.


    "Here he comes...!"


    I could see a man following behind Saikawa, about 10 meters behind her.


    Clearly, he was slowly closing the distance between himself and Saikawa.


    "...The capture team, begin preparations"


    I quietly send instructions to the microphone.


    The man seemed to be completely unaware of our presence. He seemed to think that Saikawa and himself were the only two people in the scene, and the way he closed the distance between the two of them was crude. He approached her with his footsteps echoing loudly and clearly.


    Three meters, two meters to go. The closer he gets, the more tense I feel.


    Finally, the distance was less than a meter. The man's hand reached out toward Saikawa.


    "Hey, Mii-chan, talk to me once again..."


    Placing his hand on her shoulder, the man made the girl in front of him turn around to face him.


    In that moment,


    "Fuhn!!"


    "Guwaa!!"


    Something unexpected happened.


    As the man put his hand on her shoulder, Saikawa turned around and gave the man a hard slap on the side of the head.


    "S-Situation, he's s-slapped!"


    Kiryu-san made a comment that made no sense.


    However, everyone else was also stunned by the situation.


    "It... hurts, what are you doing, Mii... Gya~! Guhe~!"


    And the attack didn't stop with the slap.


    Saikawa pushed the man away and even gave him a punch in the stomach.


    "I have told you, I will..."


    Saikawa's voice sounded like it was coming from the depths of hell, and I could hear it through my earphones.


    "Next time! If you do it again! I will never forgive you! I told you I'd hit you! So why don't you ever stop! You!!"


    "I-It hurts! P-Please forgive me !!"


    Saikawa had apparently moved into the mount position, and the sound of blows continued to be heard intermittently. Mixed in with the sounds of pounding flesh, I could hear voices saying, "Forgive me," "I won't come near you anymore," and "Help me".


    Kakihara-san, who had been silent in the operation team, finally spoke up,


    "What do we do, should we come in and help?"


    Almost everyone in the scene responded to the words he said.


    "...Which one?"


    * * *


    


    


    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    


    A strange meeting was to be held.


    At a nearby family restaurant, all the members involved in the case were gathered together.


    But what's so strange about this meeting is,


    "Shibata Arihiro-kun ... Am I right."


    "……That's right"


    The culprit, or rather the person who had been so pitifully wounded, was also here.


    "Uhm, I went a little overboard. I'm sorry about that."


    Saikawa bowed her head a little further away with a look of fear on her face.


    "No, well ...... It's my fault"


    And this Shibata, though he looked disheveled, did not seem to be having any intentions of fighting anymore.


    Nanako, who was watching the whole thing from the closest point of view,


    "Minori-chan, did you do something in the past?"


    "Well, I did Shorinji Kenpo in elementary school and a little Aikido in middle school. But when I entered competitions, I could only make it to the third round or so, so I decided to go into art."


    Needless to say, everyone in the place had an air of " Say it first."


    (In the first place, was it really necessary for everyone, including me...?)


    I'd like to think that ...... was some kind of trigger for Saikawa. But if this was the way it felt, it didn't seem like the same kind of ending was waiting for them sooner or later.


    "Is it true that you've been stalking her and making moves on her?"


    Kawasegawa asked in a calm tone.


    "……Yeah"


    He admitted and sighed heavily.


    "I wanted to meet Mii-chan and talk to her. But I got refused, so I just put out my hand. And it caused a fuss, so I thought I'd make some kind of explanation."


    So, this is what happened. Well, I don't have much sympathy for him, because he was out of line the moment he actually tried to touch her.


    Unusually, Kiryu-san, with a serious face, opened his mouth.


    "I don't mean to hurt you any more than you already have. It's just that what you've done has caused her distress. So you're going to have to promise us some things. If you don't want it....... You know that, right?"


    Shibata kept his head down, looking brusque,


    "……I promise"


    That's all he said.


    We told him not to approach her again, not to talk to her if he saw her on campus, not to stare at her from a distance, and that if he broke any of these rules, we would immediately take him to the police.


    Shibata seemed to have given up completely and went along with what we were saying without hesitation. He meekly signed the memorandum we had prepared and seemed to be relatively sincere, albeit not aggressive, in answering our questions.


    It was the first time I had seen his face properly, but Shibata was a young man with a well-developed face, but with a bit of a timid appearance. He didn't look like the type of guy who would grab onto a girl and crush an actress by abusing her.


    However, his attitude itself was not very good. It could be said that he was the type of person who changed when he actually went out into the field.


    "That's it, I guess. Then you can go home now."


    Sugimoto-san said, but Kakihara-san interrupted him.


    "No, there's one more thing. I need you to answer this question."


    "Kakihara-san, that's"


    I was going to say that we have no proof that he did it.


    "Sorry, Hashiba-kun. I want to hear this when I can hear it."


    Kakihara-san said firmly,


    "An actress who was in a film you directed quit the university. I heard that it was due to your excessive directing and verbal abuse, is this true?"


    But,


    "An actress...? What are you talking about?"


    Shibata, who had basically affirmed everything up until now, answered with a face that said he had no idea.


    Then Kakihara-san,


    "Oi, I won't let you say it's not related at all. I've heard that there were actually threats on site and that the cast suffered!"


    He said it angrily, but Shibata still looked puzzled, as if he didn't understand what he was saying.


    But after a little while, he seemed to understand what he was talking about.


    "Ah... I see, so that girl quit..."


    The next moment, he mumbled.


    "Hya hya... Haha, hahahaha, I see I see I see! Not a single affirmation! No evaluation! So nothing was done! Unbelievable, hahahahaha!!"


    As if he had lost his mind, he burst into a loud laugh. It was a harsh and unpleasant laugh that belied his previous meekness and apathy.


    However, rather than laughter that glorifies and denigrates others, I found it empty, as if it was laughing at feelings that were sincerely unimportant.


    "What's so funny!"


    Kakihara-san, angered, rebuked him,


    "Haha, no, I thought that's the way it's supposed to be, and it's really crazy... No, it's really over. Perfectly pushing her, I'm done..."


    Shibata's eyes were downcast as he spoke in a whisper. But he kept repeating elusive things that I couldn't understand what he was talking about.


    "What are you talking about? What do you mean I'm done?"


    I asked, but Shibata's voice was weak,


    "We're done talking about this, right? Just let me go."


    Shibata stood up and quietly bowed his head.


    "I'm really sorry. Also, a memorandum I've written... That's probably going to be meaningless."


    For a moment, everyone jolted.


    "W-Wait a minute, you mean you wouldn't promise!"


    But Shibata gently shook his head,


    "That's not what I meant. I'll properly disappear from her sight..."


    I didn't know what the words meant, but it didn't seem like he meant to break his promise.


    Then he disappeared into the night without saying a word.


    * * *


    


    


    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    


    It wasn't until three days later that I understood the meaning of Shibata's words.


    "Drop out...?"


    "Yeah, I received a letter a week ago."


    I was called into the office and asked about the situation by Kanou-sensei.


    A few days before the incident, Shibata had submitted his withdrawal form and had left the university. I was the only one who had asked about him in the last few days, so that's why she called me.


    "He lost confidence in his ability to continue his studies... Or it seems, that's his reason"


    "……I see"


    When I heard about the dropout, my first thought was about Saikawa. I thought it was the result of us pushing him to do so, but in fact, he had left the university much earlier.


    I reported Saikawa's case to sensei.


    "Maybe he was under a lot of pressure. But still, it's not at all surprising that he stalked a girl and then forcibly confessed to her."


    She sighed and put the withdrawal form she was carrying on her desk.


    "There is no such thing as a clean quit, whether at school or at work. Most of the time, it's just a bunch of unfinished business and confusion that pulls the strangest things."


    It was exactly what had happened this time. I have some sympathy for Shibata, who was forced to quit the university, but that is no reason for him to stalk the new female student.


    "Oh, by the way, I got word from Shibata to give to Hashiba... what should you do?"


    "From him?"


    "Yeah, he came here again yesterday. He said he wanted to apologize to you when things had calmed down. Well, it's up to you whether you do or not."


    I decided to ask for his contact information. I really wanted to ask him about the mystery he left behind when he left. There are still a lot of things about this incident that remain vague.


    And about what was really going on.


    * * *


    


    


    

  


  

  
    


    


    


    That night, I was contacted on my cell phone. But it wasn't Shibata.


    "Shibata, did he quit the university? Well, he didn't show up for the class at all."


    I told Kuroda what had happened.


    "I'm sorry, that wasn't a good story at all."


    "It's all Shibata's fault, right? More importantly..."


    Kuroda easily changed the topic,


    "There's something I need to talk to Hashiba about."


    "To me?"


    "Yeah, please! I've got some things I need to think about."


    He is consistent in his actions. He is totally unwavering.


    I guess he is the type of person who can act as he pleases. Yes, that's the kind of producer I'm trying to be, the one who can make a statement.


    "...Of course. I'll see you after next week's mandatory class."


    I hung up the phone and looked up at the dark sky.


    When I traveled to the future, I was standing alone in the gray clouds and torrential rain.


    After returning to the past once again, I renewed my determination under the clear blue sky.


    Right now, I have a pitch-black sky in front of me. Perhaps because of the clouds, I couldn't see the stars that I would normally be able to see, but not today.


    But beyond this darkness, there must be something that shows the future. I stared at the dark sky for a long time, convinced of this.


    


    


    

  


  
    
      Chapter 3: I'm going to break it


      



      "Thank you very much for everything...!"


      On the way to the university, Saikawa thanked me many times.


      "We didn't do anything, and in the end Saikawa seems to be the one who solved the problem."


      When I told her, she slumped down in embarrassment.


      "...Uhm, I don't always do that, you know?"


      "I know that."


      If she was always that aggressive, I wouldn't have approached her in the first place. It's scary.


      "That Shibata, if I may say so myself... didn't seem like such a bad guy."


      Saikawa says in a slightly somber tone.


      "Somehow... What he said at the end was also a bit disturbing."


      Yes, the Saikawa case was successfully resolved, but the fact that the actress left the university remained unknown.


      What's more, even he himself had resigned from the university. There were limits to what we could do to pursue this story further.


      "More than that, we need to get the stuff to Saikawa's house as soon as possible."


      "T-That's right... I'm sorry, I will be asking Hashiba-senpai and Hikawa-senpai to help me again."


      In the end, Saikawa officially moved into the share house. The decision was made because it was more convenient for her to be close to the university, and because her original apartment was not on an annual contract, making it easier for her to move in.


      But most of all,


      "Yeah... I think I can stay with Aki-san for a long time... I'm very happy...!"


      For Saikawa, the most important point seemed to be that she could live in the same place as Shinoaki, whom she admired so much.


      (Well, I'm glad it turned out the way it did)


      Saikawa's case went off without a hitch. Next ――.


      



      * * *


      As Kanou-sensei had previously announced, the class was held exactly three weeks later for team formation. However, the decision was not made in class, but rather a form was handed out and submitted within three days.


      Since it was a required class, members of the same class, such as Shinoaki, Nanako, Kawasegawa, and Hikawa, were all present.


      But I was seated separately from them that day for various reasons. I knew I would be approached after class, so I needed to be alone.


      "Hashiba, you got a minute?"


      It was Kuroda. As usual, he approached with his eyes squinting.


      "Of course. Let's do what you said on the phone before."


      "Hihi, that's just right. Let's go to that lawn seat, shall we?"


      Kuroda nodded and decided to move as it was.


      The space above the two former cafeterias was empty on this day. It was even more secluded than the last time I was here.


      "Sit down?"


      Kuroda asked me,


      "No, I'm fine as is"


      I answered and faced him while standing.


      "So what do you want to talk about?"


      He nodded and began to speak slowly.


      "This time, our team is thinking of making an animation for the second-year task."


      The content of the video envisioned by Kuroda was frighteningly forward-looking for this era.


      "In today's Nico Nico Douga, there are a lot of still images that move and simple effects that are repeated. So, I'm trying to make a solid, real "video". But in order to do that, it is essential to have creators who have the power to do so. "


      ‘That's why’, he said and connected it,


      "Shino... We want Shino Aki to be in charge of the animation of our work. That's what I'm thinking of asking her to do, but I thought I'd tell Hashiba just in case."


      It was straight to the point. That is how I could tell that he really wanted Shinoaki's strength.


      As a producer, it would be natural to hope so after being exposed to the expressive power of Shinoaki in that class the other day.


      I remained silent and listened to him.


      It must have been about a minute in time. I kept watching his movements. His gaze was also looking straight at me, as if matching his straight words.


      There was no sense of deception there. I felt the will to create something good.


      Open my mouth slowly.


      "I need to check something about you."


      "About me? What are you talking about?"


      I continued my words in a matter-of-fact, emotionless manner.


      "It's about the true nature of Kuroda Takayoshi, a talented production manager."


      Kuroda's face contorted for a moment.


      Along with the same tangled discomfort as today's air.


      Then the distorted expression returned to a smile.


      ――Now the smile is distorted.


      "...Hihi, fine, let's hear it."


      Kuroda continued happily.


      While investigating Shibata Arihiro, I was also secretly working on something else.


      I wonder if there is actually a cause other than the rumored person that is creating the inexpressible uneasiness and atmosphere.


      Since I did not have direct acquaintance with any member of the Kuroda team, I asked about their production system through indirect acquaintances.


      "You never made any compromises when it came to production. You always demanded the best from your staff at all times."


      Initially, there were many complaints. There were many staff members who wanted to confront Kuroda's methods head-on. However, he successfully extinguished those objections with his complete action against such staff.


      "The schedule, the equipment, the money, all the frustrations that came up, were all cleared up nicely and shown to the staff. Right?"


      Kuroda laughed and didn't answer anything.


      Dissatisfaction is something that happens for a reason. Lack of money, lack of time, lack of things, lack of people. But once those things are neatly cleared away, the only thing that remains is "the ability".


      Kuroda did just that. He made the dissatisfaction that each staff member had expressed completely disappear. He made a detailed filming schedule and went directly to the teacher to obtain time, and even went to the landowner's house and got down on his knees to obtain permission for the filming location, which was said to be reckless. He obtained several locations for the film to be shown off-campus, and even raised funds by soliciting sponsors. He did it all without making a single excuse for the actors, the equipment, or anything else.


      The staff was in trouble. They had thought it was impossible to match, but when they did, it was their turn. The shooting site was filled with terrifying tension, and everyone showed more strength than they were originally capable of.


      Among them, the greatest pressure was placed on the director, Shibata. He was the leader of the anti-Kuroda faction, but now that he had been set up so well, he was forced into a situation where he had to give his best performance.


      The direction was brilliant. He did not give OKs to performances that he would normally have given, and his demands on the actors increased with each passing day. If they did not perform well, they were shouted down. The actors were perplexed. This was beyond the scope of a mere student film. If they did not put their heart and soul into it, or if they did not deliver something more than their heart and soul, they would die. So they became desperate. They were determined. The director and the staff responded.


      "I finally understand why your team is named after the production manager and not the director."


      Objectively speaking, it was the director who made that film and the actors who gave outstanding performances. However, if any member of the staff were asked "who" made the film, they would surely have mentioned the name of the production manager. He was indeed the best facilitator who created the best stage for the performers to give their best performances.


      And as a result ―― that work was born. That work, although rough and ready, cut through the audience with the actors' performances and the overall atmosphere. The film was well received and immediately became a major topic of conversation within the department. The actors were great, the director was great, and so on.


      After watching the finished film, Kuroda said this to the director and the actors,


      "Disappointing. Overdirected, stage-style acting, the director and actors are ruining the movie."


      The actors cried the moment they were told, and the director ranted and raved about unintelligible things and punched Kuroda, and the atmosphere was said to be the worst.


      But everyone could not say anything. It was the production process that gave the best performance. As long as the work was unclouded, it was impossible to fault him in terms of his work.


      So they taunted Kuroda with their feelings, at least as a counter-argument.


      "A bastard, they said."


      Kuroda apparently had a big smile on his face when he was told this.


      This one incident led to both Shibata, the director, and Matsunaga, the actress, leaving the university. However, Kuroda's name was never mentioned as the reason for their departure. It may sound like an exaggeration, but he did the best job he could. And the criticisms that he had hurled at them, they could only emotionally refute because they had some idea of what he was talking about.


      "Shibata said. He said Kuroda is a genius at driving his opponents completely into a corner and making them silent. So, when the opponent can't say a thing, the only way out is through compensatory action."


      Shibata Arihiro had nowhere to run to find salvation. Therefore, he stepped over the line without hesitation to do what is normally considered wrong, and followed a girl with whom he was not close. Looking back, this may have been more like self-injurious behavior than an act of romantic love.


      Kuroda Takayoshi is the best production facilitator ever. What he creates is of high quality, and his work is top-notch.


      However, the system, which did not tolerate even the slightest mistaking, crushed the people on the team one by one, eventually forcing them to drop out.


      A genius bastard.


      A team member who heard the story said these words as if to spit them out.


      "That's all I have to say about your nature. Is everything I said correct?"


      Like me earlier, he also remained silent and listened.


      He didn't deny anything, never stopped smiling that slight smile, and was so quiet that it felt creepy.


      I felt a ripple in the tepid, stagnant air. Something mysterious, which had been covering me for a long time, slowly melted and soaked the surface of the earth in a sludge.


      "Hihihi, hihi, hihihihi... hiha, hahahahaha !!"


      Kuroda started laughing suddenly. After a stifled gesture, he eventually opened his mouth wide and continued laughing for a while.


      "Well investigated. I'm impressed... You are not bad even though you're not a detective."


      For all his verbal praise, he didn't seem the least bit emotional.


      "So what?"


      He said it in such a way that, just like his production style, he does not feel a single cloud over himself.


      Both arms, which are even longer than usual, hang limply in front of the body, moving in an uncanny manner from side to side.


      "A bastard~? What's wrong with that? It's natural to aim for the best in order to create a good work of art! But they just put their own shitty abilities on the shelf and started making excuses like "I don't have the money," "I don't have the equipment," "I don't have the time," I just had to get it all together. What's wrong with that? Nothing wrong, right? Instead, they should be thanking me"


      Hihihihihi, Kuroda shakes his shoulders and laughs.


      "I thought they'd be able to make something a little better since they were so desperate to make it, I saw a preview of the film and it was a complete disaster. The direction was just a bunch of incompetent screaming and the actors just rambled on and on without questioning it, I was about to leave, but I thought I'd at least give them my opinion, so I told them quite nicely, and they cried and moaned, just like in the movie, and I thought they were doing some kind of skit, hihihi"
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      A sigh, and a disappointed look.


      "Making things is a war. Those who die will die on their own, and those who live will live. Once the commander has narrowed down his strategic wisdom, he should deploy his frames with only the best possible outcome in mind. Tactics are the responsibility of those in the field. Once the results come out, it's up to you how you want to take it. We're not kids, you know, asking the commander how to interpret the results. If you want praise, go home and get pampered by your mom"


      And again, he laughed eerily.


      "Hashiba, do you know what is the most important thing in creation?"


      "……Who knows?"


      Kuroda shook his eyes and opened his eyes.


      "It's the work. It's obvious, isn't it? The work is everything! No matter what kind of project, no matter what kind of staff, no matter how much money or how little time, the final product is what counts. Look at a work that is a masterpiece, a masterpiece, no matter how scum the director is, no matter how devilish the producer is, no matter how bad the actors' personalities are, if the thing is good, everything will be overturned! There is only one person the creator cares about: the audience. All you have to do is think about breaking the audience's hearts. For that, no matter what the crew does, no matter if it kills them, it all pays off when the best film is made... Hihi"


      It was the kind of voice that came in through my ears and stuck to the edges of my heart.


      I could feel Kuroda's words penetrate into the most vulnerable places of my heart. Slowly, and then, as if soaking into it.


      Ah~, I see, I finally get it.


      The true identity of this mysterious, big, unpleasant thing.


      "So, what is it? You can't give Shino to this horrible person? You've got a pretty good personality for going out of your way to make such a strong preamble, don't you, oi."


      I shook my head quietly.


      "No"


      I made a firm smile. I'm not sure if I smiled well.


      "The answer is, OK. Take care of Shinoaki."


      It seemed as if Kuroda's expression had changed just a little, slightly. It may have been my imagination, but I may have been able to surprise him enough to poke holes in him with the tip of a needle.


      "Can you tell me the reason?"


      Kuroda said quietly.


      I replied.


      "That's because you're the ultimate egoist who will do anything to make things."


      Chichi, a small bird that had been nestled in the bird's nest flapped its wings..


      A breeze of unusually lukewarm temperature brushed my cheeks. The sky was high and clear, but the humid air made me feel uncomfortable.


      "You may be verbally harsh, but you are serious, and you are earnest about your creativity, and I thought that if you were like that, Shinoaki would respond."


      He was still smiling.


      "Although the personality is an absolute mess of a bastard, the ability to produce works is definitely there. And in a completely different way than mine."


      As a result, he has left a good work.


      It is a great weapon, strong and unyielding enough to turn everything upside down.


      "Hihihihi, Thank you very much for your high opinion of me. I see I see, I've been certified as a bastard by the best bastard."


      "He~e, am I the same?"


      Kuroda opened those big eyes to their maximum and laughed with his mouth half open.


      It didn't look like a sneer to me. It looked like a smile from joy.


      "You're a bastard guy, right? The guy who started making doujin games, made a lot of money, and then used up all the scenario writer and forced him to quit college, what an incredible bastard."


      Kuroda looked at me and laughed, hya hya hya.


      "I have never once pretended to be something I'm not. But Hashiba, what are you? You laugh and smile like a good guy, but when you do it, you cut down people more cruelly than anyone else, and you call me a bastard, isn't that so funny?"


      I was prepared for it. I was prepared to be told about Tsurayuki and to be thoroughly beaten up about the way I was.


      And I had also decided what I would say back after being told so.


      "That's right. I'm the worst bastard. That's why I know you so well."


      Because I did not understand the thoughts and pain of others, I acted and achieved results.


      But it bounced back to me in a cruel way.


      I could have turned a blind eye to it, but I have grown too fond of everyone to do that. So.


      "I've made up my mind. I've decided that I'm going to swallow their lives and everything in them. No matter how many branches of the road they have to take in order to get there, they will always bring them back to themselves in the end."


      When I came back from the future, I decided.


      I want to be a person who never ceases to be passionate. I will take in all the joy, sadness, and anger, and burn it for them and for the work.


      And I will use whatever I can use for that purpose. Even if it is a "deadly poison" that is a reflection of myself.


      "I'm not afraid to crush people, okay? You just saw an example of that right in front of your eyes, and you... I don't care what happens."


      "It's okay, I trust you."


      I turned my back to him. I kept walking step by step.


      And.


      "He~e, fine."


      Kuroda laughed.


      "You're a dangerous guy. You put your most important staff member with someone who is clearly dangerous just because he has the ability. That's insane."


      The most important one, huh?


      That's right. I am now about to leave someone who was so important and who accepted me so much in the future world to others.


      It's madness. I sometimes wondered if making things had to go this far.


      But I decided to do it.


      "I entrusted the best staff to you, make your work the best it can be. And I'm going to go further than that."


      "Can you do it?"


      From behind, words were thrown at me.


      I turned only my face toward him and said.


      "It's not "Can you do it?". I'll do it."


      I opened the door and entered the classroom building. I did not see his response again.


      Walking down the corridor lined with classrooms. It was the middle of class time, and my footsteps were echoing. From the window at the end of the corridor, I could see the sky whitened by the strong sunlight.


      " ―― Otherwise, I wouldn't be living this life."


      From my pocket, I pulled out a single yellow sticky note.


      『Pairing the best talent with the best Shinoaki』


      What has brought me back here?


      Because there is absolutely no way I will ever forget that.


      



      * * *


      It was a few days ago.


      I had time to talk slowly with Shinoaki and once again ask her about what she wants to do and what she is interested in.


      My initial prospect was that by meeting Saikawa, Shinoaki would get a new stimulus and regain her motivation.


      But it was right in some areas and off in others.


      When Shinoaki saw Saikawa's drawings, she,


      "Minori-chan is amazing. As I thought, a girl who has studied art all her life is a little different."


      Yes, she spoke with sincerity.


      "I know that her drawings and my drawings are different, but there are parts of her that I just can't catch up with, and when that happens, I just... I feel a prick"


      "A prick?"


      "Yes. When I wish I could go back in time and start over, or wish I had drawn the picture from a better angle, I feel a prick deep inside my body."


      As someone who has benefited from going back in time, this story really hit me.


      "But for me, it's now or never. That's why I want to draw more, but unfortunately, my feelings just can't keep up."


      Seeing Shinoaki smiling sadly, I was filled with a sense of guilt for what I had done.


      It's not simply a matter of meeting a rival. Unless the genres and what they are working on mesh well together, it can simply lead to demotivation and, in a bad way, reassurance.


      There is no doubt that Shinoaki was inspired by seeing what Saikawa draws.


      (Taking that on, what is the next thing to work on)


      Just as I was thinking this, I was approached by Kuroda in my animation training class.


      There are subjects that would be of interest to Shinoaki. He said something like that, I think. he'll recommend it the next time he sees her.


      A short time later, Shinoaki came to my room excitedly, which was unusual for her these days.


      "Do you know Kyoya-kun? He lent me a lot of anime DVDs! Anime is amazing, there are so many different kinds of anime besides the ones on TV!"


      After saying that, she spread out a DVD that Kuroda had lent her and talked incessantly about how great this was and how interesting that was.


      "This one has a surprising amount of depth with just line drawings, and this one has a simple drawing, but the way it starts and ends is really cool."


      Kuroda's selections were wide-ranging. And all of them were excellent in the techniques of direction and editing that he mentioned, and it was clear that he was trying to change Shinoaki's preconceived notions about anime.


      "Shinoaki"


      "Hmm?"


      "What did you think after seeing all these different things? Are you still not that interested in anime?"


      When I asked her before, she was not very interested in animation. She was only interested in doing it because it was an assignment, and she was only passionate about it.


      But,


      "I thought I'd like to give it a try. I realized that all I was doing was just playing around with the beginning, so now I can do more of this kind of thing."


      Shinoaki nods once there,


      "Yeah, anime... I want you to try it. It looks interesting."


      "……I see"


      Frankly, I was very frustrated. I was no match for Kuroda in terms of motivating Shinoaki. I had not been able to break free from my preconceived notion that she must have one picture in mind, from the perspective of doing what she wanted to do.


      It was easy for me to say, "Well, let's make an animation together". I'm sure she would reply with her usual smile, "Sure".


      But that was not a real choice to move forward. Above all, I did not have a plan for making animation, and I am sure that Kuroda would have taken into account what kind of animation he wanted Shinoaki to make.


      So I told her.


      "Shinoaki, I have a little suggestion for you."


      "Hmm~? What is it?"


      I think I haven't seen her like this in a long time. She was full of motivation and things she wanted to create, and she looked irresistibly happy. Seeing her like this, I was very frustrated.


      But I was very ...... happy in that I found a path that leads to the future.


      



      * * *


      And yesterday, a meeting was held to decide the future of Team Kitayama.


      In addition to the three people in the shared house, Kawasegawa and Hikawa are also there. All were sitting around the kotatsu, which had finally reached the point where the futon had been removed.


      In my seat, I stood up and was the first to say.


      "This time, Shinoaki will be removed as a member of the team."


      After a moment of silence,


      "Hnnn?!"


      Nanako was the first to stand up.


      "W-What's wrong Kyoya ?! Did you have a fight with Shinoaki? Did you do something naughty? I-If you did, you should do it in the proper order, or else you'll be disrespectful to Shinoaki! Oh no, what am I talking about!"


      "Nothing has been done to me~"


      Nanako's sudden outburst was stopped by the carefree voice of Shinoaki.


      "T-Then, is that because of me? And, but when I sing in my room, I tell Shinoaki first so that I don't disturb her, and, um, I don't eat umakayo without permission, eh, um, I'm sorry, I have no idea……"


      After soothing Nanako, who was confused, I said calmly.


      "I thought about it a lot. I thought a lot about what would be good for Shinohaki and what would be something I could seriously face. But none of that would lead to the creation of something with this team. So――"


      I suggested to Shinoaki that she make things with Kuroda team.


      He probably anticipated that he would make that approach to her.


      Hikawa asked me while folding his arms.


      "Uhm, is this guy, Kuroda, a great guy in Hashiba's eyes?"


      "Yeah. At least, I think he's the one who can make a proposal that can be of interest to the current Shinoaki."


      "I see. Then I guess I agree. Because it's good for Shinoaki to do what he wants to do."


      He nodded and seemed convinced.


      "I agree too"


      Kawasegawa also raised her hand and responded with a few short words.


      "Because Hashiba, who has been working with us all this time, has decided to do it, so I am sure it is a proposal for the better."


      I was grateful that she interpreted it in a much better way.


      Nanako looked around in surprise as everyone moved in favor of the proposal.


      "Eh, uhm, Shinoaki... is that okay?"


      Shinoaki smiled,


      "If it were you, I would have agreed from the beginning ~"


      "Shinoaki..."


      "When I entered this university, I decided to study a lot, and I thought that if I could learn things that I didn't know, it would be nice to explore something different."


      Shinoaki was always positive and diligent.


      She agreed to my preparedness suggestion with a lighthearted, "Sure~" as if she were talking about something else.


      But behind that lightness, more than anything else, was an awareness of the challenge of new things and absorption. I have a newfound respect for Shinoaki.


      "It's okay, it's not like we're saying goodbye forever, we're just going to make it in a different place, so don't worry Nanako, okay?"


      Well, since we have been working together as a team for so long, it is understandable that a sudden change in team members would cause confusion. After all, it has been less than half a year since Tsurayuki left Team Kitayama.


      "I-I got it... If Shinoaki and Kyoya say that, that's fine, hm."


      Nanako finally seemed to be satisfied when Shinoaki patted her on the head.


      "I'm not going to lose, I don't know what Shinoaki and the others are going to make, but I'm going to make good music and make you want to work with me again!"


      "Oh, Nanako's going for it, I'm not going to lose to you either!"


      I thought, as expected, they are both creators. If they are too shinny here, that could lead to a relationship that sticks to the group in a bad way.


      To be aware of each other, but not to be acrimonious, but to encourage each other.


      I want them to be like that.


      "I'm sure everyone has their own opinions, but we are not only team members, but also individual creators. That's why I don't want to bend what you want to do... and stick to the team."


      Everyone looked at me with a serious face.


      "I promise. When it's over, I'll definitely... connect to something new."


      



      * * *


      And today, as I predicted, Kuroda moved.


      I did what I was supposed to do and declared war on him.


      I have not confirmed it, but he will probably write Shinoaki's name on his team members. And we, Team Kitayama-Kai, don't know if it will be Kai 2 or New, but Shinoaki's name disappears from it.


      Including the loss of Tsurayuki, the number of members has been reduced by half from the initial members. In the normal course of events, it is safe to say that this is a major change.


      At the end of class, I really wanted to talk about this with someone, so I sent an e-mail to Kawasegawa. I was doubtful that she would read it, as she is deathly weak with machines, but fortunately, 10 seconds after I sent it, I received a phone call saying, "What".


      And now, I'm walking along the way to the share house, talking to her.


      "You've taken a very big gamble."


      Kawasegawa said, still in a tone of astonishment.


      "It's the result of a lot of thought. So I have no regrets. I will give it my all."


      While responding, my arm had been numb ever since my earlier conversation with Kuroda.


      "Anyway, when you meet the members, you should stop looking like a person who wants to kill."


      "Eh, do I have that scary face..."


      In the middle of asking her back, she showed me a hand mirror, and I was a little taken back by the look on my own face.


      It seemed I was taking it too seriously, more so than I had thought.


      My brow was furrowed and my eyes looked as if I had killed someone.


      If I went home with this, they would probably be very worried.


      "Sorry, I'll fix it right away..."


      "Remember all the stupid pictures and videos you've seen lately, and smile properly."


      Does Kawasegawa also watch such videos? I wonder what kind of things she likes. But I'm afraid she would get angry if I ask her.


      "... But to be honest, I think you were the only one who could come up with this solution."


      "Is that so"


      "Yes, the answer came from the fact that you faced Shinohaki properly and didn't just let it pass by. I think the process is more important than whether or not the answer is correct."


      "I hope so. I hope it doesn't end in vain."


      I said something a little unreliable.


      Then Kawasegawa suddenly turned around where she was walking and,


      "You see, listen?"


      "Eh, eh?"


      "There is not a single thing in this world that is in vain! So be confident and do it to the best of your ability!"


      For a moment, the airport lobby of that day came back to me.


      When I was in shambles, she brought me back to life with a powerful blow, along with Kawasegawa Eiko at that time. I see, she had been living with these words for such a long time.


      I am a happy person. I really think so.


      Even when I make suggestions or remarks that might make others unhappy, they all face it properly and support me in this way.


      I guess this is exactly where my greatest happiness lies, being able to rewind the time back 10 years.


      "...Thank you, Kawasegawa"


      I thanked her wholeheartedly,


      "Eh, it's so creepy, to thank me again..."


      Naturally, with no weight of ten years on her shoulders, Kawasegawa was bound to become suspicious.


      Kawasegawa was still mumbling to me, and before I knew it, we had arrived at the front of the share house. It was almost dusk, and the lights were coming in from the house.


      "L-Look, we've arrived. Is your face okay?"


      "Yeah, I'm okay because I remembered the funniest picture and put a smile on my face."


      I decided not to tell her what kind of image it was, because she would seriously despise me if I told her the details.


      I take a deep breath and open the door to which I am accustomed to return.


      "I'm back"


      "Welcome ba~ck"


      Everyone's voices echoed as usual.


      But from today on, the routine will be a little different from usual.


      With passion and determination, change it.


      



    

  


  
    

      Chapter 4: I'm Moving



      



      "Team formation list, I saw that. You've done some interesting things."


      I was called to Kano-sensei's office that day. After submitting the team formation sheet just in time for the deadline, I was told by her assistant to go straight to her office.


      I knew, of course, what she was going to say.


      "It's the result of a lot of discussions."


      In fact, there was no other way to put it.


      "Well, I guess you must have discussed a lot of things. Otherwise, it wouldn't have been organized like that."


      Sensei flipped through each team's member list,


      "The combination of Kuroda and Shino, huh... This combination would indeed seem to make an interesting anime."


      She mumbled with interest.


      I guess it is still an interesting combination from the sensei's point of view.


      "Has Hashiba's team decided what sort of thing you're going to make?"


      "No, not yet. We're having a little bit of trouble getting one person on the team."


      As is usual with assignments from the Department of Film and New Media , the staff and cast did not have to be students of the same department. I was thinking of hiring one person from outside the department for my team, but it was difficult to get them to accept my offer, and negotiations were ongoing.


      Needless to say, the hole that has been left out is the replacement of Shinoaki.


      In other words, it's an illustrator.


      "Good luck to both of you. I look forward to seeing your interesting videos."


      An interesting video, huh.


      The number of views, the number of My Lists, and the number of comments.


      It was also a difficult word to use because "interesting" in the sense of the Department of Visual Concept Planning is not the only criteria.


      But it was easy to imagine that sensei's definition of "interesting" probably took these circumstances into account. Sensei should not have been talking about the level of what she saw personally in the first place.


      (For now, let's work on negotiations... Hmm?)


      On sensei's desk, as usual, there was a pile of some kind of material: DVDs, business tapes, and scripts were the usual fare, but I noticed something unusual among them.


      "Ahre, do you play games ...?"


      There were a few consumer console software titles mixed in.


      "This is work, too. The action and shooters were a piece of cake to get through, but the RPGs usually ate up so much time that I had to shut myself off. Well, I forgave them because the content was interesting."


      Looking at the lineup, I was impressed to see action and shooting games in there that were not easy to complete, and I was impressed to see that she is still a high spec person.


      "Hashiba, do you know what Succeedsoft is?"


      "Eh, ah, yes, of course."


      Finally, I thought, even here.


      Ten years ago, Succeedsoft was just a flying bird in the world. Perhaps anticipating the industry's dwindling market share, the company entered the consumer game development market and was beginning to produce steady results there as well.


      "One of our graduates works there. They asked me to introduce them to some promising students because they wanted to increase the number of lines due to the expansion."


      "The lines? Not a manpower?"


      "Yeah. They want to make a small consumer title in the same vein as the old days when doujinshi game circles were turned into bishojo game brands."


      "But why not bishojo games? I think they have more know-how."


      "It's hard to sell that kind of thing overseas. Since the trade area is small, they're planning to expand it."


      Were they planning to lay the groundwork for that market from this time on? It's more like foresight or rather that's great crisis management ability.


      Even if I go back to my memories of the first world I was in, Succeedsoft was a brand that was very well prepared for such a future. They had started developing phone apps before anyone else had yet to do so, and they were among the first to port their games to smartphone apps.


      I am sure that they will successfully manage to wander in this world and lead the industry.


      "If Hashiba had been a fourth-year student, I would have thrown the whole team in there."


      "Well... that's right."


      As expected, in the second year stage, I think it would be too early to talk about finding a job. Of course, realistically, it is definitely better to think about it early.


      "For now, I'll concentrate on solidifying the team members."


      "Absolutely, because that was before you could create something."


      Sensei sipped her coffee, saying it was lukewarm, and laughed.


      



      * * *


      As sensei said, it was absolutely before we could create something.


      I had already tried to contact the person before this production team was formed.


      She loves to draw, she has the skills, she has the motivation, and she is still in close contact with us.


      With exactly all the conditions in place, I had misread one thing.


      (I didn't think there would be that much resistance)


      Scratching my head, I enter the house and go to the room of the person in question.


      And,


      "Saikawa, I'm back. Shall we continue our conversation?"


      Immediately, a loud voice came back from inside the room.


      "No!! I-I will never be a member!!"


      Suddenly like this. I sigh,


      "I understand Saikawa's concern. So, let's talk about it properly for now. Then you can decide, okay?"


      A thin, small voice can be heard from behind the door.


      "...But, I'm sure I'd be persuaded if I spoke to senpai."


      "You don't have to be so judgmental. I'm giving you the freedom to choose properly."


      "No! Even if it were given to me, I don't think I could exercise it! I would be unable to say anything and you would say, "If you don't say anything, that means yes", and that's the way it would be!"


      Saikawa seems to be very unsure of her own strength of will. When she fought off the man who was following her, she was able to express herself firmly.


      "All right, then, just stay there and listen to me again."


      "Uu, I got it..."


      I took the proposal out of my bag and checked its contents.


      For this movie production, we, Team Kitayama, submitted a plan to make a still picture movie mainly using illustrations.


      Based on the music created by Nanako, the story unfolds in a picture-story format. This is a common form of music video for doujinshi music, and is not particularly unusual.


      That is why the choice of illustration was so important. Originally, Shinoaki would have fit in here, but of course she was away from the team and could not be requested this time.


      So,


      "I would like to ask Saikawa for an illustration."


      Due to the fact that I had originally thought about it, I thought I was on the default track.


      "Definitely no, no!"


      She was more stubborn than I expected.


      "Because my drawings will be seen by a large number of people, right?"


      ".....Well, it will be."


      Even if I reassure her by telling a lie here, it would be more hurtful to find out later that she was deceived.


      After all, if it becomes a hot topic, a million views could be possible.


      "And to be compared to Aki-san's anime, that's a half-billion years too early for me!"


      (Hmm, this is useless. I don't see any shred of compromise)


      As for the request to Saikawa, it was a decision that had been made based on what I had seen so far.


      It was only when she first came to the share house that she seemed to have difficulty getting used to showing people her drawings. However, after she started showing her drawings to Shinoaki, she encouraged her to do so, and gradually the other members began to be able to do so as well.


      And gradually, she began to show people her digital drawings, which she had been keeping under wraps. The drawings were different from those of Shinoaki's, and were of a type that was close to the real head height, and looked as if they would be popular if they were created as derivative works for consumer games.


      I thought it was okay because it had gotten that far, but ...... It seems that the hurdle of showing it to strangers was higher than expected.


      The road ahead was immediately challenging. Perhaps it was only natural, since I had disrupted something that had been stable, but problems began to erupt at a much earlier stage than I had expected.


      



      * * *


      With the illustrator matter unresolved, I held my first staff meeting.


      "I think you know what the assignment is about, because I explained it earlier, but I'll explain it again ...... just in case."


      The video we will be making is less than 5 minutes long.


      There is no set minimum length, so to put it bluntly, a one-second video is fine. Of course, such a thing would probably bring Kano-sensei's wrath.


      At five minutes, we can build a drama there. However, this time we are presenting on Nico Nico Douga. Considering that the objective is to get numbers, including the number of views, it would be essential to capture what is being received now.


      So, my general policy has been decided.


      "I'm thinking of making a music video using Vocaloid."


      In 2018, it's a phrase that's almost dead, but in 2007,


      "...What is Vocaloid?"


      The word was still unfamiliar to the extent that almost everyone had a question mark on their head.


      "It is a kind of electronic musical instrument. It is a generic term for a new technology that allows you to enter letters, set a musical scale, play it and the software sings it for you."


      Kawasegawa wiki gave us an explanation as usual.


      "Eh, but if it's a song, why don't I sing it?"


      Nanako says the most reasonable thing.


      "Of course it is, but this is a time when everyone is enjoying this new technology. So I'm hoping to make good use of that trend as well."


      "Fuhn, that's how it is..."


      Nanako still didn't seem to understand much.


      Hikawa, who had folded his arms and tilted his head, opened his mouth.


      "Does that mean that the person in charge of illustration will be drawing the illustrations of Meku?" 


      "Yeah, that's what I'm thinking."


      Hearing this, Nanako raised her voice again.


      "Eh, wait a minute, what's this Meku? Is it different from that Vocaloid you were talking about?"


      Somehow, It's kind of like the process we went through when we were making doujinshi games.


      "Meku is a character who is voiced by Vocaloid. She seems to be very popular in the illustration community right now."


      Kawasegawa wiki, isn't the scope of your observation too broad?


      Nanako searches for Meku on my PC and nods repeatedly.


      "He~eh, cute ...... so this is Meku"


      Probably, if we start talking about the second phase from here, Nanako will most likely not be able to keep up with us at once.


      "I'll explain more later. For now, let's decide on everyone's roles."


      Vocaloid videos, for all intents and purposes, cannot begin without a song.


      Therefore, the weight of the work was placed on Nanako this time.


      "First, Nanako will develop the concept of the song. Once we have a certain amount of groundwork, we will use that as the basis for a concept and then move on to character design."


      "Eh? Isn't the design already done? This Meku girl..."


      To Nanako's question,


      "That's the point. We're not going to use it as is, we're going to put an arrangement here."


      There were two main types of videos using Meku: those that used Meku designs as they were, and those that created their own Meku with arrangements.


      At first, it was overwhelmingly the former, but as hits began to appear with the latter, everyone began to come up with their own arrangements of Meku.


      "So the illustrator will be asked to take advantage of this Meku design while also coming up with original elements to fit the song's worldview."


      It is quite a difficult request. I'm aware that this is a difficult task for a girl who only recently learned about both Vocaloid and Meku here.


      That's why I also think it's tough if we don't have qualities as good as Saikawa's.


      "This is not going to start until I write a song, right?"


      Nanako, having enjoyed Meku's image search, is groaning.


      "It's a music video, after all, so there's always going to be a song."


      "I see, it's just that so far there are no hints. It's my first time to write a song from scratch, so I guess I'm a little anxious."


      Indeed, the last time I had Nanako write a song, there was a specification along with the game's worldview, and it was clear what to do.


      There is no such thing this time, and if there is, it is only that it will be arranged using Meku. I understand how difficult it is.


      "It's our first attempt, and it's totally fine if we start out by just exploring, so let's just start by making something. Then we can think of countermeasures."


      Nanako was still groaning,


      "Hmm, got it. But don't be angry at first, okay?"


      "I won't get angry, I won't get angry"


      Or rather, I have never been angry with Nanako's creations. I once pulled Nanako out of the kotatsu because she was complaining that she didn't want to go to her lesson.


      "Alright... let's get started!"


      The new team Kitayama was restarted with many difficulties for the first time.


      



      * * *


      "Uwaaa~~n, I'm not suited at songwriting after all~~ !!"


      "That's not true! I just said that it was a bit like the song you made before, so let's do something newer!"


      "It's difficult! It's hard enough just to make something new out of the blue, but to be asked to do something different from what you did before is confusing~ uwaa~~n."


      Three days after the restart.


      Immediately, Team Kitayama faced a time of trial.


      "Gusuu... Kyoya said you wouldn't get mad at me, so I made it, but your eyes are kind of scary, and you don't smile at all when you listen to the song. I'm so sick of this~"


      For the time being, I asked Nanako to write a song from a completely original state of mind, or rather, to test what kind of song she would write if she were to start from scratch.


      "It can' t be helped that my eyes are scary and I don't smile, because I was listening to you seriously..."


      However, Nanako seems to be somewhat poor at creating her own worldview, including her own, at the moment.


      The songs that were created for us were indeed "finished", but to be honest, there was not much that broke away from ready-made music. When asked if there was anything that could be evoked from them, I felt that they lacked power.


      So I asked her if it was possible to make something more original, while softly conveying that.


      "I won't leave... here anymore, Kyoya won't be nice to me, so I'll turn into a hermit crab and spend the rest of my life here. Thank you for your long support..."


      Well, this is how it happened.


      "What a mess. I wonder why I came at this time"


      Kawasegawa, who had come over to discuss the content, was also in full give-up mode.


      "Waa~n, even Eiko blames me~! Mou I don’t like it, I'm really not leaving this place!"


      "You are wrong. It's Hashiba that I think is terrible."


      "Uuh..."


      Even though it was more or less expected, it is still heartbreaking if I get beaten by her.


      "Even if the purpose is to see Nanako's aptitude, it is a little too risky to let her create without any hints. If we don't give her a few more hints, won't she just shrink?"


      "You're right..."


      "Wa~i! Wa~i! Kyoya is getting scolded by Eiko~ ♪"


      "If Nanako doesn't get a little stronger, though, that's going to be a problem."


      "Gueh"


      Our team's singer became quiet, sounding like a squashed frog.


      "Anyway, if things keep going the way they are, we're going to be stuck. Does Hashiba have any ideas?"


      "Yeah, I had that ready, too."


      I pulled the materials I had set aside and showed them to Kawasegawa.


      "Links to artists who are making interesting things around vocaloids, CDs by singers who are already active in doujinshi music, and a doujinshi with illustrations of arrangements by Meku. I was thinking of having Nanako take a look at these."


      Perhaps showing interest, I heard rustling noises coming from the room of the singer who had just declared herself a hermit crab.


      "Right, now that I know how difficult it is to create from scratch, I guess that's the next hint that we can give is around that. But..."


      Kawasegawa makes a little thoughtful gesture,


      "I can't say it well, but maybe we need to explore more difficult areas in this case."


      Then she started thinking about something again.


      Kawasegawa is not a person who says these things without any basis in fact. Having said this, she must have some sense of danger regarding this project.


      While I myself enjoyed the sense of exploration, I had a feeling that if things continued as they were, I would probably end up with something that made no sense at all.


      I had thought about how to deal with that, though.


      (... It's not time to bring it out yet)


      While keeping it to myself, I placed the material in front of Nanako's room.


      "Nanako, I'll leave the material here for now so you can look at it whenever you like..."


      Then the door opened a bit and only a hand reached out and grabbed the material and quickly pulled it back in.


      "Are you seriously trying to be a hermit crab!"


      In the meantime, I'm glad to see she's still motivated.


      



      * * *


      With the start of summer vacation, some students who have moved out of their parents' homes are returning to their hometowns. It's a time when the number of students in the area around Share House Kitayama is also decreasing.


      This would naturally lead to a decrease in the number of part-time workers, so many stores start hiring at this time of the year.


      "W-Welcome..."


      Saikawa Minori, who has decided to stay at the share house instead of returning home because her parents' house is relatively close, is taking on her part-time job at the convenience store with a nervous look on her face.


      "Uuh ~, I'm nervous"


      "It's oozing out of your whole body, I understand well."


      Even though her previous job was also in the service industry, it didn't seem to make much sense as an experience.


      Saikawa was looking for another part-time job, as her part-time job at Cafe Bar Moon Rabbits was indeed a problematic one in many ways. Her family was fairly well off, and she was able to live off of their money. However, she was looking for a new job to give her life a little more meaning.


      Then, the convenience store where Nanako and I work had an opening for a part-time position, and as a result of our introduction, she was hired immediately.


      "I really owe a lot to the seniors for everything you've done for me."


      "Do not worry about it"


      "But that's another matter, you know."


      "...Don’t go anticipate me"


      Well, I was going to talk about it a little bit.


      In the end, Saikawa had not yet accepted the position of illustrator.


      "Nanako, would you mind accompanying Saikawa for a moment?"


      When I called out to her, Nanako was taking fried food out of the fryer,


      "I'm a hermit crab right now, so please don't talk to me ~"


      "Are you still doing that setting?"


      She seemed to still be sulking and returned such words.


      "This is a business, so please do it properly, hermit crab-senpai."


      "Not hermit crab-senpai!"


      Nanako walked up to Saikawa, indignant.


      "Have you learned how to run a cash register?"


      "Ah, I just got a brief overview from the manager and Hashiba-san..."


      "Yeah, then I'll just check it out and try it with the next customer."


      "Yes"


      While Saikawa is working the cash register with an inexperienced hand, Nanako carefully teaches her how to do it.


      She is a very different person from the childish spoiled brat she was the other day, and now she is a normal, gentle senior.


      "Thank you, thank you"


      It seemed she was able to do it all at once, and Saikawa bowed her head to Nanako.


      The person who was being told said, "It's okay~," she said lightly and retreated to the back room.


      "She's still a little awkward, but she's a serious girl, and I think she'll get the hang of it."


      "Thank you, I think it was nice to see."


      Saikawa is the type of person who doesn't get things done at random, so mistakes around the cash register are likely to be few and far between.


      "... During becoming hermit crab, I read materials and listened to music, properly."


      Nanako mumbles a little shyly.


      "I see. Thank you"


      Despite the complaints, I am very grateful that she does what must be done in this way.


      "So what's your impression?"


      "Yeah. Well... I don't really understand it. I think I would be more comfortable if I wrote and sang a normal song."


      She means Vocaloids. Well, if it was Nanako, who can sing well on her own, it might be natural to think so.


      "But"


      Nanako cut off her words there for a moment,


      "I think it's really great that people who can't sing or don't like to sing themselves can still write songs with vocals."


      Yes, that's exactly why Vocaloid brought about a major earth-shaking change.


      Eventually, this trend will spread to the entire music industry... I see, Nanako used to be exactly that type of person.


      "Well, I'll stick with it a little longer. I'm sorry, but I'm still going to ask Kyoya to accompany me."


      "Well, of course"


      In any case, I didn't expect it to be easy, and I was rather relieved that Nanako was willing to take a stand like this.


      Maybe we can talk a little about that after my part-time job today... When I am thinking so,


      "Kyaa, I'm sorry!"


      We heard voices from the cashier, and we both rushed to get a look.


      "I accidentally forgot to include it, my apologies."


      Apparently, she forgot to put in a spoon for ice cream, which was pointed out to her by a customer.


      "I'm glad it wasn't a big trouble."


      "... Yeah, I agree"


      In fact, Saikawa apologized as best she could, and things seemed to be settled without a problem.


      "I-I'm sorry, I'm sorry."


      As Saikawa bows her head many times, the customer laughs and says, "Don't worry about it," and in turn, replies, "Good luck with your part-time job".


      Somehow, it seemed like she was getting through it in a good way.


      "Thank goodness, looks like she was able to recover properly, Nana..."


      Looking to the side, Nanako was watching Saikawa's movements with serious eyes.


      It was not like a senior part-time worker watching over a junior employee. There was a sense of tension in the air, like an animal guarding the hunt.


      "U-Um, Nanako-san?"


      When I asked again, Nanako spoke in a quiet tone,


      "Clever, perfection, awesome"


      "As I thought, that girl... was born with the ability to make a man fall. That's nice... I can't act like that..."


      "...Don't be impressed by that."


      It may be a valuable skill for someone like Nanako, who can handle it all with ease, though.


      



      * * *


      After my shift ended that day, Nanako and I went straight home to work.


      "Then I'll just keep writing phrases as I go along, and if there's anything that sticks, just let me know."


      "Yeah, I got it"


      Nanako nodded and began to place the parts in a fast-paced manner, maneuvering the sequencer software with great dexterity.


      After the production of Haru Sora, Nanako's work efficiency has increased dramatically. After all, experiencing actual work, even if you have to push yourself, is a great way to grow as a person.


      "Listen to this for a moment"


      "I get it"


      Listen to the quickly created phrases all the way from the end. What remains is kept, and what does not remain is mercilessly deleted.


      It may seem a bit wasteful, but Nanako told me that taking the plunge and throwing it away can lead to the next step.


      "It's a good way to get rid of the lingering feelings. I feel like I have to make something new and better."


      "Really, you've come on strong ...... Nanako"


      "That's because I was trained by a demon."


      With a giggle, Nanako never stopped working.


      Nanako looks really happy when she does this.


      While we were just repeating the trial and error process, Nanako suddenly asked a question.


      "Are you still having trouble convincing Minori-chan?"


      "Yeah, she said she still can't get over her embarrassment."


      "I see. Well, at first, that's right. I was embarrassed too."


      "Speaking of which, Nanako was very reluctant to upload the videos."


      "Yeah! But Kyoya said I must do it, so... Mou."


      Sorry sorry, while apologizing,


      "But aren't you glad you uploaded it, right?"


      Nanako was a little embarrassed,


      "... Yeah. I didn't think I would get that many reactions from so many people. Without that, I wouldn't have been able to sing in front of people, and I wouldn't have been prepared for it."


      Nanako's eyes were shining. She had lived so long without seeing what was inside of her, and now she was able to firmly believe in her own seriousness.


      "I had to do it anyway. Even if I fail a lot, it's okay if I succeed in the end."


      Despite all the whining with her mouth about this and that, this girl is strong after all.


      No matter how many failures may follow, whether or not we can believe that there is something beyond them. That seems to be the borderline between whether or not one can become a creator.


      "Well, I guess I'll make some more."


      Nanako stretched her back with a "Hmm" and went back to the sequencer with another flurry of popping.


      The sequence of bars of different lengths, moving in waves from left to right, was like watching the process of creating a single picture.


      (……Ah)


      I could not do this because it would have interfered with Nanako, but if I had been alone at the time, I surely would have been on my knees in real life.


      That's right. I had seen this posture of Nanako's, the feeling of being solemnly facing the wall, a long time ago. I thought I would never forget it, that there was no way I could forget it, but it would be put aside, interrupted by other memories that would come over me.


      But coming here, the memory of that time came vividly back to me. It was the same dark room, with only the quiet sound of work.


      "Hmm, I think that's about it for today. ...... Hey, Kyoya, what's wrong, you make a difficult face."


      "No, it's more like a face that's got a lot on its mind because something difficult is about to be solved, I'm sure."


      Nanako was tilting her head, she had no idea what I was talking about.


      



      * * *


      The next day. I knocked on the door.


      "Saikawa, can I talk to you for a second?"


      Of course, my persuasion continued.


      "... Okay, but I won't say YES?"


      That's pretty stubborn of you to turn me down at the start.


      "I didn't come here today to try to convince you in the first place. I just wanted to talk to you."


      "A talk, is it?"


      "Yes. I'm not going to tell you to join the team, so why don't you come out?"


      After waiting about five minutes after I said that, Saikawa finally walked out of the room.


      "Um, just for the record."


      "No explanation and no benefit"


      Saikawa sat across the desk from me.


      Again, after convincing her that I would not try to persuade her, I decided to start talking.


      "Saikawa likes to draw, right?"


      "Yes, I like it."


      "But you don't like it when it's seen by an unknown number of people."


      "……Yes"


      Now the "yes" was a bit weak.


      "But do you want to make a career out of drawing someday?"


      Saikawa responded yes, not with words, but by nodding her head.


      "I know it's not good enough as it is. But I am so embarrassed to have strangers look at my pictures."


      Haa, she sigh.


      "I can't do it if I'm conscious of other people. I can draw by myself to satisfy myself, but if I start thinking about how other people will see it or what they will think of it...... I can't draw at all. "


      And 'I'm sorry', she said and continued.


      "Even though I got a lot of help from senpai. I want to do something to repay you, but I just can't take the plunge on something related to drawing."


      Hardly any other artist has ever drawn a picture for themselves. It was understandable that she would stop drawing as soon as they started to be conscious of others.


      But if she continues, she will end up dreaming of a career in drawing.


      "Follow me"


      I called out to her and went back upstairs to my room.


      Sitting side by side in front of my work PC, I opened my old work files.


      "How many of Haru Sora's illustrations have you seen from Shinoaki?"


      "Yes, about two original drawings of the final draft. What about it?"


      I nodded and pointed the mouse cursor to a folder labeled "Original Rough Drawings".


      "It's something I'll show you with the permission of Shinoaki, but just think of it as something special. Can you promise me that?"


      "Y-Yes..."


      Saikawa nervously nodded her head vigorously.


      "Okay. Then open this folder."


      Saikawa opens the folder using the mouse she received from me.


      "Eh, this is ..."


      The moment it opened, Saikawa covered her mouth and exclaimed.


      A frightening number of files. All of them were images, which naturally included rough sketches of event illustrations. Some were lightly colored, others were black-and-white pencil drawings of various kinds, but they all had one thing in common.


      "...The same designated picture, isn't it?"


      "Yeah, that's right."


      Although there were subtle changes in composition and differences in the size of the figures, they were all the "same picture" with the designation ev16.


      "While progressing to shadow specification and provisional coloring, each was taken back about two times. If you count all the retakes ...... it must be in the 3 digits."


      "Hyaa, over 100 retakes!"


      Saikawa involuntarily let out a loud cry and rushed to cover her mouth.


      "Hashiba-senpai looks like a nice person, but actually you are very scary person..."


      "A scary person?"


      "Because, I mean, it's not normal to make Aki-san more than a hundred retakes..."


      Seeing my expression, Saikawa seemed to have guessed something. After a moment of silence, she murmured with a look of disbelief on her face.


      "Um, no way, this retake"


      I nodded,


      "I think it's just as you imagine. This is almost entirely a retake that Shinoaki did on her own."


      There were a wide variety of reasons. But most of them were completely unknown even to me. However, the revised version had definitely evolved in some way from the previous one.


      "Shinoaki has always been based on what she thinks of herself as a value, not how others see her."


      "Herself...?"


      Saikawa was stunned by the pile of rough, and mumbled.


      "Yes. Shinoaki has been fighting herself all along."


      When I get up from the spot,


      "There's one more thing I want to show you."


      



      Accompanied by Saikawa, I walked out of the room and gently turned the doorknob of the room right next to mine.


      "Senpai, isn't that Aki-san's room...!"


      "I have permission for this too. It's okay."


      I beckoned to Saikawa, and through the gap in the door, we looked inside the room.


      In the dimly lit room, only the light of the monitor shone in the back of the room.


      "Ah, Aki-san ..."


      Saikawa can't help but let the words slip out.


      The sound of a pen moving restlessly. The faint sound of breathing. The picture is completed step by step over time. However, even when the picture seems to be almost finished, she deletes it without hesitation and draws a new one.


      "No way, that's almost done."


      "I don't think it matters, for Shinoaki."


      Even if, from the side, it was a near-finished draft, if she was not satisfied with it, it was as good as nothing.


      Quietly closed the door of Shinoaki's room.


      I go down to the first floor again, accompanied by Saikawa. As we descended the creaking stairs, I spoke to her again.


      "To be a professional, it is important to be aware of what others think of you. In that sense, I don't think Shinoaki is in the professional realm yet."


      In fact, she was somewhat poor at taking suggestions and correcting it.


      "But Shinoaki already has something important as an illustrator before that. That's why I wanted her to grow even bigger."


      "The important thing that senpai say is ... fighting myself?"


      I nodded.


      "Yes. Because with people who can do that, I'm sure they can create something good."


      Shinoaki, and Nanako, too. They were able to trust and share their work because they could ruin themselves and create together.


      Saikawa seemed to be thinking about something. Slowly, one step at a time, she descended the stairs,


      "Aki-san is cool..."


      Yes, she mumbled.


      We sat down at the living room table, again, facing each other.


      "When we greeted each other in the club room, I told Saikawa that I wanted to make things together, right?"


      "... Yes, you said it."


      "What did you think?"


      Saikawa turned her gaze into the air, as if remembering.


      "I've always been drawing only for myself, so I wondered why this person would want to work with me?"


      I nodded slowly.


      "But after what you've just heard, I think you'll understand why I said that?"


      "Ah……"


      Saikawa nodded lightly this time, as if he had understood.


      "It is true that by working with us, your drawings will be seen by others. But that is just the result. At this stage, I would never tell you to be conscious of what others see. I want to use pictures that Saikawa herself thinks are good in our works. Even so... I wonder if we can work together."


      I bow my head.


      "We need your illustrations"


      The clock in the room continues to tick quietly. Saikawa remained silent the whole time.


      A moped running outside approaches with a loud noise. The sound of a strong engine, perhaps modified in some way, was close for a moment, and then it was off into the distance.


      "Um, senpai... please raise your head."


      Saikawa urged me to raise my head with a tone of gratitude.


      "Haah..."


      After a sigh, Saikawa's cheeks puffed out in dissatisfaction.


      "As I thought senpai is a scary person."


      With a bitter smile,


      "Even though you said you wouldn't try to persuade me, you did in the end."


      Perhaps she was unwilling to be described as such, but she said something like that.


      "Well, maybe so. But"


      I look straight at Saikawa.


      "I wouldn't let someone who really doesn't want to do it do it. Even Saikawa, I think, would like to have a chance for one last trigger?"


      Strong interest in the illustrations and activities of Shinoaki. She had come to the point where she was right on the verge of wanting to try it herself.


      That's why I invited her.


      "...Etto, that"


      Saikawa looked down, embarrassed,


      "You're right ... I'm sorry."


      I almost laughed. Nanako is like that, but there are many students who can't express their feelings honestly in this house.


      "Then can I ask you again ...... to join team Kitayama Tri?"


      Saikawa nodded heavily,


      "I am inexperienced, but please treat me well, senpai."


      This time it wasn't a wry smile, but a fresh one.


      "I'm going to fight like Aki-san did, with myself."


      "Okay, then I'll explain the project right away."
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      With materials in hand, I began to explain the project to the new illustrator.


      



      * * *


      Thus, at long last, Team Kitayama Tri finally got off to a real start.


      Once Saikawa got serious, it was quick from there. Saikawa understood what I was saying, and she started to come up with new Meku designs one after the other.


      "But shouldn't we wait until we know what the sound is going to be?"


      "No, we need to increase the number of moves first, so just draw as you see fit."


      This is not the way to place an order with a professional, but it was Saikawa's first time to do so. In order to familiarize herself with the process, I explained my intentions to her and had her mass-produce a rough draft.


      "Hmm... I can't do it yet... Hmm Hmm."


      And the distressed Composer seemed to have yet to make the first move.


      I was present as much as possible and tried to offer her something that would hook her, but... it didn't seem to move the heart.


      And Shinoaki, on the other hand, had been staying in her room more and more often.


      "I'm home~. Haa, so tired..."


      I didn't ask any questions about the Kuroda team because I thought it was against the rules, but I did make sure to be very careful about the meeting anyway.


      "Welcome home, dinner is almost ready."


      "Thank you ~, Chikuzen-ni, I'm so happy"


      Sitting down on a cushion in the living room, she breathe a sigh of relief.


      "You look tired. Have a meeting today?"


      "Yeah, a solo performance by Kuroda-kun ~"


      Kuroda's method of meeting, or rather explaining his concept, is a little unusual. He makes a presentation in front of the members, and then makes an impassioned speech while showing slides of the presentation.


      If the times were the times, this style would be suitable for a venture company president. But then again, it's not as if I'm being intrusive,


      "It was very easy to understand, and it inspired me to try to make it ~"


      And since it was well-received by Shinoaki, I guess he is by no means self-centered.


      (Did he change the style a bit... Or maybe he was like that all along)


      Regardless, it was safe to say that the character was generally as expected.


      He will not choose any means to make a good work. He just says that the results can be disastrous.


      If this continues to bring out the new style of Shinoaki ...... it will be a pleasure.


      "Ah, Aki-san, welcome back!"


      The door of the room opened, and Saikawa came out for a short run from inside.


      "Minori-chan, I'm home. Have you been a good girl?"


      "Yes, I have ~!"


      Saikawa is crouching and Shinoaki is stroking her head.


      What is this ...... precious feeling.


      "So sorry, I know it's too soon, but I wanted you to see my drawing again..."


      "Of course, fine ~"


      Saikawa's drawings are spread out one after another on the living room table.


      Saikawa's questions were very numerous, ranging from the basics to the finer details. However, Shinoaki answered all of them carefully.


      "Minori-chan has become quite familiar with digital."


      "Wa-wah... it's fun, really...!"


      Indeed, as Shinoaki said, Saikawa was surprisingly good at it.


      Originally, I was not that familiar with digital drawing, and she was self-taught in painting, and the lines were still very rough, but now she was creating her own tone by adding various gradations to the cel painting.


      Above all, the bold use of textured finishes is interesting, and I see this as being quite prominent, as not many people have established this yet in this era.


      "This was also advised to me by Aki-san."


      When I complimented her on the texture application, Saikawa was grateful and said so.


      "If it were me, it wouldn't fit, but I thought Minori-chan's style would be cool ~"


      My original plan was for them to influence each other in this way, while developing their good points.


      For the moment, it seems that the influence of Shinoaki is greater, but I am sure that in the future, the opposite will become more and more the case. If possible, I would like to see that happen.


      



      * * *


      After dinner, Nanako opened the kitchen shelves,


      "Ahre, we're out of soy sauce."


      "Eh, It's already gone. What about the others?"


      "Mirin and salad oil ... and maybe some kitchen paper"


      "I just bought kitchen paper the other day..."


      As I said this, I looked to the side and saw Shinoaki raising her hand apologetically.


      "... I spilled a lot of water again."


      I smiled bitterly,


      "Then, I'm going to go shopping at the supermarket."


      "Thank you, then please. I'll summarize the shortage just in case."


      Nanako also checked the other stockpiles and gave me a memo with the list.


      "Oh, then I'll help you, take me ~"


      "Oh no, I'll go..."


      Saikawa tried to stand up, but Shinoaki stopped her with her hand,


      "I'm going because of the kitchen paper...!"


      With a strangely responsible voice, Shinoaki's mind was filled with a sense of responsibility.


      



      In the latter half of July, the heat is indeed getting to be too much.


      Today is better because there is still a breeze, but normally I would be sweating incessantly.


      "It's pretty hot ~"


      Shinoaki is also walking around, fanning her cheeks with her hands.


      "Now that we have the money, let's at least get a cooler in the living room."


      The share house is not equipped with a cooler. So there have been many times in the past when we have discussed the idea of everyone pooling their money together to install a cooler.


      However, it was still expensive, and since we could manage by opening windows, turning on fans, and if we couldn't resist, we could all escape to a coffee shop, it was eventually put on hold.


      Then came the production of a doujinshi game. We had a lot of money for a college student. We had more money than we could afford to spend on a cooler.


      "Hmm, but I still don't know what's out there, so I'll just leave it."


      "You're right……"


      So we left the cooler talk for another day.


      The money left behind by Tsurayuki was left untouched. Or rather, the money allocated to us was hardly spent.


      Leaving something behind for something else seems to be a very practical decision for us who have been through a lot.


      Walking along the sidewalk at the river's edge, Shinoaki opened her mouth again.


      "Kyoya-kun, you seemed a little concerned about something today."


      "Eh... no, not really"


      "No, I got it. When I talked about Kuroda-kun."


      I really don't think I can lie to Shinoaki.


      She's easygoing in tone and mood, but her words at every juncture are sharp and she has good intuition.


      In that future world, although it's unlikely, my body shudders at the thought for a moment of what horrible things would happen ...... if I were to cheat on my wife.


      "Yes, I did ... a little"


      "Fufu, I guess I hit the nail on the head"


      Shinoaki gave a mischievous smile,


      "It is true that Kuroda-kun is a person who thinks of interesting things, totally different from Kyoya-kun. I also get a totally different feeling every day. But..."


      Then she stares at me.


      "Because Kyoya-kun told me, I was able to make those discoveries. Without Kyoya-kun, nothing would have started."


      "Shinoaki..."


      Suddenly, I wanted to hug her and cry.


      I wanted to expose the insecurity in my heart and wanted it to be healed.


      But I can't do that. There is no way I can do that. She, too, is trying a new challenge away from everyone else, feeling frustrated that she can't draw what she wants to draw.


      And yet, if I alone were to say such a spoiled thing... it's too pathetic.


      "Last year we were all making movies together, but this year it's completely different."


      Shinoaki murmured.


      "Yes"


      Tsurayuki was gone, and Shinoaki was now on a separate team.


      I am always uncertain if this is really the right thing to do.


      Perhaps she sensed my anxiety,


      "Hey, Kyoya-kun"


      "Hmm...? Eh, Shinoaki, wai..."


      Shinoaki came around in front of me and gently hugged me.


      Her face is just around the chest of my body.


      "You think a lot, don't you, Kyoya-kun."


      "Uu..." 


      "I believe in you. So, don't worry."


      A hand on my back lightly patted and stroked my back to calm me down. Her breathing hit my stomach, and the heat seemed to melt my whole body.


      "Ah... aah"


      I could see tears welling up in the corners of my eyes, and I shook my head to keep Shinoaki from seeing them.


      It was a tropical night outside and both of us should have been physically hot.


      But I didn't want to let go of such comfortable and reassuring heat.


      I wanted to say something back to Shinoaki. But I couldn't think of anything else to say, and if I thought and spoke, I was afraid it would all come tumbling down again.


      So I,


      "Thank you, Shinoaki"


      In the future and in the past, I expressed my unchanging gratitude with the words I kept saying to her.
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      * * *


      Three days later. Nanako appeared at the team's regular meeting, her eyes greatly bloodshot.


      Her eyes were looking down, and she was clearly sleep deprived.


      "I'm sorry... I couldn't..."


      She fell down suddenly,


      "I thought I'd try to figure it out just by feeling... but it was a little impossible..."


      Nanako was completely in a slump.


      Rethink with a new image. It's easy to say, but in reality, it's very difficult. Besides, Nanako still seemed to have the same habits from the previous game production.


      (I didn't want to think about it too much, but ...... obviously a negative effect of that time, right.)


      Present a sample song in the dark and ask her to create a song that feels similar to it.


      Analyzing existing songs is a good way to learn and not a bad experience. There are plenty of such requests in the world itself.


      But what was required of Nanako now was to break away from such copy-like works and to surpass the songs she had created in the past. It was a battle with herself, different from the one suffered by Shinoaki and Saikawa.


      "Oh, Nanako, don't worry about it! Just eat and sleep and you'll come up with another great song!"


      "Thank you, Hikawa ~, but I want to die here now ~"


      Nanako plopped down on the floor, moaning like a zombie.


      Nanako is not that pessimistic just yet. Even though it is a slump, in her mind it is temporary, and she must think that somehow, somehow it will work out.


      But I had a sense of crisis. If Nanako were to continue in her current slump for a long time, she would surely fall into a big valley at some point. Considering how far she had come to be able to work on her singing, it would be quite difficult for her to recover from the point where she once fell.


      No matter how motivated she is, we should not commit the folly of thinking that it is an absolute.


      (It's my turn to decide, I guess)


      That is why we need to decide on the concept of this video as soon as possible. The more we can narrow down what we need to do, the easier it will be for Nanako to get hints, and the more accurate it will be.


      But we don't have that idea now. Somehow, if we don't decide on it and tell Nanako about it soon, it will affect Saikawa's illustrations.


      "Hashiba, are you okay? You look very grim..."


      Kawasegawa was worried about me, as if my worries were showing on my face.


      "Don't worry, I've already decided"


      I think it is time to collect a variety of things. What we are lacking, and what we will be seeking in the future.


      "I'll definitely figure something out."


      I mumbled, a little more modest than usual, but with renewed determination.


      



    

  


  
    

      Chapter 5: I Think




      The famous Geizaka slope of Daigeidai is usually not difficult to climb or descend, but when the heat, cold, rain, snow, and other factors come together, it suddenly becomes a very difficult slope. (Note: University of Arts)


      And today it was raining. It was raining so hard that even an umbrella was of little use, and I was walking up the hill to the research lab on an errand.


      "Even if an escalator is impossible, at least put a roof on it..."


      Fu, I raised my head and stopped talking to myself at the unexpected face.


      "Hihi, we meet in the strangest places, Hashiba."


      I hadn't seen him since that day when we verbally punched each other.


      He was wearing a raincoat, not an umbrella, over his head. His trademark long arms and legs were not showing at all, and this only added to the eeriness.


      "I haven't asked Shinoaki anything about your side. Is it going well?"


      Kuroda smiled with his mouth wide open. It was a smile as fresh as the blue sky.


      "Awesome~... Shino is... really awesome!"


      He said it was refreshing to see how she understood what he explained almost perfectly, and how she not only understood it, but came back with even more ideas than what he had aimed for.


      "That's a hell of a talent. We're just prepared, the other side will definitely come up with a superior move. I feel like I'm playing a game of chess that I can never win.......Every time I'm playing, I'm freaking out.......That's thrilling…! ”


      He must have realized he was talking out of his mind, because he cut off his words there,


      "Hihi, as I declared, I'm going to make the best work."


      "That's good to hear. It motivates me, too."


      "No time to be motivated by what other people are doing. Well, that's all right. It's none of my business."


      Quietly look down,


      "In the end, you and I couldn't care less about anyone else."


      "........."


      "Because life is incredibly short. You can only hold one or two things at most."


      Kuroda said plainly.


      I didn't have anything to answer, but his talk sounded tough.


      Especially for me, who has lost many things as a result of being greedy and holding on to everything.


      "I said something unnecessary. See you."


      Perhaps unwilling to talk about serious matters, Kuroda did not look back and went soundlessly down the rain-slapped slope.


      I stood there for a while in the heavy rain.


      "I'll hold them, absolutely"


      I had already made up my mind a long time ago. All that remained was "do something about it".


      



      * * *


      To tell the truth, we haven't even reached the first stage yet.


      Nanako is still in a slump. No songs have come up, and only groans can be heard from the room. For the time being, Saikawa was exploring various ideas for arranging Meku.


      But even that is limited. We had to decide on a concept as soon as possible. So Kawasegawa and I were in daily contact and brainstorming about the concept ...... but we were still unable to come to a decision.


      "What should we do..."


      I kept thinking about it in the club room of the Art Research Club as I sat in front of a fan. The rain that had been falling before noon had stopped by evening, and now the air was constantly humid and hot.


      "Hassy-san, if you keep giving a bitter look when you come to the club room, it will make me hot and bothered too. It's so hot."


      Kiryu-san complained to me in an annoying way.


      "It's fine, right. Sometimes I have worries, too. But it's hot"


      "You always seem to be worried. But it's so hot."


      ...... Is that so? Well, now that he mentions it, yes, there may be a lot of them.


      Anyway, when it's this hot, I always think about the heat before I talk about the topic.


      "I wanted to put a cooler in the Art Research Club room to beat the heat!"


      As usual, he stood up in his chair,


      "They said it's unfair that one circle has to spend too much money on electricity, so a cooler is not allowed! I'm going to risk my own body to make a case against the school for heat stroke, so get ready!"


      Since the circle building was also a school facility, the school had all the electricity for the building. Indeed, it would be a problem if it was biased toward certain circles.


      However, all the members of the club were the same about the desire to have a cooler installed.


      "Let's buy ice cream, it's Kiryu-san's treat"


      "You~! Leave the illusion that your senpai will always treat you to a drink in the 20th century~!!"


      Well, I don't think ice cream will make it better.


      "Well, isn't Kakihara-san going to the usual training camp for the dance team?"


      Sugimoto-san, who was fanning himself with a large fan, approached the tired dancer who was slumped over on the tatami mats.


      "Yeah, the organizer got a girlfriend and went on a trip on his own. Since there was no one to organize the event, it was canceled this year."


      "A girlfriend, you said! That man deserves to die."


      Kiryu-san was getting lively, but even you have Hiyama-san, don't you.


      "It's a pity. The hot springs at the recreation center and the sea at Shirahama are the best right now."


      "Right~. Maybe they should take 2~3 people with them."


      I see, there is such a thing as a recreation center.


      I remember we booked it for a shooting last summer. It was reasonable, and it was fun to feel like we were on vacation.


      "Eh, what is that recreation center?"


      An unexpected person spoke up.


      "Kiryu-san, don't tell me you don't know about it? It's a facility owned by this school corporation in Shirahama, where you can stay at a reasonable price and enjoy hot springs and the ocean."


      After talking that far,


      "Sho――――ck! I didn't know that!"


      Kiryu-san finally stood up on the desk.


      "Don't get so worked up, Kiryu-san."


      "Yes, you obviously can go to the beach, here in Osaka."


      Yes, there is usually an ocean in Osaka, even if it is in a prefecture without mountains. Moreover, there are many sandy beaches where one can go swimming just a short distance away.


      I assumed that a student of the arts and crafts naturally knows, but,


      "You guys... You know nothing, nothing, about the suffering of photography students!"


      Raising his hands to the sky, Kiryu-san began to speak the cries of his soul.


      "Listen, you guys, the photography department is going on a photo trip with the department to a place called Kamikochi! We're all going together, men and women, and you get your hopes up, you think it's going to be the start of a story, or a premonition, or something. But! Not even a little! Not at all! It's extremely cold in Kamikochi in winter, and you can walk on ice. You can even catch wakasagi! People are dying from the cold and there's no love or anything else! Everyone's just trying to survive! I'd rather have a disposable body warmer than some guy's human skin! The white album ends with a blank slate!"


      We couldn't help but feel sorry for Kiryu-san, whose speech was longer than usual. Indeed, he would have been envious of the heat of Shirahama if he had lived such a youth.


      "...to go"


      "Eh?"


      "I want to go! Shirahama Beach! Hot Springs! Bathing! That's what I've been missing my whole life! Please, everyone, I'll use club funds to pay for the trip, so please build me a golden memory for my meager summer vacation!"


      Having said that, the 24-year-old guy was in a prostrate pose on the desk.


      "...What are we going to do?"


      "Somehow, I am starting to feel sorry for him..."


      First, we had to start everything by persuading Hiyama-san, who came to the clubroom later...


      



      * * *


      "Yay! It's Shirahama! I'm going swimming! College life!"


      The moment the train arrived at the station, the first to jump out was the oldest of the group, a 24-year-old male.


      "Pathetic... I've already finished my college life..."


      Behind him, Hiyama-san sighs deeply.


      "Well, well, he said he'd never been there."


      "It's a dream come true, so I guess it's all good."


      The men were relatively sympathetic to Kiryu-san.


      "You guys, you don't understand that guy. There's absolutely no way this is going to end well."


      Hiyama-san assured us, called us over, and gave us an earful.


      "Listen? Do not let him have the camera anyway. Do not let him near the women who are coming with us. If he says something like, "I've got a good idea!" you should do everything in your power to keep his mouth shut. This is your duty. Understand?"


      "U-Understand...!"


      Indeed, if I neglected what I had just been told, it was going to be an unnecessary event.


      "It's been a while since I've been to the beach. How long has it been since you've been here, Minori-chan?"


      "I-I haven't been there since I was in the second grade of high school...!"


      Shinoaki and Saikawa looked very happy.


      I was especially worried about Saikawa, but from the looks of it, she seems to be fine.


      "I wonder if it's okay that we came too..."


      "They invited us, so we just have to be proud."


      Nanako and Kawasegawa were also with us, as they were acquaintances.


      "So, are you sure you were right to have me come along, Hashiba?"


      "Don't worry, Hikawa, it was decided that everyone here is going to be involved."


      In the end, the group consisted of everyone who was involved in the recent Saikawa case, and it was like a thank-you party.


      Shirahama is a bit far from the station to the beach.


      So we took a local bus to get there, but Kiryu-san was already bursting with excitement from the bus.


      "Blue sky! Hey, Hassy, look! The sky is blue! Isn't it amazing? Don't you think it's a virtue of mine that the sky is clear?"


      "I-I think so, I think so"


      "Wai! Wai! Let's rent a boat! We'll have to rent floats too! Ah, that's right, I have a good idea ♪"


      Immediately, a group of three men from the Art Club, who are all bewildered, begin to restrain Kiryu-san.


      "Kiryu-sa~n, look, there's an oyster shack over there!"


      "Eh, really ?! Let's go eat there later!"


      "What are we going to do when we get there? Borrow a parasol and set it up, and I want Buchou to lead from there."


      "I'll take care of it! I've got it all planned out!"


      Apparently, he forgot the "good idea", and everyone was relieved and stroked their chest.


      "The usually hot, dull, and quiet part of him is"


      "It's getting even more annoying, isn't it?"


      "He looks like a drug addict."


      "Good job guys. But we need to take care of the girls over here as well as those around us..."


      Sugimoto-san told me to look at the rear of the bus.


      The girls are looking out the window and talking happily. They are all quite cute, including Hiyama-san, even without any patronizing comments.


      This is the first time Kiryu-san will see all of them in their swimsuits. He and Hiyama-san are old friends, so there's a chance he might see one, but the second and first year students are ...... in danger.


      "We must be vigilant..."


      "Right……"


      We secretly vowed to protect the girls, including the precious new member.


      



      * * *


      However.


      "Hyu~, it's the sea~! I'm the first one ~~ !!"


      Immediately after arriving at the beach and changing clothes, the four-year-old research student was rushing into the surf with a floatation ring and underwater glasses in hand.


      Since the rush was without any interest in the women's swimsuits, it is safe to say that it was really a straight line.


      "Wow, the sea is lukewarm! The sun is so hot! This is what summer is all about! Come on, you guys!"


      "Uoh! Bucho seems to be in a good mood! I'll be right there too!"


      "Oh, Hikawa-kun, hurry, let's take a long-distance swim, the one who goes to that island first wins!"


      Kiryu-san and Hikawa's hot-blooded group, started squealing and giggling on the beach ahead.


      In contrast, the three men from the Art Club, completely out of the loop, were stunned.


      "That was too surprising a response..."


      "I wonder what this is all about, did the summer sea purify senpai."


      "I'm sure Kiryu-san craved the sea much more than we thought he would."


      I felt somewhat out of sorts and at the same time sorry for doubting him.


      "I thought he seemed like a middle schooler, so I warned you about him lunging at girls, but it turns out he's an elementary schooler inside ...... I didn't know that..."


      Hiyama-san looks at Kiryu-san, who is splashing around at the water's edge with a distant look in her eyes. Indeed, the way that he was frolicking was best described as that of an elementary school student.


      "Well, but it's a relief that way... After all, they are dangerous girls to put in front of middle school student..."


      I said this and looked back at the girls who had changed their clothes.


      "It's been a year since I've been in the sea ~, it's so blue ~"


      Shinoaki has kept her breast size well even after a year.


      "That's a great person... There are about 10 times as many as on the local beaches..."


      Saikawa's breasts are a bit modest, but her overall style is well balanced.


      "Hora, everyone should apply sunscreen properly. Or you'll turn bright red and die later ~ "


      Nanako has the largest breasts as well as the most exposure.


      "We also need to go borrow a parasol."


      Kawasegawa has amazingly white skin and a slender body.


      The thought of throwing a live middle school student into this lineup is too frightening.


      Hiyama-san nodded repeatedly,


      "Well, I thought about it at last year's school festival, but the level of the girls around the Art Club is really high?"


      I really think that.


      "Then I'll go rent a parasol for now, and we'll leave the luggage here and decide who will swim and who will stay behind."


      "Understood ~!"


      



      * * *


      In this way, a vacation that was too ordinary began.


      The first half of the event was filled with Kiryu-san's fuss over a cramp in his leg, Kiryu-san stretching his arm in a strange direction while playing beach volleyball and fainting in agony, and Kiryu-san innocently starting to take off his sea pants in front of everyone, saying he had been stung by a jellyfish and getting smacked by Hiyama-san.


      Then, after a lunch break, the second half of the day,


      "Ahre? Hassy's not coming?"


      While the men were going to the rocky area,


      "I'll pass. I'll be watching the luggage, so why don't you all go."


      I was indeed a bit tired from running around playing beach volleyball.


      Shinoaki stretched and shook her breasts firmly, saying "Hmm" and,


      "I think I'm going to go. Do you want to go too, Minori-chan?"


      "Ah, I'm going!"


      The girl who loves Shinoaki seems to follow her as a matter of course.


      "If you two are going, I'm going too. What about you, Nanako-chan?"


      Hiyama-san asked,


      "I-I think I'll stay. I'm worried about the luggage, that."


      She says, glancing at me.


      (Is there something she wants to talk about... Ah!)


      That's where the memories rapidly come back to me.


      (Don't tell me that this is where the "talk" will come in...!)


      When it's just the two of us, the topics of conversation gradually run out as a matter of course. And then, after a few silent moments of talking about the temperature like "It's hot, isn’t it", then the conversation is suddenly cut short...


      (W-What should I do? As expected, I'm not prepared for it now...)


      I had felt a sense of crisis on my own, then,


      "I'll stay. I need to rest in the shade."


      "Eh?"


      Kawasegawa also raised her hand to be part of the stay group. Frankly, it was a blessing in disguise. Now I could avoid the topic from going in a strange direction.


      "E-Eiko is staying too...?"


      "Why do both Hashiba and Nanako look like that..."


      Me with a relieved face, Nanako with a slightly resentful face, and Kawasegawa with a puzzled look.


      Leaving the strange three of us behind,


      "We're off then!"


      The cave expedition team, led by an elementary school boy, went out with great enthusiasm.


      The midsummer sun was still shining brilliantly. In the strong light that burned our skin, the remaining three of us were sitting under the beach parasol.


      The position was that the two girls were sitting with me in between them. Nanako was on my right and Kawasegawa on my left.


      "You know, Kyoya..."


      "W-What, Nanako"


      Nanako suddenly started talking to me, and I was startled from the very beginning.


      "I'm sorry I haven't written any songs yet. I've kept you waiting, right?"


      Thank goodness. The topic was peaceful, or rather, not causing a stir.


      No, saying it is peaceful sounds terrible. It's a very serious topic for Nanako.


      "It's all right. It's rather my fault that I haven't come up with the concept properly. So don't worry about it."


      I replied and Nanako,


      "Thank you... Hehe, I know Kyoya would say that, it was kind of unfair, wasn’t it."


      She stuck her tongue out and smiled shyly.


      (U-Uwaa, she is so cute...)


      I'm sure she's just being herself, but her bare cuteness is driving me crazy.


      (As I thought, Nanako is concerned about it too)


      It's time for me to make up my mind so as not to make her even more anxious. In many meanings.


      But, well, whether it's Nanako or Kawasegawa, I am so happy to have two cute girls by my side. Even though I am always on alert.


      (This ...... is surprisingly hard to move, or rather, it's hard to relax)


      The largest parasol was out of stock, so we borrowed a medium-sized one. This was just barely enough to accommodate the three of us, and inevitably all three of us ended up huddled together.


      "Hey, Hashiba, can't you go a little more that way?"


      Kawasegawa, who is reading a paperback book, moves slowly toward me.


      "I-I can't. If I move any further to the right, I'll be stuck to Nanako."


      After I said it, I thought I had misspoken.


      "Y-Yes, that's right Eiko, if Kyoya comes over here any more, we'll get stuck together."


      Nanako was flustered to the hilt. I'll have to properly reflect on this naturally carnage-oriented behavior and statement of mine sometime ...... seriously .......


      "Hmmm, okay."


      Kawasegawa coolly dismissed Nanako's words,


      "Then I'll just stick with Hashiba and that'll be the end of it."


      She says.


      Kawasegawa had brought the right side of her body in close contact with my left side.


      "Hey, hey, hey, Kawasegawa-san...?!"


      "Eiko, y-you, that's...!"


      I unintentionally responded in honorifics, and Nanako was stunned.


      "Because it's so small, so it can't be helped. Besides..."


      She glanced at Nanako,


      "I only got it because someone else was too stubborn to take a chance on getting together, though."


      U-UWAA, UWAA――――. Kawasegawa, are you saying that? Was I naive to think that I was saved by Kawasegawa staying behind?!


      In response to Kawasegawa, who hit a 160-kilometer inside straight as hard as she could,


      "U-Uuh, Uaaaah~!"


      Nanako had no choice but to scream and hold her head in her hands,


      "……I've decided"


      Suddenly she turned to me with a straight face and said,


      "Kyoya"


      "Y-Yes..."


      "I'll stick with you, too. Okay?"


      She says.


      Completely ignoring my permission phase,


      "Wa, Waaah!"


      She grabbed my right arm tightly and held me as tight as she could.


      It's not like Kawasegawa, where the body is close together and then sticks to each other. If I were to inspect the level of closeness on a scale of 1 to 10, it definitely feels like it would hit 10 over.


      "Na-Nanako, Nanakoo?"


      "...Don't call my name. I'll be embarrassed when I get back to normal."


      Well, she is turning bright red and breathing hard all the time, and I'm really embarrassed too...


      "Good for you, everyone is happy and properly under the shade."


      Kawasegawa, who also remains physically close to me as usual, says cool things.


      "...Kawasegawa-san, what do you think about this situation?"


      Even though I complain in a whisper,


      "If anything, you brought this on yourself, so do something by yourself."
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      "Suuch~!"


      Outside of production, she really doesn't have a millimeter of kindness about anything else!


      "Kyoya..."


      "W-W-What is it, Nanako-san?"


      "When I do this kind of thing, do you not like it...?"


      Wa, wa, mou, Stop for a second, mou!


      I abandoned my attempt to answer Nanako's question and decided to stay in this uncomfortable situation. I mean, if there is such a thing as a proactive solution to this situation, I would like to learn it even if I have to get down on my knees, Sensei....


      (This whole thing is nothing positive if I come back 10 years from now...)


      



      * * *


      After a while, it was time for everyone to return. So Kawasegawa's very practical words, "If we don't get away from each other soon, we will have a lot of trouble," caused Nanako to release her hold on me and separate our bodies.


      But for a while, she was in a daze when anyone spoke to her, and I was too embarrassed to speak to her because every time I looked at her I remembered the feel of her arms and bre*asts.


      Anyway, the sea bathing was over, and everyone decided to go out for dinner.


      We went to a restaurant where seafood was grilled on the beach and eaten as is, as we had done last year. Again, Kiryu-san was too excited to eat, so everyone ate more quietly.


      "You, that gag died out years ago, so don't even try it!"


      Hiyama-san is again smacking Kiryu-san's head. It seemed that he was frolicking with scallop shells on both nipples.


      "Kyoya-kun, the back of the turban shell has stopped coming out."


      And in front of me, one girl struggling with shellfish.


      "Give it to me. I'll try to get it."


      Using disposable chopsticks and a toothpick, I used them to dislodge the fruit that had gotten deep inside.


      "Here, is this okay?"


      "Thank you ~ Kyoya-kun is really skillful"


      Shinoaki happily eats turban shells.


      "Hih, t-this shellfish suddenly opened, h-hey, Eiko, what should I do with this?"


      "You're not a child. It can't be helped..."


      "Ka, Kawasegawa-san, the fish over here is blowing smoke, too!"


      "Mou, I'm not everyone's mother."


      Having said that, Kawasegawa took care of Nanako and Saikawa.


      I was looking at them enjoying themselves, and I was deeply nostalgic about the time not so long ago.


      (It's only been a year...)


      



      I remember coming to this restaurant last year. Of course, Tsurayuki was on the film crew at that time.


      At first, Tsurayuki was engaged in a heated discussion with Kawasegawa about this and that, but then, perhaps bored with that, he came closer to me.


      "She is so stubborn! She never bends at all!"


      Kawasegawa's stubbornness seemed to have gotten the better of him, and as expected, Tsurayuki seemed to have given up.


      "It can't be helped, Kawasegawa also is a girl who has her own policy."


      "That's right. I've never seen anyone as stubborn as I am."


      Unusually, I saw Tsurayuki laughing about Kawasegawa.


      "... I met so many people when I came to this university. I was happy."


      "Why?"


      "I'm surprised there are so many people out there who think as stupid as I do."


      Poking at the ikayaki with his chopsticks, Tsurayuki chuckled.


      "In high school, I was in high-level school, so I was surrounded by really serious people. Not one of them wanted to study art."


      "You're right. Our high school was the same way."


      "Right? And when I came here, I found that everyone was full of idiots. That makes you happy, doesn't it? It's like finding a village that speaks the same language as you. There's no greater joy"


      He picks up the squid with chopsticks and throws it into his mouth somewhat roughly.


      "I'm going to be, I'm going to be a screenwriter, also be a novelist. I'm going to write and think stories all the time, and I'm going to do it."


      Saying this, Tsurayuki raised a glass of oolong tea,


      "――From now on, with the best bunch of idiots"


      The look on Tsurayuki's face at that moment really seemed to say that it was an eternity. In fact, it was supposed to go on for the next three years.


      But Tsurayuki is already...


      "... kun? Kyoya-kun?"


      I came back to myself. I looked over and saw Shinoaki staring at me with concern.


      "Are you thinking about something again?"


      "No, I just got a little sleepy. Maybe I had too much fun during the day."


      I've been making Shinoaki worry about me all these days.


      I felt like I had been exposed, but I faked it and put it behind me for the time being.


      



      * * *


      After dinner, we returned to the lodge. The resort had a small garden-like space, so we decided to have fireworks there.


      "I'll pass. I'm tired from walking around during the day."


      Kawasegawa, who had been to the aquarium and other places without going swimming, decided to watch the fireworks from her room. I was tired too, so I decided to stay in the room as well.


      "All right, let's go parachute fireworks!! Everybody take it!!"


      Kiryu-san seemed to have no end of energy, making some kind of noise every time he lit a fireworks display. Where does that energy come from?


      "... He was such a quiet, serious guy when he was doing the editing work."


      Kawasegawa, too, looked at him with a look of wonderment.


      "He's won awards for photography in his department, so one never knows."


      "Right, I can't speak about others. I'm sure there's always some part of you and me that's out of place."


      I guess that's just the way it is. I used to think of myself as an ordinary, featureless guy, but I have come to realize over the past two years or so that that is not the case.


      The hustle and bustle of the outside and the silence of the room staring at it.


      I felt a bit isolated, and I was a bit nervous in this space that was just the two of us.


      "――Kawasegawa"


      She turned to me.


      Surprisingly, Kawasegawa had a calm face. If it were at this moment, it would be just as gentle as Shinoaki's, as if she were enveloping the other party.


      "What?"


      Her voice was also very soft.


      And I had heard this voice, 10 years later, at the airport where I parted with her, saying the words.


      I will use that promise now.


      "I have something to talk about."


      Lightly, I thought Kawasegawa smiled. Perhaps it was just my imagination. But I am sure that I saw such an expression on her face, as if she would accept anything... or so I thought.


      "I knew you would."


      Kawasegawa breathes out.


      "Did you understand?"


      "Somehow. I just thought that since you went to the trouble of staying in a room alone with such a boring woman, maybe that's what this is all about."


      I thought it was very Kawasegawa-like that she did not expand on the subject of colorful love there.


      The wind coming through the window was lukewarm. The sky was clear and the beautiful moon was shining.


      "It will be long, sorry."


      "That's how it works. So, what is it?"


      I took a deep breath and began to speak.


      "I'm honestly very distressed. I'm so worried that I might break ...... if I don't talk to someone about it."


      The other day, when I was hugged by Shinoaki who was worried, I was desperate to restrain myself.


      "I thought and thought and thought, and I decided to make my own way only with the results of my hard work. But even when I pushed myself that way, I still felt lost."


      I think it was necessary for me to meet someone like Kuroda.


      He probably had his doubts, too. However, he probably forced himself to overcome his self-consciousness and achievements, and built himself up to get to that point.


      The way I felt about him was like looking in a mirror. It is a simple example of how ego can move people.


      So for a long time, when I faced him, I felt an unknowable weight on me at the same time. I can say anything with my mouth. I could say something like, "I can carry someone's life on my shoulders," or "I can understand them". But can I really do that?


      "The upcoming work, the critical missing piece――. I have one idea about what it is."


      The greatest element in bringing Nanako's songs to life and giving color to Saikawa's drawings.


      "But I'm not sure I'm confident enough to push through on what it is. If I push through... I would also be intervening in people's lives in a big way. Frankly, I was afraid of that."


      I looked at Kawasegawa. She was staring at me.


      "So, I would like to hear Kawasegawa's opinion. What do you think is missing in this work? And what do you think ...... about how to deal with it?"


      I first gave my opinion.


      The elements I want in this work. And what must be done to obtain them. And, of course, the risks that will occur.


      It was something I had been thinking about all along. It was something I had been preparing for someday, never forgetting. But I didn't know if I should do it now or not.


      "That's all. What... do you think?"


      After I said it out, there was a long silence.


      Kawasegawa eventually looked away. And all the same, she continued to watch the fireworks spectacle for a long time without uttering a single word.


      "……Looks like fun"


      "You're right. But... Kawasegawa doesn't really have the vibe of getting mixed up in there."


      When I told her, she smiled wryly.


      "No, actually, I don't."


      "Eh……?"


      "I also want to be with them, to be excited, to have fun, to play with them. There are many things that I think would be fun to watch from the side."


      Her gaze looked down. From her well-defined lips, fuuh, the breath spills out.


      "...But even those good times will end someday. It will be gone. Nothing is eternal, and nothing can be. Once I started thinking about that, I became more and more afraid to join the fun circle."


      Kawasegawa then looked at me again.


      "But I have recently come to realize that this is no good. I've recently come to think that it's not better not to mix in because it will disappear, but rather to mix in as much as possible because it will disappear. That's not right and that is no good."


      Recently, Kawasegawa had gradually increased her participation when invited to play.


      I never knew ...... that there was such a change of heart in that.


      "It's the future, and we can't just dwell on the past. Think about what to do now, and when you decide, move on. If that doesn't work, we can think about it again."


      Downstairs was noisy again. Nanako seemed to have set off a rat firework, and she was making a lot of noise and running away. The sound of everyone laughing was very pleasant.


      Kawasegawa, too, smiled happily as she watched the scene.


      "... I'll tell you what I think."


      With a bursting sound, an even louder firework shot up to the second floor and beyond. The light scattered in all directions, alternately illuminating the white skin of Kawasegawa.
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      (Thank you)


      I inwardly thanked her.


      To her who is in front of me now, and to her who I parted with in the future.


      



      * * *


      "Ah, mou, I told you we can't go to the safari park because we don't have any time left! Leave me alone, you said? If we could, we would! But we'd feel bad for the society if I left you alone! Hey, are you listening to me?!"


      At Shirahama Station, Hiyama-san was giving a serious scolding to a 24 year old male who was complaining that he didn't want to go home.


      "This is an elementary school student in earnest."


      Kakihara-san is truly astonished, and I nod my head in agreement.


      "Hiyama-san, I'm a little sorry to hear that..."


      The other men are all tired and sitting in the waiting room. Hikawa seems to have reached his limit, and he is snoring and falling asleep.


      The women, on the other hand, enjoyed selecting souvenirs.


      "This kumquat bun looks delicious."


      It was the first time I learned that Saikawa had a sweet tooth.


      "Great~, let's go buy some and eat them together as tea cakes?"


      "Yes~! I will ~!"


      Saikawa salutes in front of Nanako like a junior officer to a superior officer.


      Apparently, this overnight trip had helped her get to know Nanako even better.


      "Kyoya-kun, Kyoya-kun"


      "Ah, Shinoaki, I already bought you a souve... nir?"


      Shinoaki shakes her head as if to say it isn't what she wants to ask,


      "Did you solve what was bothering you?"


      …… Ah, really.


      I really can't lie about anything in front of this girl.


      "Yeah, it's not... solved, though."


      "Is that so?"


      I looked a little further away at the girl who was actually a very fun-loving girl with a twinkle in her eye, trying to decide whether to buy a dolphin key chain or not.


      "But I think I can work toward a solution."


      "Hmm...?"


      Shinoaki tilted her head a little but smiled.


      "――Soon, the limited express Kuroshio bound for Shin-Osaka will arrive on Line 1."


      An announcement is made and we enter the premises.


      While everyone else was reminiscing about their fun-filled trip, I was alone with my resolve.


      (... I don't regret it. Let's do what I believed)


      Along with what Kawasegawa said to me yesterday.


      



      * * *


      The Department of Visual Concept Planning office keeps its laboratory open on weekdays for students who shoot and edit during the summer vacation as well. However, as for the teachers, they were not included in this, and most of them were only one or two people on a rotating basis.


      There are exceptions, however, and occasionally a teacher with a penchant for the unusual takes up residence in the laboratory and works with students from morning to night. For the students, this is a very gratifying experience.


      "Thank you for the kumquat buns. I have an assistant who likes them, so I'll have some with tea later."


      "I'm glad, I was wondering if sensei didn't really like sweets or anything."


      "I basically don't like or hate it. If anything, it's like or indifference."


      That's a talk that's worse than hate.


      "So what is the consultation?"


      Sipping the lukewarm coffee she had made herself, Kano-sensei, who is a representative of a teacher who likes things a lot, asked me in her usual chatty manner.


      "It's a bit of a hassle talk."


      "Ho~o, since you say it's a bit of a hassle, it must be a big hassle."


      …… So that's how sensei perceived me?


      "Then I will talk."


      I began to talk about the consultation in order from the beginning.


      Sensei already looked annoyed from the beginning. However, I also knew that this sensei was more interested in the "interesting" aspect of the talk than in the "bothersome" aspect of the talk. So, most of the time, her response was, "It's troublesome, but I'll listen."


      But only today, the feeling of "this is really a hassle" seemed to show through. I suppose that's understandable. If I were a teacher and a student asked me for advice like this, I would probably think it was a hassle. That's what it was about.


      "... I am thinking of doing something like that. Can you tell me how to do it?"


      After all was said and done, I wondered what sensei was up to.


      Sensei put her finger to her forehead, thought long and hard, and then,


      "The privacy of students is becoming more and more strictly controlled every year. We can't just tell them what they want to know just because someone tells us to."


      She stands up and walks over to me.


      "You know that much, don't you?"


      "...Yes. But I want to check no matter what."


      Sensei sighed and headed for the window.


      "What I said when you entered college ... do you remember it?"


      "Yes, it was intense ... that was."


      The number of students who enter the Department of Visual Concept Planning each year is roughly 130. From that number, only a few are able to enter the profession they want to pursue, and the majority of them choose a career they do not want.


      "Everyone doesn't do it because they want to. By necessity, they have to, and they go the wrong way."


      I heard a slight, sniffling sound.


      "What do you think the rest of us have to say to them? How can we ask them if they are enjoying their lives? Instead of being so cruel, it would be better to just not touch them and leave them alone."


      After saying that much, sensei turned around.


      "...It was my thought. Ever since I entered this school 5 years ago."


      Slowly, the teacher approached me. Then she looked me straight in the face.


      "It's the first time. The first one to say such a reckless thing. I don't think I've ever heard anyone declare that they would violate such a taboo and then ask me to divulge information to the faculty and staff."


      "……I'm sorry"


      I apologized honestly. It was because I was sure that I was saying such an unreasonable thing.


      "Kuku, you're amazing. As a production manager, or even as a person who makes things, it's really rare to find someone with such a strong ego."


      Sensei laughed for a while. Bending her body, she laughed in a way that resembled a bitter smile.


      But it also seemed to be amused. I may have a one-sided subjective viewpoint.


      "Absolutely, don't tell anyone. Including the person in question."


      "Yes, I promise firmly."


      Sensei had a very gentle expression.


      She looked like a mother in front of a mischievous child, like a senior who said, "Gosh, I can't help it," in front of her junior and even more than usual, she looked as if she had a difference in experience.


      Sensei spoke quietly. The words themselves were short.


      At that moment, a strong light shined from the outside of the window.


      The weather had been unstable since early morning, and clouds were covering the entire area. Gradually, the clouds thinned, and the sun's rays shone through the gap.


      



    

  


  
    
      Epilogue: I've Decided


      The meeting was in the evening, but everyone had already gathered early.


      "Hashiba-san, welcome home. Thank you for your hard work."


      Saikawa's greeting finally lost some of its awkwardness.


      "Ahre? Did you have any lessons today? No, it's summer vacation, gahaha!"


      Hikawa is joking.


      Since it was the day after we returned from our trip, we felt somewhat tired.


      "Fuwaah... Kyoya, so what's this important talk about..."


      Nanako still looked sleepy.


      "A new member appears here! I'd laugh if it was something like that!"


      Hikawa jokingly said,


      "R-Really? If so, I'd prefer a woman."


      Saikawa took it seriously and firmly grasped Nanako's arm, who was beside her.


      "Hashiba, stop wasting time and say it now."


      Kawasegawa was calm as usual.


      But only today, it seemed like she had my back.


      "Okay, I'll tell you."


      Clearing my throat,


      "I've decided on a concept for the video ―― we're going to make."


      After a pause, ‘Ooh’, everyone raised their voices.


      "Yatta~! Now this will give me a hint to write a song~!"


      Nanako is happy and raise her hands.


      "I-I can also solidify the image of Meku-chan!"


      Saikawa clenched her hands into fists and nodded vigorously.


      "So, what's the concept?"


      Hikawa looks curious and is waiting for my words.


      The place quieted down. I looked at Kawasegawa. She remained silent and nodded slightly.


      "Then I'll tell you."


      I took a deep breath.


      



      Kuroda's words come back to me one after another.


      You are also a scoundrel, a bastard, and an outrageous person who will cut people down for the sake of results.


      He is right. That was right.


      I feel nauseous every time I remember the extent of what I have lost. I stabbed innocent people all over the place, against my sinful self.


      Realizing this, I changed my view of the world.


      There are a number of routes in life, and things move through a series of choices.


      I realized this during this time travel. So I decided to put myself in the middle of it and watch how the world changes in the interweaving of the people who are part of the event.


      The pile of sticky notes in the closet is a mass of my ego. I treat people like a frame, manipulate them, and try to lead them to the "ideal world" that I want.


      But that is not happiness for me. I left it in the future and came back here.


      Kuroda said. He was willing to sacrifice everything in order to create a work. If he could finally create a masterpiece, everything would fit into it.


      I think it is one solution. But I don't think it is an absolute solution.


      (This is the beginning of my solution, Kuroda)


      I, with this move, decide on a new route.


      A route that will be happy for everyone and I will be the devil.


      "I was reminded once again of what is most essential to the video genre."


      To be precise, it's not just the video.


      To everything in this world that has the concept of time.


      "This will be the concept for the video we will make."


      I think it is necessary.


      In the heartless and ruthless time, it gives us color and possibilities.


      space


      "What we need. It's ―― a story."


      



      * * *


      It's summer. It's hot.


      It is especially hot here. This may be because it is a basin area, but it may also be due to the fact that the area is a series of wide lowlands.


      It's been sunny and hot since morning.


      It was hot again yesterday. The helpers were weeding the garden and even took a break because they got a little sunburnt. I don't think he had to work outside on a day like this, but apparently he had no choice because that's what he is contractually obligated to do.


      Why don't we just weed the garden ourselves? That's what I've been thinking, and I've been pulling weeds since this morning.


      There's nothing to do anyway, and that's just fine. In the past, when I had a little free time, I used it for something else, but that is no longer the case.


      By mid-afternoon we had finished plucking all the grass and I stuffed it into a garbage bag, which turned out to be two 8-liter bags, so I took it out to a nearby dumpster and just now got back.


      "Ara, you're back already?"


      From the back of the house, I heard my mom's voice.


      "I'm here. What?"


      "Dad told me that he has a meeting with the teachers tomorrow and that you should greet them just as soon as possible. He told me to tell you that too."


      "...Yeah, I got it."


      I replied, took a breath and shook my head.


      There is a big sun in the sky.


      Summer in Osaka was hot, but summer in Saitama is just as hot. And it is annoying. The temperature should not be so different, but I think the humidity is higher here.


      "...I remembered it again"


      Shake my head. Shake it again and again.


      I've decided not to remember those days anymore, but I still remember them from time to time. It has only been about three months, so perhaps that is to be expected.


      "Mom, I'm going out for a minute. I'll be back in the evening."


      I said louder so the house could hear me and headed for the garage.


      I straddle the motorcycle I bought in Osaka and start the engine.


      I was thinking of leaving this bike over there as well. I thought about doing that to forget, because I have too many memories, and those memories are more of the painful ones.


      "... In the end, I did drag it."


      All of this, to go and throw it all away cleanly, was a complete failure.


      I have left a mountain of unfinished business. I realize that I am a hopeless human being.


      "Let's see where I go... Well, there's nowhere to go"


      For now, I head toward the high school.


      The area where the house is located is covered with rice fields all around. As the name suggests, the scenery of Kawagoe changes as one crosses the river. This side is a rural landscape, while the other side is a residential and commercial area.


      When I was a child, I hated that school was so far from my house. Above all, I felt uncomfortable being dropped off and picked up. I didn't even have the freedom to play with my friends.


      Both middle school and high school were the best high level school in the city.


      I don't remember much about middle school. I barely remember high school either. The only senior I was close with was cut off due to various reasons.


      "How are you doing ...... senpai"


      I was introduced to this bar through this connection. I met many fun people here.


      A person who graduated from a famous national university but is wandering around living a hippie-like lifestyle.


      Conversely, a president who has only graduated from middle school but has more than 200 employees with outstanding management sense.


      A woman who was into hosts and spent money like crazy, but woke up and started a successful business cultivating hosts in the opposite direction.


      Looking at the adults who come to these places, I couldn't help but think that the people who work at my parents' house may be respectable, but they seem very boring.


      So, I left home, prepared to be disowned by my parents, and sought a path to the University of the Arts, where there would be other idiots just like me.


      But it's over. It's over.


      Let's not think about what I left behind anymore.


      



      I arrived at a large open space. The sun was still shining hot, and I took off my helmet and took a deep breath.


      Sweat is pouring down my face one after the other. It gets in my eyes and hurts.


      Even after wiping it off with my arm, it still lingered on my cheek, down my neck, and soaked my shirt.


      Even though the mind has been dead for a long time now, the body is still moving lively.


      It's ironic. When I wanted my body to move, it collapsed and stopped, but as a result of resting because I had nothing to do, my strength and reactions returned to about the same level they were in high school.


      Now I'm like a robot that wakes up in the morning, cleans the house, and does chores. The only human-like parts of my life are riding my bike and skipping around like this with no place to go and sweating like a thermometer in response to the temperature.


      And today, even now, I'm still sensitive to the temperature. I keep asking myself with my rotting brain what it all means.


      And then they say it again. The same thing. Like a cliché, ever since summer arrived. As if to reaffirm that this living hell, this gentle hell, will continue.


      
        
          [image: ]
        

      


      


      For the umpteenth time, sweat beaded on my forehead. I wiped it off with the palm of my hand and took a breath.


      "–It's hot again today"


      


    

  


  
    
      Afterword


      Producing is a difficult job, and it is not a matter of creating a cohesive group and calling it quits. A good producer is able to create the right amount of tension between staff members and successfully combine them to create a chemical reaction in each part of the production.


      But tensions do not always remain in good balance. Nor about chemical reactions. Not always with good results. There have been many projects that were meant to fly high in the sky but didn't even take off. It is really ...... a difficult job.


      In Volume 5, we are going to tell you, albeit only in passing, about the difficulties of such a production process. How do we raise the spirits of writers whose motivation has declined? What is the right amount of stimulation? And can you leave someone who is important to you with another person or organization if you want the production to succeed? For Kyoya, it was a story of continuing trials and tribulations, but the conclusion he found at the end of it all was to regain what he had lost. In the next volume, the story will take a major turn. It will take some more time, but I hope you will look forward to it.


      



      This is an announcement. As we have announced in the insert of this volume, we have decided to make a comic book version of Bokurema. Preparations are already underway, and I can't wait for you to see it. It will be published in Kodansha's Wednesday Sirius, and will be written by Hirameki Bonjin-sensei. Please look forward to it. We are also planning to produce an image song for the film. We are also looking forward to it.


      And finally, Bokurema has a spin-off project in the works. We are currently discussing with Editor T-san and Eretto-san about what kind of content we would like to include, but we think it will probably be something related to a certain character who has suddenly become more and more prominent recently. We will let you know as soon as it is decided.


      



      Acknowledgements. Eretto-san and Editor T-san, thank you so much for everything you do for us. Recently, I have been attending more and more events with you two, and every time I hear from you, I feel more and more happy that I have been able to work with these people. We will do our best to create a good product, and we look forward to your continued support.


      And finally, to the readers who have been reading. I am very happy to see that many of you have been following me closely despite the fact that this is the type of story that pulls a lot of things here and there. The next volume is going to be a lot of work again, but I hope you will stick around to see it through.


      See you in the next volume, Volume 6. Please take care.


      Kio Nachi bow


      



      


    

  


  
    
      E-book bonus SS - [Intermezzo] [saury in Meguro] [Children's name]


      I made it carelessly and it produced good results, so I treated the same material with stupid care and this time it failed. This is a common story regardless of the situation. When many people are involved, or when discovery and other concerns are involved, things generally tend to end up with ironic results.


      In "The Pacific saury of Meguro," too, the lord is grateful for the Pacific saury from Meguro, which has nothing to do with the sea, but the experience of success may contain a kind of poison that causes us to appreciate things related to it without thinking. Rakugo is full of such lessons and stories about the world, and I have used them on many occasions. (Note: Japanese comic storytelling)


      So that day I was in a meeting with Shinoaki, and we were using rakugo as a metaphor there as well. And we were just talking about "singing praises to a child".


      "Does Kyoya-kun like children?"


      Suddenly, Shinoaki asked me such a question.


      "Eh, I like them, normally."


      I have a younger sister at home, and it wasn't particularly hard for me to take care of her when we’re kid. So I just answered honestly, but when Shinoaki said that to me, I couldn't help but think of that future scene.


      "I see. I like them too~"


      If this had been the end of the conversation, it would have been a heartwarming one, but today's topic of conversation grew even more involved from this point.


      "If you had a child, what would you name them?"


      T-That's a very deep talk, Shinoaki-san.


      "Etto, that... I don't really have a preference. I think it's more like asking the other person what they like and then making a decision."


      Speaking of which, how did I in the future decide on the name of my child with Shinoaki? Was it going to be a boy or a girl, and which one was going to name it.


      "Fuhn. That sounds like Kyoya-kun~ ... Fuwaah."


      It didn't seem to be a special topic of conversation, and after expressing her impressions, Shinoaki's head tipped back onto the desk with a yawn. Immediately after I put the blanket over her shoulders, I found her murmuring, "Thank you~," and then she was already sleeping.


      The Shinoaki I see before me now is a natural. She may be a top creator of her generation, and she may become a top illustrator. I made the mistake before by removing the bones and grease.


      I don't know what the future holds, but I hope I won't be told later that "the Meguro was good".


      



    

  

OEBPS/Images/006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/002.png
IEL=BICBYLEWVED






OEBPS/Images/0004.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0003.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/005.png
F
A

@ RIEGAV
m’ll' =

. ¥r A
(DD BN ZNT)

KC
=

“,r V \k'}:






OEBPS/Images/001.png
>

S | ‘ ‘ |
g VSRR,






OEBPS/Images/004.png





OEBPS/Images/0012_282.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0011_5c3df5d2-a6e7-43c2-ac10-417ad5939d36_266.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0010_6870a336-457e-4e07-8895-b8b496452197_255.jpg





OEBPS/Images/003.png





OEBPS/Images/0009_233.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0008_223.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0007_173.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0006_115.jpg





