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    Prologue: He Who Left


 
    I began to have scary dreams often.


    Ever since I came back to the world of 10 years ago, I have been waking up every so often with nightmares. I would wake up sweating profusely and with tears streaking my face, which sucked all my energy. Even if I slept, I could not regain my strength, which happened many times.


    "... Ah, I see it, again..."


    And for the past few days, I had been having nightmares in a row. Relieved that it was just a dream, a feeling of exhaustion came shortly thereafter. Along with repeated rough breathing, the memories of the dreams came back to me, step by step, tormenting me. The contents were always almost the same.


    Tsurayuki is always there.


    He bids me farewell and walks away, a sad look on his face. It is a memory of that rainy day. When I try to call him back, my feet suddenly become too muddy to walk, and gradually he disappears, and soon it is dark with no one around.


    Regretting terribly that I had lost Tsurayuki, I sat down on the spot, slumped down in the mud, and then struggled in the mud and sank down.


    While saying 'Sorry, sorry Tsurayuki'.


    "Tsurayuki..."


    I keep thinking about him, who is no longer here.


    How should I do to avoid going to an unwanted future? My encounter with Saikawa, the circumstances of Shinoaki, and the return of him who was gone. I kept trying to figure out how to make it work.


    And now, I was finally about to reach the entrance.


    The return of him who has been making stories with our team for a long time.


    Lost by my deeds, his resurrection.


    Finally, I am at the point where I can execute.


    "However..."


    Fuu, I let out a sigh.


    Will it really work? All of the measures I have in mind are just theoretical. I won't know what will happen if I actually try them until the time comes. On the other hand, it is also possible that the situation will get even worse by taking action.


    I am an evil person who manipulates everyone. I have nightmares because I have a guilty conscience.


    I have already lost a friend through my own actions. Now I am about to do something that will hurt that friend.


    I should have been prepared. I should have been able to act without hesitation, because even if it was my ego, I had to believe in it. I should have decided to go through with it even if I was no longer considered a good person...it was supposed to be.


    Even so, the hesitation still lingered beneath my consciousness. It manifested itself as a nightmare.


    "I'm no good at all, I'm..."


    I suffered when I was looking at it, and I suffered afterwards.


    Would the return of Tsurayuki really end this suffering? A loud sigh and the sweat trickling down my forehead further drove my consumed mind to the edge.


    "Hmm...?"


    Knock knock, there was a low, subdued knock on the door.


    "Kyouya-kun... are you okay? Can I come in?"


    It was Shinoaki's voice.


    "Ah, I'm sorry... okay, come in."


    When I replied, the door gently opened.


    "I heard a loud voice just now, so I wondered what was going on."


    It must be the voice when I woke up.


    I thought I had kept it under control, but I may have yelled something in my sleep.


    "I'm sorry, I just had a bad dream."


    Shinoaki made a worried face.


    "Again... You have seen it."


    After saying that, she came to my side and sat down.


    "I guess you're just tired ... because you've been so busy lately."


    She gently rubs my back and says kind words.


    "...Thank you. But I'm fine now."


    The truth was, I didn't, but I couldn't let her spoil me.


    I treated her like a pawn, even though it was for the sake of future production. I made everyone bear the burden of hardship, saying that if we had worked together to create something, it would have been settled peacefully, in order to create the future as it should be.


    "You're going to Tsurayuki-kun's place, aren't you"


    I nod at Shinoaki's words.


    "I'm sorry, actually, I would have liked you to come, Shinoaki..."


    When I told her, she shook her head,


    "It's a tough time for production. It can't be helped."
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    She laughed when she said that.


    "Besides, I'm enjoying drawing now. So I'm glad."


    I don't know if what I'm doing is right or not...


    The only good thing is that she said so.


    (I wonder what kind of things Shinoaki will make)


    So far, the work of Shinoaki and her team has been a complete black box.


    I was both looking forward to and afraid of seeing the results.


    In contrast, our work is still in the middle of the road, or rather, has not even reached the entrance yet.


    To be honest, I am impatient. But nothing will progress if we are impatient.


    There is no other way but to proceed steadily, one step one step.


    "Well, I'm getting up."


    "Yeah, then..."


    Shinoaki said so,


    "Ah..."


    She gently hugged me and wrapped my body in her arms.


    "Do your best, Kyouya-kun."


    "...Yes"


    I couldn't resist the gentleness and warmth of Shinoaki, not even a little.


    Perhaps I sat there for what seemed like a minute. Shinoaki gently patted my back,


    "Okay, then."


    She said, waved lightly, and went back to her room.


    "Shinoaki..."


    I was pathetic. I was ashamed of myself for being buried under her kindness, and also of myself for not caring for her.


    Shinoaki should now be ready to take on another solo battle. She can't ask for anyone's help, she can only push herself to the limit. Even if one tried to speak words of sympathy, they would inevitably come out empty, because no one could understand her pain.


    Despite such loneliness, she faces it strongly. With her gentle smile and soft voice, she breaks down the barriers that stand in her way one after another.


    I wonder what I can do for that preciousness.


    I wonder if I'm just doing something that makes it even more painful.


    "What a nightmare... Me."


    I slap my cheeks with both hands to wake up.


    I am not the only one suffering. No, everyone is suffering more than me. But this is no time to be a spoiled guy.


    Let's get Tsurayuki back. That sparkling talent that was lost due to my stupid negligence. I will do whatever it takes.


    I looked at my watch and saw that it was an hour before I was supposed to get up. Let's go ahead and get ready, wake up Nanako, and get going.


    Where to go is, of course, already decided.


    It's where Tsurayuki is.


    I quickly change my clothes and check my luggage.


    "Alright..."


    After all the preparations, I faced the closet again today.


    I take a deep breath and open it.


    A frightening number of yellow sticky notes.


    It is a scenario that describes my future, our future.


    It is both a mass of ego and a pathfinder pointing the way to the future.


    I peeled off the one that was stuck right in the middle of it and stared at it.


    "Make Rokuonji Tsurayuki return to college"


    The words, especially those written in bold letters, lit a fire inside me.


    "Let's do this"


    Straighten my back, stare ahead, and step slowly down the stairs.


    I felt the heat of a sticky note lodged in my hand as I clutched it tightly.


     


    

  


  
    Chapter 1: The Town Where He Was Born


    The scenery outside my window was passing by at high speed from right to left. I checked the time on my cell phone and it had been less than an hour since we left.


    The air inside the bullet train was a little dry. I took a sip of the bottled tea I had brought with me and poured it down my throat. Just as I breathed a sigh of relief, a voice called out to me from the seat next to mine.


    "Kyouya, have you calmed down a little?"


    A worried face. Big eyes staring at me.


    "Nanako, thank you. But it's not something to worry about."


    When I replied with a smile, she grinded my shoulder.


    "Wait, ouch, ouch, did I say something weird?"


    "It hurts! Who says it's not something to worry about when you keep mumbling something with a thoughtful look on your face all~~ the time?"


    With staring eyes and her puffed out cheeks, I was refuted head-on.


    "... Yes, it was, I'm sorry."


    "As long as you understand"


    Nanako nodded, then silently held out a bag of sweets to me.


    "Do you want some? You didn't have breakfast and you must be hungry."


    "Yeah, thanks."


    I picked up one of the pastries from the bag and quickly threw it into my mouth. When I chewed it, it made a crunchy sound and the consommé flavor spread in my mouth.


    It's a snack that is always sold at the supermarket where I go to buy it. I remember when I bought some and left them on the table, and that guy took the whole bag with him, and Shinoaki blamed me for that.


    Things about him are slowly turning into memories.


    But we are trying to bring it back to the present.


    "It's been a long time, meeting Tsurayuki."


    Nanako mentioned his name.


    Even though I knew that was the purpose of this trip, I was hesitant to say it. That's why Nanako's words made my heart feel a little better.


    “I wonder if the reason Tsurayuki left was because of his parents?”


    "Yeah... that's part of it, too."


    The truth is, there is another big reason, but I have decided not to tell Nanako about it. It would be humiliating for him to hear it from my mouth.


    "Even though he's earned the money for college... Really, what happened?"


    Tsurayuki left without revealing his true feelings to Nanako and the others. He simply said, "I'm sorry," and said nothing.


    I had to face him, including all the things related to his true feelings. Once again, it was a difficult matter.


    That's why, I,


    "I have to see him first. Of course, there are things I want to ask him, but I guess I'll have to wait until we meet."


    Before I could persuade him, I set a goal to meet with Tsurayuki first.


    "Hmm? Well, you're right."


    Nanako nodded at my words with a dumbfounded face.


    From her point of view, it is natural that the first thing is to be able to see each other. But it was not so for me. I thought there was a good chance that Tsurayuki would not meet with us and would reject us.


    "Well, but don't think too much about it, like you did earlier."


    "Thank you, I'm fine now"


    I said and smiled.


    But inside, I was filled with anxiety and a great sense of responsibility.


    


  


  

  
    * * *


    Shortly before I left for Tokyo, I had a talk with Kanou-sensei.


    When I honestly asked her about a question "What if?" that I had been wondering about Tsurayuki, she answered me with the condition that I must not tell anyone about it.


    "It's exactly as you read. Rokuonji hasn't dropped out of school. At his request, I treated him as a leave of absence."


    It took my breath away. A thin line, which I thought had been broken, was now connected.


    Even after sensei told me that Tsurayuki had left the school, I still had a hard time believing it.


    Of course, I can't deny that I wanted something to hang on to because I was a big part of the reason he left. But most of all, I couldn't believe that Tsurayuki, who had such a strong desire to create, and who continued to write even in the future, would be able to cut off his lingering feelings so easily.


    Around that time, I stopped by the student affairs office and happened to see a document that strengthened my doubts even further.


    Leave of absence. I just remembered that the university had such a system.


    If you are on a leave of absence and want to return to school for some reason, you can return to school just by completing the necessary procedures. As for the cost, you only need to pay an enrollment fee of several tens of thousands of yen. Originally, Tsurayuki, who had been scrambling to raise money for school fees, should have known this.


    From his current state of mind, he cannot continue to stay at the university, but he is still not ready to break off the ties. For Tsurayuki, this must have been a perfect choice.


    At first, I contacted the Student Affairs Office. However, they would not give me any details, saying that they could not give out any information except to the person in question.


    That's why I came to ask Kanou-sensei ―― knowing that it was impossible.


    "Rokuonji also requested me to do so. He asked me to pretend in front of everyone that he had quit. Well, I thought there must be a lot going on, so I listened..."


    Sensei's expression became a little, stern.


    "Most likely the main reason was because he didn't want you to know he had lingering feelings. Hashiba, it's you."


    I felt the depths of my heart shrinking.


    The reason why Tsurayuki left the school was, as he himself said, me. And when I asked for a consultation, I told sensei about the circumstances.


    "So, it would be a betrayal to him for me to tell you about this today. I will not order you not to tell him. But please understand how Rokuonji feels."


    "Yes, I'm not going to tell him..."


    Sensei nodded and,


    "Well, maybe what we are talking about now is trivial compared to what you are about to do. That's how impossible and reckless you are trying to do."


    He looked me in the eye. It was a strong gaze that could not be easily turned away.


    "Just to confirm, you are trying to get Rokuonji... back to school, right?"


    "Yes"


    "He has probably given up on this path, no matter how much he may have lingering doubts about it. Think carefully about what it means to pull such a person back."


    It was early May when Tsurayuki left school, and now it is August. After three months, it was already time for him to start getting used to his new life.


    If he is in the process of doing what he is doing to blow it off while the memories of the past are still strong in his mind―. I can't help but say that what I will do can be described as very violent.


    However.


    "It's okay. I've thought about it over ... and over again."


    I decided to stick to my ego here. Even if I am abused and rejected by Tsurayuki,


    "We need him"


    The work we will be making from now on and our “story” will not be possible without him.


    "..."


    Sensei was silent for a while.


    Her eyes are still staring at me. I felt as if he was asking me, "Are you sure you want to do it?"


    I don't have absolute confidence or certainty either. I have only come to the conclusion that this is the right choice for me now that I have returned from the future.


    If asked whether it was the right or wrong decision, I would generally say it was the wrong. Nevertheless, I made up my mind. I had done so, and I couldn't waver here.


    I have already chosen the route.


    "...I see"


    As if to confirm my decision, after taking a few moments, sensei replied.


    “I repeat, it was you, Hashiba, who caused Rokuonji to take a leave of absence.”


    "Yes"


    "But"
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    Sensei took a small breath.


    "That's why you're the only one who can bring him back. You know what that means and how much it weighs."


    It was as if I had been punched directly in the heart. My heart was pounding so loudly that for a moment I couldn't continue speaking.


    Maybe it was meant as a shout-out to me, but I couldn't take it so conveniently. This is a responsibility, a really heavy one. That's what sensei seemed to be saying.


    Finally calming myself down, I said one word,


    "...Yes"


    I replied.

  


  

  
    * * *


    The Shinkansen arrived at Tokyo Station on time without incident. The doors opened with a chime, and a dusty breeze and a noisy air flowed in.


    "Uwaah... So many people."


    An unusually large number of people come and go on the Shinkansen platform. It was a familiar sight to me, but Nanako seemed to see it as something unusual.


    I checked the time on my phone,


    "I guess we left too early."


    Since we left Shin-Osaka quite early, not quite the first train, the morning rush was barely over when we arrived in Tokyo.


    "Ah, I got an email from Shinoaki. I'll let her know we arrived safely"


    "Yeah, thanks"


    Nanako begins to press the buttons on her cell phone with a familiar hand.


    At first, I was thinking of bringing Shinoaki along on this trip to Tokyo. The reason was that the three core members who had spent time with Tsurayuki would be able to talk more seriously together.


    But Shinoaki was at the peak of her assignment work right now. Needless to say, it was given by Kuroda.


    I didn't know the details of what they were doing, of course, but I could easily imagine that it was quite time-consuming.


    (We were together at Shirahama, and I can't take her around so much.)


    It would be troublesome if Kuroda poked at that, and it seemed to me that that guy would dare to use that weakness at the right moment.


    So, Shinoaki stayed at home with Saikawa.


    "She said, take care of yourself~. So how do we proceed from here?"


    I nodded and opened the metropolitan area route map I had brought with me.


    “Like Osaka, there are areas of Tokyo that are only served by private railways.”


    Fortunately, both JR and private railways have stations in Kawagoe, which is our destination this time.


    But considering the number of trains, it was by far the most convenient place to travel by private train.


    "I'll take the Seibu line to Kawagoe, and we can take the Tozai line from Otemachi."


    It would be less travel to transfer from Takadanobaba than to transfer from Seibu Shinjuku. Besides, if we let Nanako walk in that crowded Shinjuku area, she might get lost.


    "Kyouya, that's great. You did your research before we came here."


    Nanako nods in admiration, but,


    (It would be easier to explain if I could say I used to live there...)


    I had originally worked in Saitama, and there was also a manufacturer in the Kawagoe area that I was good friends with, and I had visited there several times.


    Of course, there was no way I could have told her, so we left the ticket gate and headed for the Otemachi station ticket gate. We breathed softly as businessmen and office workers in suits came and went.


    I gently took out a stack of paper from my bag.


    The document, which was created on several sheets of A4 paper, contains settings and words about the work we are going to create.


    The very first video, which had already begun to be made, the movements of the members linked to it, and the goals to be achieved, were all packed in here.


    Turn to the main part of the document.


    Nothing has been written there yet. It's not that I couldn't write it. It's that I didn't write it.


    The reason, because I will fill it later. It's one of the reasons I came here.


    "...Let's do it"


    With determination, I took one step at a time.


    



    

  


  

  
    


    * * *


    I wasn't prepared.


    I was caught off guard that morning. Two seniors who were living with me would be leaving today. I didn't hear the details, but I was told that they were going to persuade someone who was needed for an upcoming project.


    Seeing the serious expressions on their faces, there was no way that I, who had only known them for a short time, could say anything, but I knew that there was only one thing that was certain in this situation.


    (T-This means... I can have Aki-san all to myself...!)


    Needless to say, Aki-san refers to Shino Aki-senpai, who also lives with me, and I love her drawings as much as I love the person herself.


    (Ah...I want to hug Aki-san again... Maybe after a bath this time or something... I bet it's fluffy and soft to the touch... And she called my name... She patted me on the head... Hee)


    Well, to the extent that I would immediately have this delusion.


    Anyway, the morning of the day arrived, with me still in a state of excitement over the situation. I had no doubt that a day like the actualization of my fantasy was coming.


    Then that day at noon. Suddenly, there was a visitor at the share house.


    "I'm sorry to bother you."


    I heard dignified voices at the doorway, and I instantly felt a sense of tension running through my body. It was Kawasegawa-senpai. She is beautiful and good looking, and I secretly admire her, but apart from that, she is a person with a slightly scary or rather ... piercing atmosphere.


    At first, I asked her to come up and we sat down facing each other. Then, without any particular greeting, senpai began to talk.


    "How is Shinoaki doing?"


    To that question, I let out a deep, very deep sigh,


    "...She stays in her room and draws all the time..."


    As if to squeeze out a reply, I answered.


    Yes, where is the fun atmosphere that I had hoped for, Aki had not come out of her room since this morning. Moreover, when I thought that she finally came out and talked to me,


    “Minori-chan, I think food and everything will be separate for a while, so I’m sorry.”


    After saying that, she went back to her room.


    When I thought about it, the reason Aki-san stayed in Osaka was because she had a lot of work to do. It was not for the purpose of having fun and talking with me. I was not prepared for that at all.


    "So. That's just like her."


    Kawasegawa-senpai let out a breath,


    "So, I imagine you must have felt lonely and alone."


    "Y-Yes... Since Aki-san is like that, so a little."


    However, I had been living alone for a long time, and the loneliness was not unbearable. It was just that the things I had fantasized about were not coming true.


    And yet, Kawasegawa-senpai,


    "All right"


    Somehow, when I nodded deeper than I should have,


    "But it's okay. I'll live with you."


    Suddenly, she said such a thing with a powerful voice.


    "......Ha?"


    I didn't understand the meaning too much, so I gave an absent-minded reply.


    "Don’t Ha to me. It's just as I said. I'll be staying here with you starting today."


    Saying that, senpai immediately started to open the luggage.


    "W-W-W-Wait a minute, w-w-what does that mean?"


    To me who was was flustered, but senpai didn't stop,


    "I was asked by Hashiba."


    "By senpai...?"


    "Yeah. He asked me to stay here while he was in Tokyo, because he didn't want the two girls to be alone. To be treated like a handyman, but it's fine... Ah, I got permission from Nanako to use her room, so don't worry about that."


    Kawasegawa-senpai stood up with a sigh, quickly gathered her belongings, and crossed her arms in front of me.


    And,


    "So if you get lonely, I can spoil you."


    Don, she uttered a line that didn't fit too well in an atmosphere that seemed to echo the sound effects.


    I was dumbfounded for a moment, but,


    "Thank you ... very much "


    No doubt she was concerned about me, so I thanked her. In fact, I almost asked her with a straight face if she was making a joke out of it.


    A person who can say, "I'll spoil you then," and spoil you in this situation must be a very mature person. Or rather, I'm not ready to live with Kawasegawa-senpai yet, and it's a very high hurdle for me to ask her to spoil me.


    (This is not right, Hashiba-san...!)


    Hashiba-san, who is usually so great at making all the right decisions, is completely oblivious to these kinds of emotions...


    (Let's start by figuring out how we can spend time together...)


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    While thinking that, I dropped my shoulders in disappointment.

  


  

  
    
      * * *


      It had been a while since I had ridden on the Tozai Line, and the train was relatively empty, partly because the flow was the opposite of that of commuters. In the pitch-dark underground windows, one can occasionally see the names of nostalgic stations.


      Kawagoe, where Tsurayuki's parents live, has three stations in the center of the city. Kawagoe, Kawagoe City, and Hon-Kawagoe. Each of them must have their own reasons, but it is a bit confusing for those who come from the outside.


      “Why did you choose Hon-Kawagoe Station?”


      Nanako asked me why I chose the Seibu Line station among them.


      “Only once before, Tsurayuki said that he was using that station.”


      Tsurayuki rarely mentioned his parents' house, but sometimes, when he was in a good mood, he talked about those days. I had kept the name of the station, Hon-Kawagoe, on the edge of my memory.


      "But I don't know if it's easy to get to Tsurayuki's parents' house from there or what."


      "I see... Well, it's not like he invited us."


      This is only a guerrilla act, and of course I have not told Tsurayuki about any of this. It is good that he came, but it is a gamble whether the crucial person is there or not.


      I took the Seibu Shinjuku Line from Takadanobaba Station and arrived at Honkawagoe Station in about an hour. Since it was a weekday, by the time we arrived, there were noticeably empty seats in the train. As we exited the station building, we saw arcades and condominiums under construction, but what stood out most was the word Koedo.


      Kawagoe had become a tourist resource by preserving and restoring the old townscape. I heard that the term "Koedo" is used to mean "flourished like Edo" or "with the atmosphere of the Edo period," but I don't know deeply about it.


      Well, I didn't come here for sightseeing, so I don't think I need to know the details for now.


      "It's a pretty big city... Wait, Nanako?"


      "Uwh..."


      I looked and saw Nanako, her brow furrowed and she was groaning.


      "Eh, what's wrong? Did you get sick on the train or something?"


      When I called out to her in concern, Nanako sounded distressed,


      "It's an urban..."


      "Eh?"


      "His parents' house was more... in the urban..."


      I suddenly lost my strength.


      “Don’t compete on that...”


      "Because! He kept saying that! He said that people who thought Lake Biwa was the ocean would be shocked if they came to my parents' house! And I was also saying that it's just like Tokyo's bonus, but it's a really big city! No wonder I am depressed!


      I smile wryly involuntarily.


      Well, to Nanako's frustration, the city does indeed look "urban".


      There were many people coming and going, and the area was filled with people of all ages, without the atmosphere of only older people, which is common in regional cities.


      "Anyway, this is the town where Tsurayuki was born."


      Nanako looks around and mutters so.


      Yes, I was more interested in that. The fact that Tsurayuki was born and raised in this town. It is also a city that he used as his pen name in the midst of his mixed feelings of love and hate. I wonder if we will eventually have the opportunity to hear about this city from him.


      Anyway, we decided to get moving.


      I had already asked for the address of his parents' house, so I poked around on my cell phone to find the route. This, too, would be over soon if it were 10 years from now ... I thought about it and used an address search to derive a route.


      "You got it?"


      Nanako peeking at the screen,


      "Yeah, but it seems a bit difficult to get there."


      Tsurayuki's parents' house seemed to be quite a walk from the nearest station.


      "Even if I use the bus, it might be a short walk from there."


      Nanako chuckled and said,


      "Hmm, the area where his house is located is pretty remote."


      “Are you still competing!?”


      "What, aren't you frustrated too, Kyouya? Because he's definitely going to condescend to us!"


      Well, my family's home, Oji, is not really a city.


      "Let's just go. If we don't, we won't know what kind of place it is."


      "That's right, I guess the competition with that guy will have to wait ~"


      You already have a different purpose... but that's okay.


      We considered taking a walking route via a bus, but not being familiar with the area, we decided to take a taxi.


      Get in the taxi and look out the window. The countryside was spread out all over the area.


      The central part of Kawagoe had the atmosphere of a provincial city with many large buildings. However, this area was more like the countryside.


      Both Nanako and I were sitting side by side with nothing to talk about.


      Maybe the reason why the inside of the car is quiet because the scenery does not change.


      "We'll be there in five minutes" 


      The driver was so concerned.


      "Ah, yes"


      I answered, and fuu, let out a sigh.


      I have come to Tsurayuki's hometown for the time being, but of course the real action lies in what I am going to do from now on. My goal is to suggest to Tsurayuki that he return to college, and to get him to accept it. But of course, there will be many difficulties in doing so.


      If I want to be careful, I should research his current position, his state of mind, and the situation he is in before taking action. If I just act recklessly, things will not move in the right direction.


      (But I can't just sit back and take it easy.)


      Since there is a semester limit to return to the university, the application must be submitted by the end of August or the student will not be able to make it to the second semester classes.


      Of course, if the enrollment fee is paid, it will be possible to return to work the following April, but considering emotional considerations, it would be ideal to have the decision made by this limit.


      But that is just a convenient idea on my part. Depending on what kind of circumstances Tsurayuki is living under right now, there may be a long-term battle.


      "Ah, we've arrived."


      When I looked up at Nanako's voice, the taxi was parked on the side of the road.


      (At last)


      I inhaled lightly and looked out the window. The sky was a bright blue, with no particular changes.


      



      And now we had a house of unbelievable size in front of us.


      "Here, huh..."


      "Amazing..."


      From the start, I was already overwhelmed.


      When I took a taxi and told him the name and address, he said, "Oh, that's doctor Rokuonkai!" In fact, it was so easy to find Tsurayuki parents' house that it was hard to get lost as one approached the house.


      A large two-story house was spread out in the middle of a large lot surrounded by large gateposts and walls. The yard was filled with many trees and looked like a park.


      The gate was magnificent, and next to the door where people enter and exit, there was a large shutter that was large enough for two cars. I assume that there are multiple parking spaces in the mansion, rather than a garage directly beyond it.


      Tsurayuki's parents' house was an easy-to-understand mansion.


      "How many LDKs are there, this..."


      Nanako's voice no longer had a hint of the competitive air it had earlier. Whether or not she lives in the city is no longer important in front of this mansion.


      "Maybe it's over two digits..."


      I've never seen 10LDK or anything like it, except in dramas and news.


      Anyway, I pushed the intercom hesitantly because I was afraid that I might be reported if I loitered around in front of the gate without doing anything.


      "Yes"


      After a while, I heard a woman's voice.


      "Excuse me for the suddenly. My name is Hashiba, Tsurayuki-kun's friend. Is Tsurayuki-kun at home?"


      I answered as calmly as I could,


      "If it's young master, he is already gone out in the morning today. Do you have an appointment?"


      "No, I was just in the neighborhood..."


      "If so, I'm sorry, could you please make an appointment with young master directly? We cannot let anyone through without prior notice..."


      I was rejected very calmly and firmly.


      "I understand, excuse me."


      When the voice over the intercom cut off with a popping sound, Nanako said in a panicked voice,


      "W-W-W-What should I do, Kyouya, Tsurayuki is a real young master, just now that is a nanny, right...?"


      "That's right..."


      "A nanny... that kind of person really exists. I was surprised."


      Well, I think it is rare to find such a person. I, too, did not have a family with such a person among my classmates in elementary, middle, and high school.


      But there are many outrageously rich people in the world. It just so happens that I was not directly involved, but of course such people must live in such houses and lead such lifestyles.


      "What should we do, should I call him?"


      "Right"


      If he is not at home, I have to admit that the situation is out of hand. So I called Tsurayuki's cell phone number. After a few moments, I quietly hung up and closed my cell phone.


      "... As expected, it might be tough."


      “Eh, don't tell me he rejected your calls or something?”


      I replied, "No," as I tucked my cell phone into my pocket..


      "His number has changed. Tsurayuki's..."


      "...Eh"


      Nanako was speechless in surprise.


      In a way it was predictable, but it was also a bit of a shock. Somewhere in the back of my mind I had thought that even after what had happened, he would have left us with the minimum contact.


      However, I think it was still kind of him to change the number. If he had rejected my calls without changing the number, it would have been even more painful.


      "With this, we really have no choice but to look for him around."


      Nanako sighs.


      Aside from the phone call, I had prepared myself for the fact that I would not be able to meet him easily, so I myself had switched to the next course of action.


      "Let's go to every place we can think of where Tsurayuki might be. If we do that, we might meet him by chance."


      Until we meet in person, let's just do what we can.


      



      

    

  


 
  


  
    
      * * *


      Next, we headed to Rokuonkai Hospital, a hospital run by Tsurayuki's family.


      I had heard that his father, brothers, and most of them were doctors. I thought they must be famous in the area, based on what I had heard from the driver earlier,


      "This is even more impressive than I expected..."


      The eight-story building has several outbuildings. There was a big roundabout at the entrance, and it had the atmosphere of a hotel.


      Nanako and I looked up at the building from the roundabout and were speechless at its magnificence.


      "I-I thought it was just a slightly larger version of a single-family house in the middle of a normal city, since it's called a hospital."


      "...Yeah"


      "Isn't this, um, too big? It's really big, isn't it? Is T-T-Tsurayuki really a young master...?"


      Probably so. And at a decent level. When I saw his house, I had a vague impression that he was one of the top-class local celebrities.


      In the first place, Tsurayuki and ourselves were living in different worlds. Witnessing it, I licked my dry lips.


      (When it comes time to negotiate, it's going to be tough...)


      I shivered, but then tightened my expression and headed toward the building.


      Standing in front of the large automatic door, it swooshed open soundlessly to the left and right, revealing a spacious entrance.


      I thought it did not look like a hospital, but in a good way. Although the smell of medicine in the room was unavoidable due to the location, the warm colors of the walls and floors were warm, and it was clear that the decor was designed not to make patients feel unnecessarily nervous.


      Perhaps because it is a large hospital, there was a general information desk in addition to the outpatient reception desk. I decided to take a moment to talk to the woman sitting there.


      "Excuse me, this is Rokuonkai... Rokuonji-san's hospital, right?"


      The woman tilted her head,


      "Yeah, that's right, but... Can I help you?"


      She replied, somewhat wary.


      "We are friends of Rokuonji Tsurayuki. We were wondering if he was here."


      Then the woman instantly let her guard down.


      "Hee, that's rare. Are you Tsurayuki-san's friend?"


      "Y-Yes"


      “I see, he has friends, too. I feel a little relieved.”


      Apparently, she knew him personally, and without us having to ask, she began to talk a lot about Tsurayuki.


      "He used to come to the hospital when he was a little. Around the time he entered middle school, Waka-sensei, ah, Tsurayuki's father, the director of the hospital, and he began to have a bit of a disagreement. And so he rarely comes by here anymore.”


      After leaving Osaka and returning to Kawagoe, he began to show up two or three times a week.


      However, he was not working here yet and was in the process of greeting people to help with housework and gradually learning the job.


      "He hasn't been here yet today, but he's probably on his usual stopover course."


      “Course?”


      "That's right. Tsurayuki-san always has a fixed place to go, so you can find him right away without contacting him~"


      She laughed and told us where the places he often went to were. We thanked her and went outside the hospital to open a map.


      "Bookstore, movie theater, stationery store, coffee shop, huh?"


      With this, the chances of meeting him will increase to the extent that we will not have to search for him blindly.


      "They're all near the train station, so I think we can get around."


      Even Nanako's words seemed to bring back some energy.


      "Yeah, it's still early, so let's take it one by one."


      There was a bus that went directly from the hospital, so we rode it back to the front of Honkawagoe station.


      One street back from the roundabout is a fairly long shopping street. This is the main street for people who live in the city, not tourists, and it seemed that most daily necessities and groceries could be found here.


      "The number of people suddenly increased..."


      Nanako mumbled to herself in front of the crowd. The quiet atmosphere that had prevailed earlier had vanished, and the area was filled with noise and bustle. People of all ages, young and old, men and women, walked briskly, passing us as we stood still.


      "It looks like everything is on this street except for the movie theater."


      I unfolded the map once more to check the location. The stationery store was a short walk away, the bookstore and coffee shop a short walk away, and the movie theater was just a short distance away.


      "Somehow, I feel like I'm stealing a glimpse of Tsurayuki's past."


      Looking at the stores that lined the street, Nanako smiled wryly as she said that.


      "Yeah... I kinda get it"


      Sometimes I see a boy in a school uniform. That is the old Tsurayuki. Just a couple of years ago, he must have been walking the streets like this, going into his favorite stores and thinking about this and that.


      We are following in his footsteps. Perhaps there are things he doesn't want us to know. If it had not been for what happened at the hospital earlier, we would never have known about it.


      With a bit of an unsettled feeling, we walked around looking for him.


      A stationery store with a pleasantly stylish selection of goods, a bookstore with a wide selection of specialized books and interesting genres along with major publications, and a coffee shop with a sense of history and style where the smell of freshly ground beans wafts outside the store.


      Although I sensed Tsurayuki's atmosphere, I couldn't find him in any of them.


      "The last one is... here."


      Go north all the way through the main street and enter a further back street. An old movie theater was built as if to hide its existence.


      It seems to have a history dating back to the Meiji era, and the old building and signboards had scratches and rust here and there, symbolizing the weight of the times. The building has been remodeled several times, and there was a mixture of old and new parts in different places, which further indicated the time spent in this movie theater.


      A blackboard was placed next to the entrance. On it, the films currently being screened were handwritten.


      "Both Japanese and foreign movies, it's all the works I don't know"


      Nanako is looking at the list of screenings with a curious look on her face.


      They are quite a unique group of films, including some that have been the subject of a film magazine and radio reviews, as well as a love story set in Kawagoe by a local filmmaker.


      It is a mini-theater that does not play major films like those shown at so-called cinema complexes, but rather a collection of minor productions. Tsurayuki was attracted to this theater and visited it frequently.


      “It’s a line-up that Tsurayuki likes.”


      It is said that one of his seniors who taught him about film was originally a fan of these minor films. Influenced by him, Tsurayuki also came to love these films that had never seen the light of day.


      "Is he often coming to see the show ... here."


      "I guess so."


      I had a feeling of certainty. I am sure that Tsurayuki is still coming here. He may have stopped creating, but he has not given up.


      In search of his favorite story, I am sure.


      "Areh... the clouds are coming out."


      Nanako looks up at the sky.


      The sun, which had just been burning our skin, had been swallowed by a large gray cloud before we knew it. The strong light spilling through the cracks was like an aurora borealis shining down on the earth's surface.


      The purple air softly enveloped us. The dusty, light air was beginning to become heavy with high humidity.


      



      The rain is coming.


      It was a moment when both Nanako and I felt this way.


      



      "You guys... why?"


      I heard a voice from the main street. It was a familiar voice. We turned our heads at about the same time.


      “Tsurayuki—”


      In front of us, he was exactly as he had left us that day.


      His short hair, his narrow eyes, his slender height. None of these things had changed at all from the Tsurayuki I remembered. No, he looked even better than he did then, with a better complexion and even more vitality.


      Maybe we could talk, I thought. I knew that if Tsurayuki had changed too much, it would all be over at this point. Even if I conveyed how I felt, I was sure it would not reach him.


      But the Tsurayuki I see in front of me now looks just like he did when we first met. He was full of vitality and ambition, putting everything he had into his creations.


      "Tsurayuki, you know."


      So I made my opening statement.


      We need you, and we want you to come back. I want you to come back and let's make another work together. My wish was simple. I tried to convey this to him, and his mouth was open,


      "Tch, are you serious?"


      His clicking tongue and awkward voice prevented me from doing so.


      "Of all the places to meet, to meet you in a place like this."


      Clearly, I knew I was not welcome. It was obvious that rather than being happy to see me by chance, he considered us a hindrance.


      In an instant, I noticed something strange. At first glance, Tsurayuki in front of me looked the same as before. However, this was only a matter of appearance.


      "Did someone from the hospital tell you? That I'm around here a lot."


      "Ah, yeah. We went to your parents' house and they said you weren't home, so we went to the hospital."


      I tried to tell him that we couldn't contact him on the phone,


      "Haa, you even came to my parents' house, huh? Are you playing detective or something? I don't know what you're up to, but I don't feel good about being snooped on."


      Tsurayuki scratched his head in a bad mood.


      "What are you talking about, because you changed your number, we couldn't even contact you."


      When the air was getting bad, Nanako interrupted.


      "Phone? Ah, yeah, I changed it, didn't I? I figured you wouldn't be calling me anyway."


      Tsurayuki smiles self-mockingly.


      "So? If you want to see around Kawagoe, ask an old man from the tourist association. Because I'm sure they'll show you around in the nicest possible way."


      Of course, it's not our purpose.


      The time had come to finally say what I had been preparing to say.


      In my head, the materials are turned over. I felt the gears of the "story" click into motion.


      “Tsurayuki, we're not here for sightseeing. We're here to —”


      I was going to say, we're here to take you back,


      "Don't say that, Kyouya!"


      With a strong tone, Tsurayuki interfered.


      Then silence fell. A couple of high school students walked a little further away looking at us as if they were wondering what was going on. From the busy main street, the sound of children running around excitedly could be heard.


      Both I and Nanako were overwhelmed by the strong words that Tsurayuki had said. The rejection was so strong that we could not continue to speak.


      "I know what you were going to say. I've been thinking about it over and over again since I came back here."


      Despite his words, he sounded quiet, as if he had already been blown away.


      "But I've already put an end to all that. I've finally gotten used to this shi*tty boring daily life. Don't bother me now."


      Then he sighed lightly,


      "It's over"


      He said in a decisive tone.


      “Wait a minute, Tsurayuki, it's over, you said, no way.”


      I extended my hand to stop Tsurayuki, but he shook it off.


      "Now, please leave "


      He left a discarded note and tried to walk away from the alley.


      I haven't told him anything yet. If this is over, I will not know what we met for.


      But right now, I can't find the words to say to Tsurayuki.


      As my mind wanders left and right looking for answers,


      "Tsurayuki"


      From right beside me, Nanako's voice stopped Tsurayuki.


      "What?"


      Surprisingly, Tsurayuki stopped walking and turned around.


      Nanako snorted and held out her hand.


      "What's this? Are you still mugging people? You're too old for that."


      Even after we had lost an argument, Nanako cut in the middle,


      "Your number"


      She said, and thrust her hand further toward Tsurayuki.


      "Ha?"


      "Hurry up. If something happens, we don't want to not be able to contact you. Hora."


      Tsurayuki smiled wryly at the strength of Nanako's pushiness.


      "This, don't call me."


      He took a note out of his pocket, wrote with a pen, tore off a piece of paper, and handed it to Nanako.


      "See you"


      And Tsurayuki continued walking slowly down the alley.


      


      I couldn't say a word to him. I just stared at his silent back.


      



      

    

  


  


  

  
    * * *


    From the movie theater, we returned to the shopping street and walked down the street to the hotel in front of the station. We continued walking against the wave of people going home from the station, as it coincided with the busy time of the day.


    I had predicted that Tsurayuki might act this way, but it was still sad to see him do so.


    It's over now. That's what Tsurayuki said. If it was after he had made a lot of decisions about the future, it would take a lot of effort to overturn it.


    (Tomorrow, things are going to get a lot tougher)


    The way forward has suddenly become very difficult, but we have to think of a countermeasure first.


    For now, I called out to Nanako, who was walking beside me.


    "Do you want to go directly back to the hotel? Or we could go straight to dinner."


    When I asked her, she shook her head,


    "Un-unn, it can wait later. More than that..."


    With one sigh there, she said,


    "Really..."


    "Eh?"


    Nanako kicked at the air with a vicious kick,


    "That guy, he is so rude to us who came all this way! I thought I was going to chase him down and kick his *ss."


    She wrinkled her brow and started to say such a disturbing things.


    "I don't know what happened, but isn't it the worst to run away without even talking? At least hear what we have to say... Wait, what's wrong, Kyouya?"


    I was a bit stunned by the violence Nanako had not shown in a long time.


    Apparently, Nanako noticed this and her face turned red all at once,


    "Ah, aah, um, I wasn't really trying to kick him, I just felt like, you know, it didn't feel right. um."


    "I know"


    I smiled bitterly, but inwardly I was grateful to Nanako.


    If it had been just me, I would have been left in a state of shock, thinking about what to do next with a heavy heart.


    But the fact that Nanako behaved the same way as before seemed to make the earlier event seem a little lighter. I don't know what the outcome would be, but it was definitely a good time to change my mind.


    (Besides, we now have Tsurayuki's contact information.)


    From her pocket, she pulls out a note with Tsurayuki's cell phone number on it. If Nanako had not mentioned it at the time, we would have lost even any chance of meeting again.


    "We'll have to figure out what to do tomorrow later."


    "Yeah, I guess so. I've got to give that pretentious guy a good beating."


    Nanako said so and took a fighting pose.


    Fufu, a spontaneous smile leaks out.


    "I'm glad to come with Nanako."


    For my part, it was a spontaneous expression of gratitude,


    "Eh...? Ah, y-yeah..."


    Nanako was strangely confused, or rather, she looked embarrassed.


    



    Eventually, we arrived at the hotel within walking distance. I went through the entrance to the lobby, told them my room number, and received a key.


    "Look, Nanako, this."


    When I look back at Nanako with the key in her hand, she looks strangely restless and glances around. Her face seems to be blushing a little.


    "Nanako?"


    "Ah, unn. Sorry..."


    Nanako was still looking away from me, as if her mind was not in focus.


    "What's wrong? Are you a little tired?"


    When I called out to her, Nanako shook her head,


    "I-It's not like that. I'm not tired or anything, I'm perfectly healthy, but uh..."


    She blushed even more,


    "Kyouya and I came here together, right?"


    She repeats what she said earlier.


    "Yes, but so what?"


    Nanako held the key she was holding close to her chest and glanced at me,


    "I mean, we're on a trip together, just the two of us..."


    "...!"


    I-I see!


    I was thinking about Tsurayuki so much that I was completely distracted from that.


    Indeed, when you think about it, this is a trip between two people, a man and a woman. If it had been completely the case that it was a private trip, I might have been aware of it, but this time I was unaware of it because of the circumstances.


    But Nanako was clearly aware of it. Perhaps she was already thinking about it from the bullet train on the way there? Recently, I think her involvement with me has changed a bit again...


    If so, I may have once again embarrassed Nanako by my insensitivity.


    As I was puzzled, wondering what to say back,


    "I-I'm sorry! I'm here to talk about Tsurayuki, so of course I know it's not about that! I know, but!"


    Nanako said something like, "For the time being, there is no need for that kind of thing," and I felt somewhat relieved.


    "O-O-Of course, I know that, aha, ahahaha"


    In the lobby of a business hotel, the two of us were awkwardly laughing together. It must have been an annoying scene from the perspective of others.


    "Etto, let's go back to the room for now..."


    "U-Unn..."


    As if to hide our embarrassment, we returned to each other's rooms in silence.


    


  


  

  * * *


  


  


  "Yes, I understand. Yes, I will tell Aki-san and Kawasegawa-senpai. Bye then."


  I hung up the call and breathed a sigh of relief.


  "How was it?"


  "He told me that he hadn't spoken with him properly yet today, and that he would start the real talk tomorrow."


  Kawasegawa-senpai replied shortly, "So," and went back to preparing dinner.


  "Let's get this done quickly. Saikawa, serve the rice."


  "Y-Yes"


  I do as I'm told, open the rice cooker and serve rice for two.


  "Ah, that... How about Aki-san."


  "She said, "Leave some for me to eat later"."


  "Uwh... T-That's so."


  I dropped my shoulders in disappointment.


  Today's dinner, Aki-san ate alone as she had said. Because she is concentrating on her work, she says she will do all her meals and baths during her breaks, and I'm impressed with her thoroughness.


  "Itadakimasu"


  "...I-Itadakimasu."


  Eating dinner alone with Kawasegawa-senpai, I wish you would put yourself in my shoes...


  "I didn't have much time today, so I made a cold shabu salad and miso soup. The pickles are store-bought, but they are quite tasty."


  "Thank you very much, it's very good."


  I didn't lie when I said that, but to be honest, I didn't feel like eating.


  After all, in front of me is that senior Kawasegawa-senpai. Ever since she entered college, she has maintained the top grades in her major, and it is rumored that there is no one who can match her in knowledge and practical skills.


  Even in the face of Hashiba-san, who can do anything, instead of flinching, she seems to be able to get the better of him, which I think is amazing.


  It makes me nervous and apologetic to have such a person cook for me, but when it comes to eating alone with her, I feel like I don't know what to do.


  Therefore, of course, there is very little chatter at the dinner table,


  "If you want a second helping, just let me know."


  "Y-Yes, thank you very much."


  I feel almost like saying "Yes, ma'am," and I would like to share this air with many people. In addition, I would like to make it non-returnable.


  The meal continues without much fuss. It tastes good, and I don't dislike senpai or anything, in fact I like her, but I really want to do something about the tension-filled dining table... desperately.


  I opened my mouth to create a topic.


  “Um, I would like to ask senpai, is that okay?”


  "If it's something I can answer, fine."


  If I talk about some secret talk or something, she would likely kill me.


  I speak up timidly, inwardly scared.


  "Who is ... that Hashiba-san and the others are trying to bring in?"


  Yes, in fact, I hadn't heard about that person yet.


  Since there was no particular explanation, I left it as it was, but I was indeed a bit concerned because Hashiba-san and others were unnaturally reluctant to give their names there.


  A first-year student like me? Or a second year student who is related to the seniors? Or more senior? The mystery only deepened and the imagination only expanded.


  "... You'll be curious, after all"


  "R-Right, I can't help but think ... wait, senpai?"


  When I looked, Kawasegawa-senpai was sighing deeply and furrowing her brow.


  "Good grief, Hashiba, I wonder why he leaves without any such explanation. He must know that I will be left behind to explain everything. And yet, he asked me not to tell everyone about this yet, rea~lly, that part! That guy!"


  If it were a gag comic, she might break a chopstick or two.


  "Se-se-se-senpai, i-it's enough, it's okay! Right? Let's eat cold shabu, cold shabu!"


  While desperately soothing senpai, I also wanted to say to Hashiba-san, "That's what I'm talking about!" No, I'll tell him when he comes back. Definitely!


  


  

  
    * * *


    The next day, we first held a strategy meeting.


    There was no point in talking to Tsurayuki without any kind of a plan. So I decided to think again about what I should talk to him about, or rather, what I should talk to him about to persuade him.


    Leaving the hotel and walking down the main street, we soon entered a shopping street with a nice atmosphere. On the left side of the street is a coffee shop with an exterior resembling a horse-drawn carriage.


    It was a place where Tsurayuki used to come often.


    The hotel would have been a good place to talk, but I chose this restaurant in the hope that I would be able to hear from the owner, who knew Tsurayuki personally. Of course, I knew the person in question would not be there.


    "He said, "Today is the day he doesn't come". He often comes on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays, but rarely on Tuesdays and Thursdays."


    And today is that Thursday. Unless Tsurayuki changed his mind, it seemed unlikely that he would come to this place today.


    Opening the slightly heavy door, I softly smelled the good aroma of ground beans. The sound of water boiling in the siphon echoed softly.


    From the counter on the right as I entered, the owner of the restaurant greeted me with a friendly smile.


    "Oya, you came again today. Welcome."


    He is probably about 50 years old. He is a rather young-looking owner with regent-like hair that looks good on him.


    "Yes. Um ...  he's not here today, right?"


    When I asked, the owner smiled and shook his head.


    "Don't worry. As I said yesterday, he won't be here on Thursday."


    I exchanged glances with Nanako and headed to the table in the back.


    Perhaps because it was early in the morning, the store was still empty. When we came yesterday, the restaurant was full, probably because it was lunch time, but today, the only other customer was an old man reading a newspaper at the back right corner of the store.


    (A retired salaryman, perhaps? Or a business owner??)


    He had romance gray hair, a mustache, and a clean-cut suit. The morning light streamed in through the window as he quietly read the newspaper and sipped his coffee.


    Not wanting to interrupt him by talking, we sat directly opposite each other in the back left corner.


    "I'll have a hot coffee and a café au lait, please."


    "Okay"


    For now, I'll just order,


    "Well, what shall we do then?"


    We started talking about what we were going to do.


    “Even if we could talk to Tsurayuki, how do we get him to change his mind from that situation of giving up?”


    His tone seemed energetic and his health seemed to be recovering, but the important part, his feelings, did not seem to be directed toward creating any more.


    Unless there is some part that triggers it, it will just be repeated again that it's over.


    "But, you know"


    Nanako continues to speak.


    "Does that guy really think it's over?"


    "Eh?"


    “Look, Tsurayuki has a strange way of putting on airs, so he couldn't bring it up himself, and he probably couldn't accept the fact that Kyouya told him to say it?”


    The master brought coffee and café au lait. Nanako sipped the café au lait and breathed a sigh.


    "Then, he was afraid that if Kyouya talked to him, he might be persuaded, so he ran away before Kyouya could say anything. That's what it looked like to me."


    When you say it, maybe there was that reason for that rejection.


    "Yeah, I guess he thought if he did that I would give up too"


    Tsurayuki guarded himself before we could say anything. This could be interpreted in reverse, because his feelings would be moved if we said something.


    But even if I told him, he would probably retreat further into his shell. We need a way to make sure that the person himself still has a "Passion".


    "I wish I had some leads..."


    It can be a small thing. If Tsurayuki still has something that gives us a sense of his thoughts on creation, we can expand the conversation from there.


    Perhaps she was concerned about me, who just folded my arms and groaned.


    “If you think about it too much, it'll just weigh you down, so why don't we take a walk outside for a change?”


    Nanako said so and looked outside the store.


    “I thought I'd like to see more of the town where Tsurayuki lived ... Maybe there's something, you know, a clue or something.”


    "Right, I guess I could walk around for a bit"


    It's not like we are going sightseeing, and a walk may indeed be a good idea. Even if there is nothing to see, just walking around stimulates the brain.


    While looking at the map app on my phone, I was thinking about the route after leaving the store,


    "Ah, hey, you guys."


    Suddenly, I was called.


    When I looked, Master was smiling at me.


    "Are you going to walk around town?"


    "Yes, since we're here, I thought I'd take a look around a bit. But..."


    When I tried to continue, saying, "We are not going on a tour of famous places, so I don't care to be introduced to recommended spots".


    "Just right!"


    "Eh?"


    "Right now, here's the chairman of the tourism association, who seems rather free. I thought it would be a good idea to have him show you around."


    "Eh?"


    Tourism Association? Chairman?


    That's only one person, except for us...


    Thinking that, I looked at the gentleman in the back right corner,


    "Oi, that's not what you said..."


    Despite his quiet tone, he stared at the master with an air of reluctance.


    "Isn't it fine? It's not every day you get a chance like this, so I figured it was just another encounter, you know?"


    The master does not care about such a situation and proceeds with his talk.


    "Um, we're not going sightseeing, we're just going to walk a little bit, so..."


    When I thought that I had to stop this flow somehow,


    "... Okay, got it."


    The gentleman nodded quietly, drank the rest of his coffee in one gulp, and stood up abruptly. He carefully folded up the newspaper he was reading and walked over to our table.


    And,


    "As the owner says, perhaps this is just another fateful chance for us to meet. I will show you around Kawagoe, and best regards."


    He said, and bowed with the kind of neatness that one might expect to see in a job search video.


    "Ah... etto, um..."


    To our bewilderment, the gentleman remained completely unfazed and continued to bow.


    It's hard to say no unless there's something really wrong.


    "Best regards..."


    We were completely out of escape, and unable to resist the suddenness of the situation, we decided to go sightseeing in Kawagoe.


    


  


  
    Chapter 2: The City He Stepped On


    "I apologize for the suddenness."


    As soon as we left the coffee shop, the old man bowed his head.


    "Ah, no, not like that."


    "That store owner is a good-natured guy and is quick to say things like that. If it really bothers you, I'll leave. ...What do you think?"


    We were not bothered, but we didn't feel comfortable treating the old man in this way. Nanako and I looked at each other and nodded lightly,


    "It's no inconvenience to us, please guide us..."


    When I responded, the old man's expression relaxed faintly,


    "I understand. So once again, let's start with an introduction to the city, even if it's just a walk."


    After clearing my throat, we slowly walked away.


    We follow along and start to walk beside him.


    "First of all, do you know the word Koedo?"


    "Yes, it was on a billboard in front of the station, and also in a pamphlet."


    The old man nodded,


    "Originally, Kawagoe was a castle town of the Kawagoe Domain, which was the parent domain of the Kawagoe family during the Edo period. The name "Koedo" came about because of the town's close ties to Edo."


    I had a vague idea of what an Edo-like town it was, but this was the first time I knew it had such a connection with Edo.


    “In the early days of the Meiji era, the city was trying to preserve the atmosphere of the streets that had been created by that time, and this urban area of Kawagoe was born.” (Note: 1868-1912)


    According to the old man, there are many buildings in this area that are 100 to 200 years old and are still in use as actual stores and other facilities.


    (I guess I'm getting interested a bit, too)


    I originally liked walking around a town with this kind of atmosphere, and even though I would take time to think about Tsurayuki later, I felt that it would be okay to follow his guidance for the time being.


    "First of all, let's start with this. This is Taisho Roman Dream Street."


    When I looked around, I found that the area was indeed filled with buildings with an atmosphere reminiscent of the Taisho Era (1912-1926).


    "Originally, this area was an arcade district with a Showa-era atmosphere, but the policy was changed in the Heisei era. The old buildings were preserved, and new buildings were renovated in the Taisho style to create the streetscape you see here."


    At first glance, the building may appear to be a bare concrete building with a rugged impression, but the roof and windows have a sophisticated design that uses curves. It would have been quite a feat if the building had been designed to match the impression of the street.


    As we walked leisurely down the street, the man explained one after another what that store sold and the history of that building. As one would expect from the president of a tourist association, there was nothing he didn't know about this town.


    However, if we are going around famous places like this, no matter how much time we have, it won't be enough... or so I thought, and called out to Nanako.


    "What should I do, tell the old man somewhere and say goodbye..."


    When I looked at Nanako, she had taken out a tourist information pamphlet she had received at the hotel and was staring at something intently.


    She is very concentrated. She seems to be mumbling and reading something that is written on the page.


    "Nanako?"


    I called out to her again,


    "Ha! W-W-W-What is it, Kyouya?"


    Nanako was too obviously flustered.


    The pamphlet she had been reading earlier was hidden behind her back. I wondered if there was something she didn't want me to see, and she was trying to put it away in her pocket.


    "... Look at something?"


    "No! Not at all!"


    I'm sure you saw something, I don't know what it was, though.


    Since it wasn't something I wanted to pursue, I just shut up there,


    "Come on, let's go! The old man already went ahead of us!"


    She said as if to deceive me and walked quickly toward the old man who was walking ahead of us.


    "What was she looking at...?"


    Sensing Nanako's intentions, as in the incident at the hotel yesterday, I followed them for the time being.


    


    The sightseeing in Kawagoe, which had begun unexpectedly, seemed to continue.


    



    

  


 
  

 
  * * *


  This is the club room of the art research club. I am a member of this club, so I visit this room on weekdays. I have heard that a club is such an easy-going place, and since this is one of the most relaxed places in the club, it is just the right place for me to relax. However, it may not be suitable for those who want to study painting properly here.


  But there have been some disturbing developments in this circle here recently.


  No, disturbing might be a bit misleading. It's more like black clouds are covering the area and it looks like it's going to start raining heavily...


  Because the disturbing feeling that now covers this circle is such a sweet one, as if candy, not rain, is falling from the pink clouds.


  "Well then! I would like to finally make a decision about this year's school festival program!"


  The head of the club, Kiryu-san, who was the one who created the disturbance, declared in high spirits in front of all the members of the club.


  "What I want to propose is a maid ca..."


  "We are absolutely against it! Even though Saikawa-chan has joined us, there is no way we are going to revert back to a circle where we don't know what we're doing!"


  "Against freedom of speech! Hiyama-chan, why do you oppose everything I say!"


  "That! The reason is! Ever since I met you! I've been saying it all the time!"


  Kiryu-san is out of control and Hiyama-san is trying to physically restrain him. Everyone around them was behaving freely, doing activities, reading manga, etc. At first I thought it was an unusual scene, but after a while I realized that this was the daily life of this circle.


  What Kiryu-san was desperately struggling with and insisting on was to have a maid café at the school festival. Last year, Aki-san, Nanako-san, and a senior help that was brought in from somewhere else were dressed as maids, and the event was a great success. The story goes that while Kiryu-san was very happy, Hiyama-san looked deeply disgusted.


  "Because! We can make enough money to cover the club's expenses for a year just by running that store! We have no choice but to do it! Even Takenaka Heizo would say so!"


  (Note: is a Japanese economist, retired politician, and political activist last serving as Minister of Internal Affairs and Communications and Minister of State for Privatization of the Postal Services in the cabinet of Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi. As of July 2007, he is a professor at Keio University and an advisor for other academic institutions and companies. Wiki)


  "He won't say it! After what happened to Saikawa-chan, and even last year, Shinoaki-chan had a close call! What do you think about that!"


  Kiryu-san glanced at me and said,


  "Well, because, Saikawa-chan would probably give you a hard slap on the cheek if you did that."


  "Don't make the assumption that I will! Yeah, well, I probably will..."


  "Saikawa-chan, you can't! If you let your guard down even a little bit, this old man will take advantage of you right away, so you have to absolutely refuse him!"


  "Look, Saikawa-chan said it's okay."


  “When! Did she! Say it! I'm gonna twist your ears up!"


  While the president and vice president continued to fight, the senior male duo of Sugimoto-san and Kakihara-san looked uninterested.


  "Um... Do you two have anything to say?"


  "Do you think there is?"


  "Rather, I've seen too many of the same scenes, and it's time for a new development."


  A new development. Well, if you've been watching them two or three years longer than I have, maybe that's how you feel about them.


  "But that's it. Without Hashiba-kun and Shinoaki-chan, it feels like the balance is off."


  Sugimoto-san mumbles.


  "That's right. Hashiba-san is really absent, but Aki-san is..."


  She is at home. She is there, but she is not coming out.


  The reason is that the work on the video production is reaching its peak. I don't know the details of the work, but the amount of time she spent in the room was a sure sign of it.


  Sometimes, when Kawasegawa-senpai worries and goes to check on her, she seems to be eating food as if she's noticed, so I'm relieved, though.


  "Hey, Saikawa-chan! Can you tell this idiot again? Said this maid cafe thing is insane, and don't be ridiculous!"


  "Oi! That's unfair, Hiyama-chan! But being coldly abused by Saikawa-chan would be nice too ow ow ow ow!"


  The two continued to wrestle, and finally intervened in earnest, a third country trying to do something about the stalemate in the battle.


  (Maid cafe, huh...)


  I felt sorry for Hiyama-san if I agreed with this plan, and I also thought that it would be dangerous for things to proceed as Kiryu-san wanted them to.


  But inwardly, I was thinking that I might as well do it. Since I had already settled the matter of the part-time job and hadn't attended any events since then, I was actually itching to get out of the cosplay craving that had been building up.


  (Something that can replace it...)


  "Ah"


  The words just slipped out of my mouth.


  "Eh, is there anything you want to say?"


  "Hih, abusing, abusing me is coming? Then you might as well just stomp me ow ow ow!"


  In front of Hiyama-san and the choked Kiryu-san, I,


  "Um... I think maid cafes are not a good idea."


  When I said it, Hiyama-san tightened the chokehold even more with a big smile on her face.


  "Look! Saikawa-chan doesn't like it after all!"


  "Guh... Geeee"


  As the two men seemed to have decided the match, I continued.


  "But if it's a cosplay cafe...wouldn't it be nice?"


  For a moment, the club room fell silent. All the club members looked at me with stunned expressions on their faces.


  "U-Um, Saikawa-chan, what did you say...?"


  Hiyama-san asks me with a look of disbelief.


  "Eh, um, cosplay cafe, I said..."


  "Cosplay is that thing where you dress up as characters from anime, video games, movies, etc."


  "Yes, it is"


  Hiyama-san's mouth, still open, slammed shut, and she pushed Kiryu-san out of the way and approached me rapidly at once.


  "W-W-W-W-W-W-W-What are you talking about, Saikawa-chan! Has this idiot's poison gotten to you a little bit? Come to your senses quickly!!"


  "I-I'm fine, Hiyama-san! I'm perfectly normal...!"


  "B-B-Because, you said a cosplay cafe, a cosplay cafe! If he had said it, it would be a little better, but you, of all people, with common sense, would not have said it, no way."


  I put my hand on Hiyama-san's shoulder and gently lowered my eyes.


  "I'm sorry. But I did say it. It is the fact."


  "No waay..."


  In place of Hiyama-san, who had fallen down on the spot, the president, the old man of desire stood up gallantly, saying, "My time has come."


  "Yes! That's right, Saikawa-chan! I knew you knew exactly what I meant, this old man's dreams and romance!"


  "No, to put it bluntly, I think it's just a collection of men's desires."


  The president said, "Guha!" and fell down.


  "Saikawa, you've got something on your mind, don't you? Let's hear it."


  As the president and vice president both fall, a piercing voice echoes through the club room.


  It was the words of Kawasegawa-senpai, who had attended the meeting in place of Hashiba-san and others.


  I nodded and began to explain.


  “Last year's Maid Café was indeed an interesting event, and thanks to the attractive maids of our seniors, it was a great success.”


  "Right right right! That's why I said let's do it again this year."


  Kiryu-san, who should have fallen down, got up again and tried to get back on track.


  "But there were a lot of problems, so I think it's better not to do it twice."


  "Guhaa!"


  Raising the exact same voice as before, Kiryu-san sank to the floor.


  "Besides, if we want this to be a successful event, there is no point in doing a repeat of last year's event. Even for those enthusiasts who missed it the first event, they will be more discerning and demanding on the second occasion. Then I thought it would be easier if we just reopened... How do you think?"


  I said so and looked at the president and vice president, but one of them was crumpled on the floor and the other was holding her head in shock at the unexpected turn of events, making it impossible for me to ask them to make a decision.


  (The only person I can count on is this person.)


  I looked at Kawasegawa-senpai again,


  "...For these reasons, I was wondering if it would be a good idea to have a cosplay cafe?"


  Kawasegawa-senpai stood up without saying a word,


  "It makes sense. I think the intent seems to be clear, so what do you guys think?"


  When I looked around, I saw that the vice president was plopped down at the desk, the president was quietly raising his hand, and the male seniors were also quietly raising their hands.


  "We have a majority in favor. Let's start preparing for this year's school festival event, the Cosplay Café."


  Kawasegawa-senpai, who acted like a new leader stood in the middle of the wreckage while the president & vice president collapsed. As it was, we began to get into the specifics of the plan.


  "First of all, costumes. Let's talk to the Manga and Science Fiction Research Clubs. If we can't rent them, we'll have to make them."


  “Ueh, Y-Yes! I can handle it all in one way or another."


  "Then we'll discuss it when we decide what we're going to do. Next, the cost of materials―"


  Kawasegawa-senpai is proceeding with the preparations in a quick and efficient manner. I wonder if there has ever been such a dependable person to carry out a certain task. Well, Hashiba-san could be relied on to do the same. This is the real appearance of senpai, always waiting behind Hashiba-san, and it seems that that was just a temporary appearance, the first appearance of the last boss.


  "Um, I'm sorry, Senpai. I said something reckless."


  I said, with a hint of fear,


  "Why are you apologizing? I thought your idea was a good one, so I went ahead with it as a plan. I wasn't trying to be nice."


  What a senior-like word, I thought.


  "Well, also..."


  "Also?"


  Senpai quickly looked away and,


  "That guy would do the same thing if he were here, so I am just a substitute."


  "He~e..."


  I immediately knew that "that guy" was referring to Hashiba-san. I guess she really trusts him. I think the bond between them is so strong that it comes out even in such a casual way.


  (But still...)


  Why does Kawasegawa-senpai leave the leadership to Hashiba-senpai, while she herself is in a supporting role? Hashiba-san's production ability is amazing even from my point of view, but compared to Kawasegawa-senpai's strength, he doesn't seem to be able to surpass her...


  "Really, you're so handful, Hashiba."


  Senpai said so and sighed.


  "Ah..."


  Seeing the look of amazement and warmth on her face, I was struck by a possibility.


  (... C-Could it be...!)


  No, it certainly makes sense when you think about it. Whenever they decided or talked about something, Kawasegawa-senpai would always follow up with Hashiba-san.


  The opinions and plans that Hashiba-san comes up with are indeed innovative and surprising in many ways, but they are also easily cause for opposition. However, the fact that Kawasegawa-senpai follow up on his ideas increases everyone's sense of security and works to their advantage as a basis for making decisions.


  Kawasegawa-senpai is strict with herself and others, so there is no doubt that she is doing so out of recognition of Hashiba-san's abilities. There is no doubt, but...


  (Maybe she likes him... about Hashiba-san)


  When I think about it, the stern senpai in front of me seems so adorable and makes me want to hug her. It would take a lot of courage to do it, though.


  



  


  


  

  


  * * *


  
    After passing through Taisho Romantic Dream Street, we finally entered Chuo-dori Street, the heart of Koedo.


    From the Honkawagoe station, walk straight north along the street immediately in front of you. Then, you will see a sight that may seem strange to people from other areas of Japan.


    First of all, all buildings are low at once. There is not a tower apartment building in sight. In a city the size of Kawagoe, it would be natural that there would be many low buildings here and there, but in this area, there are only low buildings as if there is a hole in the ground.


    There are no telegraph poles at all in this area. They must have buried everything underground, but compared to the amount of pedestrian traffic, I felt as if I was on an open movie set or in a theme park.


    And above all, the greatest feature of this place is,


    "Please take a look. Everything as far as the eye can see looks like the Edo period."


    It was a group of buildings with tiled roofs standing in a row.


    "Amazing... It looks like a movie set"


    Nanako couldn't help but admire the spectacular sight.


    “Is this all from the Edo period?”


    At my question, the old man shook his head and said,


    “There was a big fire called the Great Kawagoe Fire in the Meiji Era. Unfortunately, many valuable buildings were destroyed by fire. So, most of the buildings we have now are replicas. But even so, they are all 100 years old since they were rebuilt.”


    I see, I was convinced. Still, the fact that they have kept it up so well since then must be due to a great deal of hard work.


    “And based on the lessons learned from the Great Kawagoe Fire, we adopted a certain fireproof building, which is called a Kurazukuri.”


    The street was lined with these buildings, so it is said to be called a kurazukuri (warehouse) townscape.


    "And this bell tower is the symbol of this area, the bell of time."


    Among the low buildings, I noticed a tall structure that stood out.


    "We rang the bell on time in the past and still do today. It's just off the hour, but it's reputed to make a nice sound."


    I look up again at the bell tower, which has been staring at this place since the past.


    I heard that this building was rebuilt in the Meiji era, but it is still has the weight of 100 years. Compared to my tiny time travel, it is ten times heavier.


    But I am at the mercy of this decade of time, and while I have managed to move forward, I am frequently at the mercy of it. I am often reminded that time is so much less than we would like it to be.


    (I bet it will still be standing here in the same way 10 years from now)


    If I ever return to the future, I will visit this place once more. I am sure I will be deeply moved.


    When we passed by a tofu shop near the bell of time, we were suddenly approached as we were walking along.


    “Ah, sensei! Thank you for your hard work, so you're guiding them today."


    When I thought about it, it was directed at the old man rather than at us.


    "Yes, I have a chance to meet them. Oh yeah, can I have three okara doughnuts, please?"


    As one would expect from the chairman of the board of directors, he was a local celebrity, and when people saw him, many of them approached him. Each time, he greeted them politely and responded.


    But he is called sensei, not a chancellor? Maybe he used to be a teacher. And it makes sense, too, when you look at the way he is behaving.


    "I see they call you 'sensei'?"


    The old man didn't change his expression,


    "I can't help it, that's what they call me because of my work."


    I see, that seemed to confirm it.


    "It looks like the donut is ready. Please eat it while it's hot."


    The three of us bite into the hot donuts that are handed to us.


    Because it was freshly fried, the crunchy outside and fluffy inside and the sweetness of the texture spread in the mouth in perfect balance.


    "Really, it's delicious!"


    Nanako happily tried a second bite, and the heat made her "Nn~" writhe in agony.


    "Miss, here you go. I think it will go well with the donuts."


    The tea handed to me by the old man tasted a bit strong and indeed went well with the sweet.


    "T-Thank you very much, I'm sorry. For any of this"


    The donuts and tea were paid for by the old man as a matter of course, and he wouldn't let us pay for them.


    When Nanako and I thanked him for his kind guidance,


    "It's okay. This is my job."


    The old man, still keeping the same expression on his face, said so and started walking again.


    "This is the next one. Please be careful when crossing the road."


    After crossing the street, we entered a narrow alley that ran along the central street.


    I thought that since it was a back street, there would be fewer people there,


    "Eh, aren't there more people on this street?"


    The place was so full of people that Nanako couldn't help but mention it.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    


    “The place we are about to visit is the most visited place in Kawagoe. It might be more famous than Koedo.”


    The old man explained so, but Nanako still tilted her head.


    "Ah... Maybe I remember a little bit."


    As I recall, there must have been a scene in a popular Hokkaido local travel show where they visited this place. I remember they were having a quick-eating contest of something sweet.


    "Like... Plum jam, or wheat gluten candy"


    “Wheat gluten candy?”


    "Yeah. Not the regular ones, but the ones they sell that are about as long as a rolled up poster."


    The old man responded to my words,


    "That's right. This is the famous "Kashiya Yokocho" where sweet shops line the street."


    I nodded quietly and looked around at the stores that lined the street.


    "Rather than explaining this and that, it would be better to actually look around."


    So we decided to follow along as we were told.


    Indeed, as the old man said, it was easier to understand what he was talking about if you actually saw it. There were many candy stores with an old-fashioned atmosphere all packed into one place, and all of them were crowded with customers.


    There was a line of nostalgic snacks such as 10 yen gum, mini donuts, and cola gummies, and I could have spent some time just looking at them.


    "Ah, aren't these sweets the ones Kyouya mentioned?"


    I turned around at Nanako's voice,


    "Ah, that's right, this one, this one, this is really big."


    There were a lot of huge pastries that looked as big as a baseball bat.


    "How do you eat this...?"


    "I don't know, but I guess I think they normally bite and eat it."


    We didn't buy any because we thought they might become a burden, but it seemed that all the middle school students who seemed to be on a school trip were buying pastries. The boys were even more obvious, some of them were playing "chanbara" (sword fight) with the fu pastries they had just bought.


    "When you're in middle school, you know you want something like this ~"


    Nanako was watching the situation happily.


    "Kyouya, didn't you buy any weird souvenirs on the school trip?"


    "I bought, I bought, some mysterious keychain that says 'effort' or something like that.”


    It's still a mystery as to why it's still there.


    "I understand! And then there's that, a wooden sword!"


    Nanako cheerfully said so.


    "Wood... a sword?"


    "Eh? You know, the one next to the happi (Note: Japanese traditional headdress), with the scabbard and everything, and you swing it around..."


    Coming here, Nanako seemed to realize that her past was different from mine.


    "... No, let's pretend there was no wooden sword."


    "O-Okay"


    What did Nanako use it for when she bought it back home?


    I can only pray that it's not for the sake to do that with a student from another school...


    After leaving the confectionery alley, we were next taken to a store that sold ceramics.


    In the store on the first floor, I was intrigued by the tableware, knick-knacks and key chains, but for some reason, we were taken to the second floor of the store.


    "We offer a hands-on pottery class. I thought it would be a new experience for people who don't usually do this kind of thing in their daily lives."


    The old man said so and set it up for us,


    "We did it last year..."


    "Hadn't we told the old man that we were attending the University of the Arts?"


    We were taking a pottery course as an elective class at art college.


    "Well, everyone looked sleepy because of the doujinshi game at that time, so I thought it would be good to try it again properly?"


    "That's right. I might be able to do it easily and well ~"


    So, we decided to turn the potter's wheel.


    "A-Areh... Was it this difficult...?"


    First, Nanako began making avant-garde vases,


    "Nanako, you need to fix your hand a little more... Wait, uwah!"


    "Kyouya too, isn't that a little bit of a mess?"


    "D-Don't talk about others...?"


    We both, not very well, not taking advantage of the benefits of being art students,


    “Fumu... It seems to have been a little difficult for the two of you.”


    It ended up being finished to the point where it was told to us.


    "Somehow, it's plainly frustrating, but..."


    "... I understand"


    Even though it is not my major, it is sad to see so many poorly done items lined up.


    After a proper lecture from the store owner, the two of us managed to complete what looked like a plate.


    After that, we can leave the finishing touches to the craftsmen, who will then fire it.


    "I will arrange for it to be sent to your home in a month."


    It would be kind of fun to have two mysterious plates delivered to the share house just when we forgot about them.


    



    

  


  


  

  


  
    * * *


    After the pottery experience, we headed back to Central Avenue.


    "This is the end of the townscape of storehouses. There are famous temples and Jizo (stone statues) ahead, but among them..."


    As I spoke up to that point, the sound of an out-of-place guitar echoed from the old man's chest.


    "Excuse me. There's a phone call."


    It seemed to be a ringtone, so he quickly took out his cell phone,


    "Yes, what is it... Yeah, okay"


    After a minute or so of some sort of business call,


    "I'm sorry, I've got some business to attend to, so this is the end of the tour. I'm sorry I ended the tour in the middle."


    He bowed so politely that we felt rather terribly sorry for him.


    "Not at all, we enjoyed it very much."


    "Yeah, if it had been just us, we never would have been able to make such a solid tour."


    Together, we told the old man our honest thoughts.


    It all started with a reckless request from the owner of the coffee shop, but I was more than satisfied with the exquisite degree of guidance that got right to the point.


    So I had no complaints at all,


    "No, at least if I can guide you to one more place... that's right."


    The old man took out the phone again,


    “Would you like to join me for lunch?”


    "Eh... yes, by all means."


    I inadvertently nodded at the sudden invitation.


    "Thank you very much, may I have your phone number so I can tell you where to find the restaurant later."


    "Ah, well, here you go..."


    As I was told, I displayed my cell phone number and showed it to the old man.


    "Thank you, I will contact you in about an hour. Good day."


    With another exemplary bow, the old man quickly disappeared into the crowd.


    "He's gone..."


    "Yeah, that sounded like a job."


    I wonder if there was a great man with an urgent need to show us around.


    With the person who had been leading the way until just now gone, we suddenly lost sight of where we were going.


    “First, what should we do now?”


    Do we go to the temples and shrines and Jizo (stone statues) that the old man mentioned, or do we stop at a cafe on the street for a rest?


    In any case, we will meet up with the old man again in an hour. I wanted to think about Tsurayuki, but that would have to wait until after lunch. I couldn't get it out of my head the whole time I was sightseeing, and I needed somewhere to organize my thoughts.


    As I was considering these options, Nanako,


    "You know, Kyouya... I have a place I want to go to..."


    Surprisingly, she clearly indicated where she wanted to go.


    However, she was fidgeting a lot, and not making eye contact with me... No, her action was a bit strange.


    "Okay, but where?"


    “I-I want to go there for a bit!”


    Is it such a hidden place?


    Well, it wasn't like there was anywhere I wanted to go on my end, and I had no reason to say no.


    "Yeah, then let's go. Do you know the way?"


    When she heard that, Nanako nodded and said,


    "I checked the pamphlet just now, so it's okay!"


    This time, her face turned red as she pulled my sleeve.


    "Let's go!"


    "O-Okay"


    I don't know why she was so hyped up, but I followed Nanako's lead and started walking to that destination.


    From Central Avenue, exit further north and turn east after a short walk.


    I noticed that the number of tourists, which had decreased as we passed the kurazukuri district, suddenly increased the moment we entered this street.


    "He~e, are these people going to that place too?"


    "Y-Yeah... maybe not!"


    Nanako still won't tell me the destination.


    Looking closely, I noticed that there were many couples among the tourists walking along the same road. Earlier, there were many families and school students on school trips, but the situation here is very different.


    (Maybe that's the kind of...)


    I wondered if it was a place for people, just about the time,


    "Ah, here it is..."


    When I turned my head at Nanako's voice, I saw a large forest and a torii gate sitting in front of it. And in the middle of it, the roof of a building that looked like the main shrine could be seen.


    "Shrine...?"


    Nanako nodded.


    "I heard it was called Hikawa Shrine. I saw it in a pamphlet and heard it was a famous place, so I thought I'd like to visit."


    She gave a strangely energetic introduction.


    A lot of couples, shrines and famous places.


    I guessed why this shrine had become a popular spot.


    (It seems better not to say what I just deduced...)


    Knowing Nanako, I was sure she would have blushed up to her ears and fallen silent.


    As we approached, it was clear that the place was large enough. A security guard was directing traffic in front of the entrance and alerting cars driving down the street.


    I wonder if its predicted "efficacy" is what is attracting so many people.


    First, we went to the shrine.


    The Hikawa Shrine was not that large in size, but the number of visitors was clearly greater than at other shrines.


    Almost 100% of the people who came to visit were a couple of people. Some people came alone, but they were women.


    "It's pretty crowded"


    Among these, the omikuji and amulet booths were at the point where queues were forming. (Note: are random fortunes written on strips of paper at Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples in Japan)


    "Then Kyouya, let's go pray!"


    "Ah, yeah..."


    “We have a lot of things to pray about and stuff, you know.”


    Of course, there are many things that I want God to fulfill, not only concerning Tsurayuki, but also concerning our works. And to go even further, there are many things I want to see come true for the future of all the staff members as well.


    After purifying myself with hand water, I got in line for worship, which was relatively empty. In front of the magnificent shrine pavilion, there was a line of four people each. Naturally, couples lined up with each other.


    The two of us lined up and gradually moved forward. A sign posted on the side of the building said a lot about its efficacy.


    The most eye-catching of these was written in large letters,


    (“Fulfillment of love, marriage” huh…)


    As expected, this was the main reason, apparently. No doubt, I decided to pretend not to notice, as it would be very difficult to retort.


    "Hey, Kyouya, what do you ask?"


    "Eh, me? Hmm..."


    It's probably something I was thinking about earlier, but it's quite difficult to narrow it down to just one. Right now, more than anything else, it's about Tsurayuki.


    "Since we're here, let's pray a lot."


    "Well, if we pray a lot of things, maybe one of them will get granted."


    It must be a huge nuisance to the gods, but Nanako is right here.


    "Yeah, let's ask for 500 billion yen or something a little bigger!"


    She said, smiling at me. If I get that many, I'm going to be in mortal danger.


    I chuckled and looked toward the main shrine.


    The sound of clapping hands is an interesting echo in the bustling precincts of the temple.


    (I feel a little better)


    Thanks to Nanako's talk about this and that, I was able to get Tsurayuki out of my head, which has been lingering in my mind for a while.


    (Ah...)


    Perhaps Nanako is.


    Part of why she wanted to come here, I suppose, but it was more than that,


    (I guess she was trying to cheer me up...)


    If so, I would feel sorry before I would feel happy or grateful.


    It is my fault in every way, but every time I see Nanako's cute little face, I feel irresistibly guilty.


    It's not like I'm dating Shinoaki, and I don't have a specific person in mind, but I feel sorry for my situation where I can't decide "who".


    (Nanako, you no longer hide your affection for me...)


    I remember the welcome party for Saikawa the other day.


    It wasn't just that she was drunk from unfamiliar alcohol. Nanako was clearly revealing her feelings toward me at that time. She is still shy more often than not, but the number of times she is aggressively coming on to me is steadily increasing.


    Our turn came. We made a monetary offering, bowed twice, and then clapped our hands twice.


    (I wonder what Nanako is asking for...)


    As I bowed my head, I quietly stole a glance at Nanako's expression.


    Quietly closing her eyes, she mumbled something. As expected, I could not read the contents of the words, but it was already clear to me about what she was wishing for.


    (I'm sorry that I can't answer anything right now)


    I think a future where I dated Nanako and had a family instead of Shinoaki would have been possible. No, perhaps it will happen in the future, but I didn't have time to think toward that future at the moment.


    After dropping her hands and bowing deeply again, the prayer ended.


    


    Nanako's expression seemed to have changed to a somewhat clearer one, as if she was having some sort of thought.


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    After visiting the shrine, we decided to look around the grounds a little.


    "It looks like they're having an event right now."


    Nanako said so and pointed at the pamphlet.


    Love knot wind chimes. Colorful wind chimes are hung along the paths in the precincts of the shrine, and are supposed to be enjoyed by all as they ring and dance in unison with the wind. Come to think of it, there were also some wind chimes hanging just after going under the large torii gate at the entrance.


    "Amazing, there are 2,000 of them."


    "I never see that much in stores"


    While I'm curious,


    "...It's a little calm now, so I'm going to go to the bathroom."


    "Yes, then I'll be waiting here."


    There was a stone monument a little further back, so we decided to meet there.


    She went into the restroom, did her business quickly, and returned to the precinct. Then I noticed three men looking at Nanako and talking about something.


    "Areh?"


    They occasionally point fingers and don't seem to be in a very good mood.


    "... What are those guys?"


    I remembered the troublesome people at the university festival, and I was just about to get myself ready for them,


    "Isn't she so cute?"


    "I wonder if she's coming alone"


    "No, I saw her with a guy just now. How can she not have a boyfriend when she's so cute."


    And then they all sigh together.


    It was nothing, it seemed like an attempt to approach her had ended in an attempt to speak to her.


    (Thank goodness, nothing happened)


    Although I was relieved,


    "Wait, them too...?"


    The two men near the monument have also been glancing at Nanako since a while ago. They look as if they are discussing whether to call out to her... That's what it looks like.


    In a panic, I rushed to Nanako's side,


    "S-Sorry I'm late!"


    Nanako looked at me and smiled,


    "No, not at all! Let's go see!"


    With that, we headed toward the path where the wind chimes were being held up.


    I followed her and looked around casually.


    (I see the guys from earlier... are watching)


    I guess they see me as her boyfriend, naturally. It's somewhat annoying to have someone look at me with a clear "I envy you" look.


    We usually live in a very small community, but sometimes we can clearly see things by interacting with the outside world.


    Nanako is cute. And on a very special level, too.


    After all, she would become a nationally popular diva in the years to come. Even though her singing ability was her main attraction, her good looks were also well-received, so much so that a photo book was decided to be released soon after her debut.


    I sometimes forget that fact when I spend time with her.


    That being next to her is special.


    "Ah, Kyouya, look!"


    I saw Nanako pointing ahead of me, and I, too, was,


    "Wah..."


    It made me raise my voice and I couldn't take my eyes off of it.


    On top of the many votive picture tablet screens were countless multicolored wind chimes, so many that it was difficult to count them.


    Various colors on glass and ceramics, and countless strips of hanging paper sway and overlap with the wind.


    Mixed with the sun's rays, color and light dominate the view.


    Amidst the clear sounds echoing together, only this place seems to have been transported to another world.


    Combined with the location, such a feeling of being out of this world comes over me.


    There was an atmosphere that was a bit too good to be described simply as "beautiful".


    We stand silently at the entrance.


    We were all somewhat in awe of the scene in front of us.


    "Shall we go inside...?"


    Nanako said,


    "Yes"


    I immediately nodded and stepped into the corridor where the wind chimes danced.


    As soon as I entered, I was surprised by the intensity of the dancing light. The interplay of sunlight and wind chimes was much sharper than from a distance.


    With my eyes, and my ears. I had a strange sensation that my brain could not keep up with the sheer volume of information coming into my body.


    This sensation of the light changing direction and color balance one after another was somewhat similar to the feeling of entering a kaleidoscope.


    But even more than that,


    (This is...)


    As I got closer, I noticed another element that makes the place.


    Each of the strips of paper tied to the wind chimes contained the thoughts and feelings of the individual. Naturally, due to the nature of this place, they were all related to love.


    The earnest and straightforward feelings of liking someone, but not being able to reach them, wanting them to be reached and rewarded, are written in straightforward language. Because they are simple and unadorned, they directly appeal to the feelings of those who see them.


    The ema (votive tablet) hanging on the wall was more direct. Folded in layers, they were filled with thoughts and feelings. From afar, it was just a landscape, but up close, it was a flood of people's feelings.


    I love you, I want you to understand, why I can't reach you, look at me more.


    "Uwh..."


    I groaned involuntarily. There is power in feelings, and when they come together, they become a violent power. On top of shaking my sight and hearing, the pressure of these words was, frankly, terrifying.


    Because the person next to me now had strong feelings.


    And I knew to whom it was directed.


    The scenery I saw wavered a little. I knew something was wrong with my senses, but I couldn't do anything about it.


    Like drinking alcohol and being on the verge of getting drunk. No, it was much more pleasant than that, like being taken somewhere far away.


    "It's beautiful, but it makes me feel strange."


    Nanako took a breath and looked at me.


    "Don't you think so? Kyouya..."


    In the flickering twinkling lights, Nanako looked somehow mysterious. Her well-formed face and large eyes stared straight at me.


    The girl I mentioned earlier that I thought was special. She is so cute. That fact makes my consciousness almost jump to a distant place.


    I could feel my head spinning. I was sure I was intoxicated by the movement of the wind chimes, but more than that, Nanako's eyes were driving me crazy.


    "Kyouya..."


    Nanako called my name. Nanako's voice echoed in my head.


    "Nanako..."


    I call Nanako's name too.


    Areh, Why am I getting closer and closer to Nanako? I put my hand on her shoulder, and I think, "This is already in front of that". What am I supposed to do? This is no time for that kind of flirting, wait, by any chance, is this, one's earnest prayer being answered by god...


    Softly, it was the moment when my eyes were about to be dyed completely white.


    "... Kyouya."


    Nanako's expression suddenly returned to normal.


    Then, only her gaze slides quickly to the side.


    "...Nanako?"


    I also noticed it and looked in that direction.


    I don't know how long they had been there, but there were a few middle school boys and girls staring at us with fixed gazes. Their eyes were clearly anticipating what we were about to do.


    "They won't do it?"


    The boys were poked and prodded by the other kids, making it a single population.


    We finally came to our senses, and as we pulled away from each other,


    "T-The wind chimes are beautiful!"


    
      [image: ]
    


    "You're right! Very beautiful!"


    Blushing bright red, we covered it up with a laugh, and without even looking at the wind chimes, we continued to walk down the path in a short trot.


    (That was a close call...)


    Inside, I was sweating profusely.


    I was completely taken in by the atmosphere. The place, the situation, and Nanako's cuteness and playfulness combined to make me completely lose my usual self-control. If I had just gone with the flow, things would have been very awkward.


    I wonder what's going on. Until now, there had been no sign of such a thing happening with Nanako. However, I felt that she took a major turn around after the party. Including the incident in Shirahama, she became more and more aggressive.


    But that was only her side, and I was able to maintain my self-control. But what happened here and now, even though there was an aspect of being swept away by the atmosphere of the place, we almost "became so" of our own volition.


    (This shouldn't be the situation to think about that ... What am I doing?)


    Perhaps a gradual change has come about between the two of us. Here, I was also at the mercy of a change in consciousness that I had not expected.


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    At the kotatsu in the living room, the general headquarters of Share House Kitayama, Kawasegawa-senpai was sitting with her arms folded like a commander.


    I was in front of her, waiting for the order to come down, not saluting, but consciously feeling as if I was doing so.


    "Now that the decision has been made, we need to get ready. Saikawa, will you help me?"


    "Yes, I mean, senpai, is that okay? Even though you're not a member of the club."


    When I asked, Kawasegawa-senpai snorted,


    "Even though I'm not a member of the club, the president and vice president wanted me to host the event."


    "... You're right."


    The Art Study Club is as free as ever, and I guess they're ready to bring in Kawasegawa-senpai...


    The project for the school festival was successfully? decided.


    the good thing about this circle is that once the decision was made, everyone in the club, including Kiryu-senpai, who was originally in favor of the cosplay cafe, and Hiyama-senpai, who was vehemently against it, started working toward the realization of the cosplay cafe.


    However, the actual hard part was really just beginning, so Kawasegawa-senpai and I returned to the share house once and had a meeting to discuss countermeasures.


    "Uhm... Of course I'm going to be cosplaying, right?"


    For the time being, when I say it while glancing at senpai's face,


    "If you don't like it, you can withdraw. As an organizer, I'd love to see you do it."


    "I will do it, I will definitely do it!"


    I answer senpai's words without biting my teeth.


    I was the one who initiated the idea, and I was the one who wanted to do it, so there was no reason not to do it.


    "Although, I'd prefer not to wear anything too revealing..."


    Just a request,


    "It's okay. I've decided to exclude anything that might be overly suggestive of sexual excitement."


    That's good to know. But sexual excitement? That's straight.


    "Do you want to see the list that Kiryu-san gave us?"


    Earlier, he had handed us something like that. I received the list and looked at the titles and characters on it.


    "... Kiryu-senpai, isn’t this a little dangerous?"


    "I agree."


    Kawasegawa-senpai sighed a big, very big sigh.


    There were many things lined up there that were obviously too risqué to be cosplayed in a public place.


    Even I, as a fellow fan, do not discriminate against any title or character. However, if the exposure is too strong, the industry as a whole will be in trouble unless the studio is properly rented or admission is restricted.


    So, when I looked at the list under the premise that it was a university, in a coffee shop that rented a classroom, the list was just a series of "impossible". Because from the very first line, "conquering evil shinobi".


    "So I will make a new list. Then I will ask you, Shinoaki, and Nanako to choose the ones you like?"


    "Yes, please."


    In response, I began researching the menu for the coffee shop that senpai had just asked me to prepare. Osaka is a commercial city, so it is very convenient to open a restaurant.


    What I'm looking at now is a trade paper that lists clients and approximate budget sizes for such industries, but I wonder where Kawasegawa-senpai gets this kind of information.


    (Truly, she is a perfect person, isn't she)


    Through the gap in the books, I glance at senpai's face and body.


    She has a well-shaped face and a slender figure. Her breasts are not very large, but they are not small either. Her hair is pulled back so that I can always see her beautiful neck. I often looked at Kawasegawa-senpai's neck, knowing that I would be called a pervert.


    She looks like a doll. I'm sure that's what people told her when she was a little girl. Compared to my own reasonably plump body, Haa, I sigh.


    I'm sure senpai would be able to beautifully wear any cool cosplay outfit that I wanted to wear.


    "Wait, aaaaahhhh!!"


    I stood up and shouted.


    "Wh-what happened?! You suddenly shouted...!"


    Kawasegawa-senpai rolled her eyes in surprise. Of course, a junior who had been whispering in a quiet voice suddenly shouting would naturally startle her.


    “Um, I have a question.”


    "W-What is it..."


    I looked at senpai with expectant eyes,


    “Don't you do cosplay, senpai!?”


    As soon as I said it, senpai's body twitched and she immediately responded.


    "H-Haa?! There's no way I would do that!"


    ... I knew it. I thought it might be something like that.


    "Why?"


    "Why... you know that, compared to you, Shinoaki, and Nanako... It's not pretty at all, and there's no way there's any demand for it."


    Ah~~~~~, ah~~~, That reaction! Isn't that a great reaction! Her blushing, innocent expression and pose are so cute, and I want to tease her so much! What's the point of having such a material if there's no demand for it! Are you making fun of me!


    ... As expected, I can't say that, 


    “To be clear, senpai should definitely try cosplay. I have 10 years of cosplay experience and can assure you about your attractiveness and aptitude!”


    "T-That's impossible! Besides, is there a character that fits me? With these tiny chests and a body like a matchstick... Wait, where are you going?!"


    Before senpai could finish, I went back to my room and rummaged through my wardrobe..


    "Found it..."


    Then, returning to the living room, I held it out in front of senpai.


    "What is this..."


    "Just! Put this on immediately, then come back!"


    Pushed by the momentum, senpai went into her room with the outfit in hand and began rustling around and getting dressed. From inside the room, I heard a lot of lines like the best reward for me, like: "What's this, it's so cool ......," "I mean, it'll never look good on me, what is she thinking!".


    And,


    "Just in case... I tried it on, but I knew it was no good. It didn't look good on me at all."


    "Kawasegawa-senpai!! Seriously, isn't this the best? Amazing, a work of art! I've never seen anyone look so good in this costume!"


    What I gave to senpai was a costume of a female commander from a Sentai Hero anime that I had done last year.


    She was wearing a tight suit-type military uniform, thin glasses that stood out for their coolness, and a thin whip. And coincidentally, her hairstyle was almost identical to that of the current senpai.


    The original character was quite slender and had an unJapanese appearance, so it was said that it made cosplayers cry, and in fact, I cried too. It didn't suit me too well.


    But now, here is the ideal. The ideal type I wanted to be is...


    "Really? You're not fooling me, are you? Because if you are, you're gonna pay for this."


    "Hah!! Did you watch the anime, senpai?! Now, that was the best part, because it sounded like a statement made by the original character in that costume!!"


    "Eh, I haven't seen it, but is that so...?"


    Yes, it is. That's right.


    Despite being a careerist, elite, and cool character, she is often tricked by the protagonist into dressing a little naughty, and that gap is great, and I've already got a pile of thin books about her...


    "Haa, haa... Senpai, that's amazing, cool..."


    I couldn't hold back any longer, and I leaned closer to senpai.


    I want to feel this beauty and perfect character with my own body...


    "W-Wait, Saikawa! There's something wrong with your expression! Go back to normal, stop, stop!"


    "No way, didn't senpai tell me that I can be pampered anytime I want?"


    "There's no way I could have expected a situation like this! No, kora, don't hug me!!"


    Aki-san, I'm sorry... I think I may have found a new heaven...


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    Leaving Hikawa Shrine behind, we returned to Central Avenue.


    Exactly one hour later, the old man called me and we decided to have lunch at a nice restaurant he had recommended.


    "Ah... it's here"


    Along the street of central avenue, there was a restaurant that looked like an old private house. I was a little nervous because it was an eel restaurant, but it had a very friendly, family-like atmosphere, the opposite of the high-class restaurant ...... where a dress code seems to be required.


    When I entered the restaurant, the old man was already sitting in the back. As we sat down on the familiar-looking cushions, the smell of burnt sauce tickled my nose.


    While we were waiting for the eel to be ready, he gave us a tour of "Kawagoe and Eel".


    “One of Kawagoe's specialties is eel. In the old days, the eel was a common fish caught in the Iruma and Arakawa Rivers, and was an important source of protein in these areas where there were no oceans.”


    And so, there was a line of delicious-looking broiled eels in front of us.


    "Kyouya, this... doesn't it look a little expensive?"


    "Yeah, I thought so too."


    The thick, delicious-looking eel was so tightly packed that you could hardly see the rice. I don't know which of the "Matsu, Take, and Ume" (pine, bamboo, and plum) eel types was used, but I guessed that it was the highest quality.


    "Don't worry. Yes, it is a fine eel, but it is very reasonably priced."


    "I-Is that so..."


    That said, I suspect it is not at the level of a beef bowl served at a well-known chain restaurant.


    And perhaps the old man is also the one who pays for this restaurant. He's been taking care of us since the first time he showed us around, and he even treated us to lunch, which I think is indeed beyond the level of guide.


    "This is also part of the guide."


    I don't think so.


    Anyway, we were a little hesitant as we ate the eel on rice.


    "What is this, this is so delicious...!"


    Nanako, who took a bite right away, opened her eyes and raised her voice.


    "Really, this is a really tasty eel."


    The moment I put it in my mouth, the fluffy, melt-in-your-mouth meat combined with the flavor of the exquisite sauce instantly filled my mouth with happiness.


    “I am glad to hear that it suits your palate. This restaurant has been dedicated to eels since the Meiji era, so they have accumulated a lot of experience in this field.”


    Despite being such a famous restaurant, the atmosphere was soft and unpretentious, which I appreciated very much. If it had been a formal restaurant like a Japanese cooking restaurant, I would not have been able to enjoy the taste of the food.


    All together, we ate it all at once, delicious and tasty, and the next thing we knew, after-meal tea was being brought to us.


    "As expected of youngsters, you eat a lot. I envy you."


    He said so, but he himself finished eating the same amount of food as we did at about the same time. Looking at him again, I realized that he had a solid physique, with a slim stomach and good style. He was so fit that I wondered if he was still active in sports.


    "Come to think of it, I didn't know anything about you two. If you don't mind, may I ask?"


    "Ah, yes, that's okay."


    We told him our names, the college we attended, and what we were doing.


    "Hou... Geidai, is it? What's your major?"


    "Yes, we are doing video. Filming and directing movies―"


    I wasn't sure if the old man would understand what I was telling him,


    "That's nice. I used to enjoy music too. I am very envious that you can study such things at school."


    And surprisingly, he seemed to understand.


    "Can you tell me more? About the college"


    We had a lot of fun and talked about many things. The difficulties we had in making the film, the things we did in other art classes, the trips we all took together to shoot the film... To all of them, the old man nodded his head in interest.


    “So, are you aiming to become an artist in the future?”


    In response to the old man's question, we looked at him with a face that could neither be taken as a denial nor an affirmation.


    "I have that thought, but... right now, I'm studying."


    “Not everyone can be like that, and I'm in charge of production, so I'd like to work in support of everyone.”


    The old man nodded,


    "You guys are serious. And realistic. You don't seem to be chasing dreams all the time like my son."


    The old man lowered his gaze for the first time here.


    "Is your son on this side of the world too...?"


    At my question, the old man shook his head.


    "No, he already quit. But I'm glad he did. It's foolish to get carried away with something that is so unstable, and where you know you're going to fail."


    It was a calm tone, but it was a way of saying that somehow felt cold.


    "Is he really so stupid?"


    "Yes. It is just foolish to say that he has a dream only because he does not know who he is, does not have the skills, and does not have the will strong enough to sweep it all away."


    I understand what the old man is saying. In working in an unstable, unpredictable creative world, it is a minimum task to accumulate as much groundwork as you can. If you can't do that, chasing after your dreams, you may be said to be not paying enough attention to your feet.


    But if you are told so clearly that it is stupid, it makes everything sound pointless. Even though there are many aspects that are not so. But right now, I am not sure enough to put it into words and express it outwardly.


    "That's ..."


    I was about to say it, but I was at a loss for words.


    Because I realized that what the old man had said earlier was too unnaturally and a "certain thing" caught me.


    (Eh, wait a minute...)


    About his son, who's always chasing dreams, already quit,


    All of these are so unnaturally and conveniently true.


    The fact that he talked to us about such a thing is―.


    “Well, then, may I ask you about oji-san this time instead?”


    Trying to change the atmosphere, Nanako said with a joyful air.


    "... No, that won't be necessary."


    But I interrupted it.


    "Eh? Why? Kyouya doesn't want to know about oji-san?"


    "I want to know. But at least I know who oji-san is."


    I turned to the old man and said so.


    "As I heard from my son, you seem to be a very intuitive and perceptive man."


    We met at a familiar coffee shop.


    Suddenly, a friendly tourist information man appeared.


    We feasted on this and that as recommended, and I thought it was a bit out of our league for a mere guide.


    All of that would make sense if the hunch I have is correct.


    That's why,


    “Tsurayuki’s... father, right?”


    I thought that was the only answer.


    "Eh?! Tsu, Tsurayuki's...?"


    While Nanako alternately looked at him and me in surprise, the old man was,


    "―Nice to meet you. I'm Tsurayuki's father, Rokuonji Mochiyuki."


    He greeted us in the same calm and relaxed manner that he had maintained since we first met him.


    



    

  


  
    Chapter 3: Twenty Years of Burning Passion


    Since summer began, the weather around here has been sunny all the time. It was in this area that Japan's highest temperature record was set, and while it feels good to have so many sunny days, it still gets a little boring when it goes so long.


    So I've been spending more and more days away from home on my motorcycle.


    Only the direct sunlight was harsh, but the breeze felt good on my entire body, and most importantly, it was a refreshing change of pace. It was the perfect escape to put myself in the midst of speed, even if it meant deceiving myself with a routine that never happens.


    Today, too, I was driving north on the Kan-etsu highway from this morning and came as far as Takasaki. After getting off at a lower road and having a proper run, I got back on the highway and went back the way I came.


    I always stop at the Kosaka service area to buy a canned coffee and drink it. Come to think of it, this has become a regular stop for me.


    "It's hot"


    Gunma and Saitama, where I was just a little while ago, are ridiculously hot in the summer. If I'm not riding a motorcycle, I'd rather spend my days in a T-shirt and shorts.


    But today, the uncomfortable sweat didn't bother me. It was because most of my consciousness was occupied by an event that had been stuck in my head for so long that I couldn't get it out of my mind.


    "I didn't think he'd really come..."


    I gripped the canned coffee and let out a big breath.


    Kyouya and the others came.


    Although I had expected a little, I didn't think they would actually come.


    I guess he wanted to tell me to come back. I refused before he could speak, saying there was no way I could do that. Kyouya remained ... silent.


    I feel so pathetic. He was an important friend of mine, and yet I did something to ruin our friendship. In spite of that, when he came to me, I was so rude to him that I turned him away without even talking to him.


    But it was all I could do.


    "It's over"


    I squeeze the can in my hand tightly until it makes a snapping sound.


    "I've already decided to quit. That was ... fine"


    Talking about it, there's no way to know what's going to happen. There was no way I could do anything with him or go back to college. My dad will never listen to me, and I don't have the energy to try to talk to him again.


    My mind is buzzing. It keeps asking if I should do something. The fire that was supposed to be extinguished by pouring water on it is about to burn again, igniting the remaining embers one after another.


    "I am..."


    I downed the rest of the coffee and looked at the sky. The sky was clear as crap.


    "... No, it's fine, with this"


    Kyouya's coming almost made me misunderstand for a moment. It was only a trick to think that the fire had been lit, and it was hard to imagine that it would flare up again.


    I can't let those guys stay with this deflated burnout of energy. If anything is going to happen in the future, let's just think it's in the past.


    If I don't do that... the giving up part of me will come out again.


    It's just a nuisance for everyone.


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    The seats that had been filled with a soft atmosphere earlier were now filled with a tense atmosphere. We looked at Mochiyuki-san ― Tsurayuki's father, who was standing in front of us, unable to say anything. Mochiyuki-san was also staring at us without saying a word.


    The quiet but strong, straightforward gaze made me feel as if he could see right through me. It was an imposing stance that comes from being an adult who has power and can move it as he pleases.


    (Indeed, this is a "sensei".)


    Because of his calm atmosphere and the way people in town called him, I initially assumed that Mochiyuki-san was someone in the teaching profession. However, when I thought about it, I realized that there are many other jobs besides being a teacher.


    (Lawyer, politician ...and doctor)


    From there, I made assumptions and applied various things, and they all fit ― and so on.


    Mochiyuki-san still looks straight at us. I can't help but want to look away. But I am sure he will not miss the weakness.


    He had such an indescribable power.


    “Did you come to bring Tsurayuki back?”


    Nothing was wasted. Mochiyuki-san suddenly got to the point.


    "Yes, right"


    "Kyouya, is it okay, to say that..."


    Nanako whispered anxiously.


    "It's okay. We can't hide it anyway."


    When we came to this town and asked around about Tsurayuki, he must have sensed something unusual. If it was just a trip, we would have contacted in advance before coming, and the fact that we didn't is connected to the fact that we had something to hide.


    Mochiyuki-san must have seen through that. That is why he must have approached us in the guise of an old man from the tourist association to find out what kind of people his son's friends were.


    However, whether the result is good or bad, the answer that comes out is the same.


    "Tsurayuki will not be returning to Geidai. He himself made that decision and reported it to me. He has also confirmed that he will not say anything else. I am sorry to make you waste your time, but please go back to Osaka as it is."


    In a way, the answer was what I expected.


    "We can't leave yet."


    I, too, had prepared those words from the beginning.


    "Why? Tsurayuki has already given up creating. That must be why he told me he was quitting Geidai."


    Indeed, from what I have heard, I can only assume that this is the case, and Tsurayuki himself told me that it was already over.


    "Even so. I still ... can't believe he's given up."


    But that guy has left lingering regrets. The leave of absence thing is one thing, and he's showing us other bits and pieces of potential.


    Unless all those things disappeared... I couldn't give up.


    "Even if I explain to you that he definitely said that?"


    "Yes. Even you say so."


    Mochiyuki-san's eyebrows seemed to frown a little, as if he were displeased.


    But then, as soon as his expression returns to normal again,


    "I understand how you guys feel."


    After saying that, he nodded slightly.


    "Now let me tell you my story."


    His voice was quiet but full of dignity. I wondered if I could have this kind of voice if I continued to accumulate successful experiences over time.


    "I think you've already heard from Tsurayuki that the Rokuonji family is a family of doctors."


    I nodded. Tsurayuki had already told me about a medical group called the Deer Park Association and its ties to the political and business world.


    "Medical care is an organization. There are those who loudly cry out about the problem of collusion, but in order for many people in rural areas to receive satisfactory medical care, there must be a solid system and ties with the central government."


    I think so.


    Once, when I was a working adult, I read a nonfiction book about a doctor who had a medical group operating throughout Japan.


    He fought the elections with a live-fire offensive and continued to deploy what could be called reckless tactics, earning him the label of an oddball and a nuisance. However, as a result, he was able to establish medical care in what is called a remote area.


    Special techniques, and expensive medical equipment. It is inevitable that some kind of interest is involved. However, as long as they do not lose sight of the true goal of "curing many people's illnesses," I think that is all that is necessary.


    “To maintain the system, human resources are essential above all else. You can hire the best doctors in the field, but when it comes to the core of the system, it is best to hire your own people. This is because there is no need to impose a philosophy on them after the fact, and the principle of action in an emergency is consistent.”


    Mochiyuki-san's eyes sharpened.


    After saying all that at once, he took a sip of tea and quietly put down the cup.


    "The history of Rokuonkai, which has continued since the time when it was the feudal lord of the Kawagoe clan, will never cease. I hope that Tsurayuki will work well here to continue to provide proper medical care to this community."


    Those were serious words. Now that I think about it, it seems to me that everything, from being guided through the history of Kawagoe to eating the historic eel, was a foreshadowing of these words.


    "―However"


    Mochiyuki-san cut off his words there.


    “If Tsurayuki had truly, from the bottom of his heart, chosen the path of a writer as what he wanted to accomplish, I would have given him a choice by severing our relationship.”


    Surprisingly, there seemed to be some approval on this point.


    But in the words that followed,


    "But Tsurayuki was frustrated. He insisted that this was what he wanted to do."


    It was clear to me that Mochiyuki-san had clearly cut all this off.


    "In the end, he gave up and came back on his own accord, and even after his return, he still had no spirit to do anything but wander around, so there is no excuse for him to say that he was just playing around from the beginning."


    My heart ached. If it had not been for the incident with me, Tsurayuki would never have come back here.


    If it ended like this, I would have given him the lead.


    "That is all. I'm sure we have nothing more to talk about, so I'll leave you to it. Please make yourselves comfortable."


    Mochiyuki-san quietly got up from his seat, bowed as deeply as the owner, who bowed deeply, and walked out of the restaurant with an air of dignity.


    We remained silent for a long time in front of the tea, which had completely cooled down.


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    We were told to take our time, but there was no way we could stay that long. Soon after, we left the eel restaurant and hurried on our way to the hotel as if we were running away.


    On the way back home, we were so tired that I didn't even talk to Nanako at all. We realized that talking to an adult, especially to such a magnificent person, can really suck a lot of energy out of you.


    Before returning to our room, we sat down on the sofa in the lobby. Both Nanako and I buried our bodies so deeply in the sofa that I thought we might fall asleep there.


    "I never thought that old man was Tsurayuki's father."


    Nanako took a deep breath.


    "In many ways, this place is amazing."


    "...I agree"


    In response, I reminded myself again of what had happened since yesterday.


    I heard about Tsurayuki from the receptionist at the hospital. I had assumed that she was relatively close to Tsurayuki and knew about him personally.


    But in fact, the hospital may have received information from the coffee store. This would explain why our visit and the fact that we were having a meeting at the coffee shop were all being transmitted to the hospital.


    Despite the relatively large size of the city, it was under a certain amount of "surveillance". If the story concerned a local prominent figure and his important heir, it would have been immediately reported at once.


    (That reminds me, Tsurayuki also said about the informant...)


    The story is that the senior who taught him how to play was transferred out of the school. That was probably also the result of something that was set in motion after getting information from somewhere.


    As long as we're in this town, we should think that everything will be our enemy.


    Someone might have heard about what we are talking about now in the hotel, too.


    When I thought about it, this lobby began to look increasingly suspicious to me. There were only a middle-aged couple and a man who seemed to be a foreigner, but there was no guarantee that they were not related to the hospital.


    "Nanako, let's go back to our room for now. Let's talk after that."


    "Eh, ah... You're right."


    It seems that Nanako sensed that atmosphere from my glance.


    "Let's talk in my room. Come after you put your luggage down."


    Well, as expected, I don't go so far as to think that there might be a spy, but we should be careful. At least we found out that we are unwanted guests.


    (Now that this has happened, I have to make a decision)


    I open the door to my room with my key card, go inside, and stand there thinking.


    It is possible to contact Tsurayuki. He may or may not respond, but I can make a phone call.


    But even if I could talk to Tsurayuki, what should I talk about?


    Tsurayuki even went so far as to say that it was already over. Mochiyuki-san does not seem like the kind of person who would tell an appropriate lie, and it is probably true that Tsurayuki himself said he was quitting.


    What kind of words would I say to Tsurayuki?


    And what can we do?


    There was a knock at the door of the room. It seemed Nanako had arrived. When I opened the door, she looked a little nervous,


    "...Excuse me"


    She walked in and sat down gently in the parlor chair. Then she looked around,


    "No surveillance cameras... or something like that, right?”


    "If they had gone that far, it would be a national news-level problem, as expected."


    Looking back on what happened today, I can certainly understand why she would be suspicious of that.


    I said bluntly as I sat down in front of Nanako.


    "I'm thinking of talking to Tsurayuki. As soon as possible."


    Nanako's expression turned slightly surprised.


    "What are you going to tell him?"


    "Head-on. If we tried to play tricks, Tsurayuki would see through them. We have to make it clear to him that we really need him."


    What I try to do is extremely selfish to begin with.


    The fact that Tsurayuki still has some lingering feelings about his creation and the fact that he is going back to college are all just the flow of my thoughts.


    But I have no doubt that there is a way forward here.


    I believe that in order to regain what was once lost, there must be such a great difficulty, and in order to forcibly twist the future, I must desperately bite the bullet, I guess.


    "I wonder ... If he will hear us."


    Nanako looked a little uneasy.


    Anyone who saw Tsurayuki's response would have felt the same way.


    "I'm anxious, too. But nothing will start if we don't face Tsurayuki."


    One of the reasons he stubbornly refused us must have been Mochiyuki-san's presence.


    In order to motivate him to stand up against him, I had to trigger and awaken Tsurayuki's feelings.


    "Yes, I'm sure even Tsurayuki has thought about it again since then..."


    Yesterday's encounter was sudden. Then he would have had time to calm down and think about it.


    "All right, then... Shall we do it?"


    "Yes"


    I enter Tsurayuki's new number, given to me by Nanako, into my own cell phone.


    Press the call button and the call sound echoes.


    The sound was the only thing that kept repeating in the quiet room.


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    The designated meeting place was in front of the movie theater where we met by chance.


    We knew where it was, and we decided it would be easy for him to find.


    "I wonder if he'll come"


    Nanako was concerned about the phone call we had made earlier.


    After waiting slowly for about 10 calls, the call was picked up with no response other than a simple "yes" at first.


    I told the person on the phone, who said nothing, the place and time, and hung up the call.


    "If he wouldn't have come, he would have said he wouldn't come, I'm sure."


    "Yeah, that sounds like him."


    At 5:00 pm, as the area gradually turned into an evening scene, we heard a clinking sound behind us as someone stepped on the road.


    As I slowly turned around,


    "I never thought you would actually call me."


    Without any preamble, Tsurayuki appeared.


    He had a face that was somewhat hard to describe, whether he was smiling or crying.


    "Because I was the only one you asked not to call."


    "That's a terrific argument. Well, okay."


    I step forward and face him.


    Tsurayuki also faced me directly.


    Like yesterday, he seemed to be fine, but his eyes were somewhat cold.


    "So... Kyouya. What's your business?"


    Tsurayuki said quietly.


    I don't feel any special emotion there.


    'Just finish it quickly', I wonder if he thinks so.


    Or ... somewhere along the way, I wonder if he was seeking this scene?


    I took a breath. After a moment's pause, I said at once.


    "I want Tsurayuki to come back to university. And I want you to make a work with us."


    People's voices flowing from the main street could be heard here at a distance.


    The area where the cinema is located is very quiet. It is even quieter at this time of the day because it is surrounded by residential areas.


    So when we are silent, all sound disappears from here.


    That is exactly what was happening right now.


    "... I see"


    Tsurayuki first let out a single word. Then he looked down and, in a voice that sounded like he was trying to squeeze out,


    "I'm sorry, but I can't do it. Could you please go home?"


    The conversation with Tsurayuki began with a refusal.


    I didn't try to say anything more,


    “Can you tell me the reason?”


    Yes, I try to fish for information.


    Tsurayuki suddenly changed his tone and said,


    "You went around Kawagoe with my father, didn't you? How was it?"


    He asked me about that. Mochiyuki-san, did you tell Tsurayuki about it?


    "It was a nice city. I was given a tour and took in the sights, and it seemed like a very nice place to live."


    Tsurayuki nodded,


    "Yes, it's a nice town. There are bookstores, clothing stores, hospitals, and everything else you need. As long as you don't complain, you can live even if you become an old man. If you work hard, you can even go to Tokyo, so you don't have to feel the disadvantages of living in the countryside. It's like..."


    After he said it, he exhaled as if to spit out a sigh.


    "It was like a prison without a cage for me."


    A chill ran down my back.


    Even we, as strangers, were reminded of how many "eyes" there are in the city. What if it had been someone like Tsurayuki? I am sure that no matter what he did, a detailed report would have been given.


    It is a city where people seem to be able to behave freely, but in reality, it is a city that comes with a firm watchful eye.


    Although I thought it was a terrible metaphor, I felt that I could be forgiven for saying it if I were Tsurayuki.


    



    "That's why I ran out of the city. But I couldn't stand the life after I was released, so I wanted to be imprisoned. Because jailbreak is a serious crime. They made me promise I would never leave, and finally, I was allowed to stay."


    It was a nostalgic, ironic phrase, but the tone was cold.


    “I haven't done anything since I came back to Kawagoe. I didn't work, I didn't study. Every day I pulled weeds in the garden, rode my bike out for long trips, and occasionally greeted people at the hospital as my father asked me to do. Nothing changes, nothing surprising."


    He crushed the pebbles under his feet with a thud.


    "Every day, it's the same thing over and over and over again. It's not about rejection or disgust or anything like that."


    Tsurayuki looked at us.


    It was a very different face from the one I had once seen on him.


    "Nothing. Nothing at all."


    The finely crushed pebbles were kicked and scattered in all directions.


    "That's why I said it's over. That's the reason, Kyouya."


    Another moment of silence passed.


    "See you"


    Tsurayuki turned and began to walk. Slowly, but without hesitation, he was about to return to his life of nothingness.


    "Tsurayuki!"


    Nanako's voice stopped Tsurayuki in his tracks for a moment.


    But soon he started walking again.


    He kept walking and headed toward the main street.


    The sound of footsteps moving away. The evening darkness was gradually approaching us.


    I could feel my heart beating fast.


    I have to move him here. His heart, his passions.


    I took a breath. Bigger and stronger than before.


    And I said, with all my strength.


    "Wrong!"


    Tsurayuki stopped.


    "Not at all. Tsurayuki is still... still not giving up."


    For a few moments, Tsurayuki remained standing there.


    After a slow count of ten or so,


    "How can you say that... Kyouya?"


    Tsurayuki looked back at us.


    There's no way you can understand me. That's what he seemed to be saying.


    This is the place. I can help Tsurayuki.


    And to make Tsurayuki realize that he hasn't given up on creating yet.


    “It was here that we first met in Kawagoe, wasn’t it?”


    "Yeah. I thought you probably heard it from someone at the hospital."


    Yes, I didn't think of anything in particular at the time.


    But the fact that I felt a little odd about it at the time has stuck with me.


    “Tsurayuki, why... are you still watching movies?”


    Tsurayuki's expression seemed slightly distorted.


    "Why, you said... it's entertainment. That's the least anyone would do."


    I nodded.


    "Yes. But Tsurayuki is different. You didn't just come to watch."


    Tsurayuki showed a displeased expression. Frustration is on the surface.


    "What are you trying to say? Don't waste the time and just say it."


    I took out the piece of paper that Nanako had given me from my pocket.


    "What is that piece of paper?"


    "It's a note. The one with the phone number you gave Nanako."


    "Yeah," Tsurayuki replied, not particularly concerned.


    "What's wrong with that?"


    "Why are you carrying around a notepad?"


    "Eh...?"


    "Whenever Tsurayuki had something to record in his daily life, it was often typed into the cell phone. So there was no need for you to carry around a memo."


    I remembered that Tsurayuki had done so while living in Osaka. I also remember the reason why he did it, because it would be easier to put it in the PC later.


    “However, there was a time when Tsurayuki would definitely bring a handwritten note.”


    Nanako raises her voice in surprise.


    "I see, a movie theater...!"


    "Yes, you have to turn off the power before entering the movie theater. So when you write down a scene or point that you liked, you can't type it into your phone."


    Tsurayuki made a face as if he had swallowed a bitter bug.


    "That's what everyone does."


    "No, they won't"


    I declared.


    “If you are a movie lover or an enthusiast, I can understand. But if Tsurayuki has really given up on everything, you would rather distance yourself from the work.”


    I heard a click of the tongue.


    "I just don't think that's what people do when they come to see something for entertainment."


    Finally, Tsurayuki averted his eyes.


    "You wanted something, didn't you? A work that would light a fire. Something to trigger it."


    To be honest, I wasn't that sure.


    I could have been told that it was just a note. But if, as Nanako said, Tsurayuki was looking for help, was seeking a trigger―.


    I thought that he should not have lied to defend himself against this remark of mine.


    "It's the same with college."


    Tsurayuki, still turning away, became even more upset.


    He took a breath, and I could see the edges of his mouth tighten.


    "... What are you talking about?"


    In a small voice, Tsurayuki makes a desperate defense.


    But there is no power left in his voice anymore.


    "Don't make me say it. That's what I promised. With that... Enough to know what I'm talking about, right?"


    Tsukiyuki looked at us.


    “I see... As I thought, you came here knowing that much”


    A faint voice. A pessimistic sound, while grasping everything.


    "Yeah, that's right."


    One step forward. Tsurayuki remained unmoving.


    "Knowing that, I saw a slight possibility."


    One more step. Tsurayuki is clenching his fist.


    I can see that he is breathing heavily.


    I could hear his breathing, "Haa haa," even from a little distance away.


    "You still have lingering feelings for creation."


    Tsurayuki's body trembled.


    I swallow my spit. And I'd add more.


    “You'll ... admit that, won't you?”


    I took one more step forward.


    There,


    "... It's already late"


    Finally, Tsurayuki walked toward us.


    "Ever since I came back here, I kept worrying. I kept wondering if this was really okay. But it was too much to fight alone in this city. So I decided to end it."


    Another step closer.


    "I told my dad that. Now... it's too late."


    There, Tsurayuki stopped walking.


    Now it was me, approaching him again.


    "It's never too late"


    "What did you say?"


    "If you think it's the wrong decision, then say so. If you want to start over, why not start over? The Rokuonji Tsurayuki I know should have been that kind of guy."


    Slowly, I approach Tsurayuki as if to make sure.


    "The me you know isn't here anymore."


    Tsurayuki said as if he spat out, and lowered his eyes.


    "You don't understand. You have no idea how hopeless it is in this city to turn your words against an absolute opponent...!"


    In strong words, he expressed his helpless feelings.


    His voice sounded frustrated and squeezed.


    I looked at his voice, at his expression, and I said,


    "I don't know"


    "Eh ...?"


    Tsurayuki raises his head and gives me a look that says, "What are you talking about?".


    "I don't know. Because creation was really important to Tsurayuki, wasn't it? It was irreplaceable, wasn't it? How can you give up something that you have cherished and relied on, even though it is still burning?"


    Tsurayuki moved his mouth. But his voice was not heard.


    He gritted his teeth, then closed his eyes.


    "That's not ... true."


    Tsurayuki's voice had turned hoarse and sad.


    "I have been in a cage for many, many years since I was born, and the only light I had was my creation. The only place where I could feel alive was in the stories I created. How could I give that up so easily."


    He gritted his teeth and shook his head.


    Then he looked at me with angry eyes.


    "What are you, Kyouya? Despite I have been so depressed and ruined that I am asking you to leave me alone, you won't forgive me and keep pushing me to expose myself, to tell the truth. Why, why would you do such a thing...?"


    Tsurayuki gradually lost his angry expression.


    He looked sad and bitter. He looked frustrated, regretful, but helpless, as if he had lost control of his emotions.


    Finally. Finally, Tsurayuki showed himself.


    Next, I'll expose myself. My ego and my purpose. I said,


    "That's because I'm a really bad guy, Tsurayuki."


    Kuroda's face popped into my head.


    I learned many things from him. He taught me what is important as a creator, and what it means to be proud of being a producer.


    I don't intend to follow the same path, but I didn't think I was as determined as he was about the way this work should be done.


    That's why I thought I needed to be prepared to take Tsurayuki back.


    "But there are things only a bad guy can do."


    I looked into Tsuyuki's eyes. The fire of vitality seemed to have been lit deep within.


    "I came to invite you once again with the intention of swallowing up everything you want to do and your future life. I do not intend to say such kind words as "as a companion" or "as a friend"."


    I took a deep breath and continued speaking.


    "We need Rokuonji Tsurayuki as a person who creates stories. We don't have enough members to go to the hell of creation."


    Smiling, I almost laughed.


    "Let's go to hell together, Tsurayuki."


    Tsurayuki looked at me, and then glanced at Nanako.


    Nanako grinned and gave a thumbs up.


    Tsurayuki laughed and said,


    "What are you..."


    His hands drooped limply.


    "You were always so strong, so straight, so totally out of my league, and I don't know how I could ever repay you for looking out for me the whole time, even though I did such a terrible thing to you."


    That's not true. It's not like that, Tsurayuki.


    I was deathly stupid, making mistakes all the time, doing terrible things to everyone, and thinking I was doing it for everyone else's sake.


    But I still like to create, and I even like everyone, so I just came back like this with a big smile on my face.


    Tsurayuki, who was struggling alone, making decisions, and then thinking alone again, is much stronger than I am.


    "I don't expect a reward, but if you consider that you owe me"


    I took a bunch of papers out of my bag.


    "I want you to read this"


    Then I offer it to Tsurayuki.


    "Kyouya, what is this?"


    To Tsurayuki who looked puzzled,


    "It's a material for the work we're making now. I want you to read it."


    "..."


    Tsurayuki took a deep breath.


    "I'm not saying, "Read it and do what you want". But anyway... read it."


    A "story" in which I have aggregated everything that surrounds me.


    I decided to give it all to Tsurayuki.


    For me, more than anything else I could say or appeal to, this was the only way I could tell Tsurayuki now.


    It may be too early for him to decide what he is going to do.


    But my true intention was to create a work with Tsurayuki.


    "......."


    Tsuruyuki was silent. He looked at the stack of papers in my hand, but could not quite accept them. If he accepted it, something would burst inside him. Knowing this, he seemed unable to take the step.


    But he eventually slowly reached for it, and,


    "...Got it"


    Firmly, he received that bundle of papers.


    There were no more words from Tsurayuki.


    But that was enough for me.


    I was convinced that if he read this at the right time, it would set everything in motion.


    


  


  
    Chapter 4: Her and His Circumstances


    Three days have passed since Hashiba and Nanako had departed.


    I know I am not at that stage of worrying about it yet, because I was told that no matter how things work out, they will be there for one night. However, the situation I heard from Saikawa was not so good, and Hashiba was feeling a bit backed into a corner.


    "He could have at least called me... that guy."


    Even in the class I was taking earlier, I was somewhat distracted or unable to concentrate. I had never had such a problem before, but thinking about Hashiba kept disturbing my pace.


    "I guess I'll make a list of complaints to say when he gets back..."


    While rolling the pen and mumbling,


    "Hihi, for an honor student, you seemed unusually absentminded, Kawasegawa."


    When I turned around with a jolt, I saw a tall man with big eyes standing right next to me.


    Kuroda Takayoshi. According to Hashiba, he is the biggest rival to Team Kitayama.


    "Not really, I was just listening normally."


    "Don't play dumb with me, I can tell. I saw some very rare things today, like Kawasegawa, who couldn't answer the teacher's questions."


    I was embarrassed when he pointed it out. Kuroda was right, it had been a really long time since I had been unable to answer a question.


    Ah, mou! Is it too much if I say... that everything is Hashiba's fault?


    "So? You didn't approach me to make a sarcastic remark, did you?"


    Hihi, what a creepy laughter.


    "Yeah, I haven't seen Hashiba for the past few days, so I thought something must have happened to him. Is he catching a cold?"


    Here it comes, I thought.


    Breathe quickly and smoothly so he doesn't find out,


    "He said he had some family business to attend to. He said he'll be back tomorrow or the next day or two. Do you have a message for him?"


    "No, not really. I just thought he was up to something."


    Kuroda said so and left without further ado.


    I breathed out and opened my cell phone email inbox folder.


    『If Kuroda asks you about me, answer him like this』


    It was sent to me from Hashiba, right after he went to the Kanto area.


    Kuroda is not the type of person who tries to do anything by prying into people's affairs. Rather, he is fair-minded about it, or rather, he is not interested in it in the first place.


    Even so, he said he wanted to keep the matter of Tsurayuki a secret. This was more for Tsurayuki's sake than for Kuroda's.


    “How much does he care about Tsurayuki... Mou?”


    "Think a little bit about me too." ... When the words came out, I shook my head as hard as I could, I don't want to be treated like that!


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    After venting my anger at Hashiba in my brain, I headed for the video lab. Some associate professor sent me a message that I should come and give an update on the latest situation.


    "I'm coming in."


    I knocked and got no response, so on the third time I opened the door and went inside.


    The room is as messy as ever. No sense of tidying up is felt at all. I guess she knows where everything is, so I guess she simply doesn't give priority to the act of cleaning up.


    Sure enough, there she was. I glared at her, and she smiled and waved her hand at me. It seemed to be a greeting.


    "Take off your headphones. You're having a visitor, after all."


    When I showed her with a gesture, she finally removed her headphones from her ears. It seemed to be quite loud, because a noisy sound was leaking out at the moment.


    "What were you doing?"


    "Games. Finally just finished the last one. Well, the games these days are so large and have such a powerful HD quality, making them is already difficult. The whole industry is insane."


    I took a breath and sat down on the couch. I opened the lid of the plastic bottle I had brought with me and gulped down the tea.


    "Even though I'm going to make coffee"


    "No thanks. Nee-san's coffee is sometimes very bitter."


    Truly, even though she is a person who excels in various things, she is not good at cooking or anything like that.


    "You're right. Eiko's brewed coffee is much better."


    Kuku, laughing as usual.


    "So? You called me all the way, so something happened, right?"


    When I asked my sister about it, she looked a little sad.


    "Don't be so prickly. I just wanted to check on you and see how you're doing."


    "In that case, I'm always replying to your noisy e-mails."


    "Occasionally. I get one every fifty or so messages."


    "Because you send me messages every day. And it's all about "How are you?" and "Are you well?" It's a hassle to reply every single time, so just be thankful that I'm replying every once in a while.


    I prodded her a little harder, but she was smiling at me.


    "What's so funny?"


    "Well, I was thinking, even Eiko would have responded immediately if it had been the other person to whom she was texting."


    "Haa? Who's that, there is no..."


    "Hashiba"


    I am so glad I didn't have the tea in my mouth. Because if I had, I would have spewed it all over the lab table.


    "Wha, w-w-w-why would it be the Hashiba! I won't! Reply right away! I mean, when he calls, it's usually when he's in trouble or in distress, and if I don't respond immediately, I'll be in trouble later, so I figured I'd contact him right away and make sure...!"


    I stopped talking. Because this annoying sister was looking at me with an even bigger grin on her face.


    "... Can I go now?"


    "No. After we talk a little more about what's going on. Are you getting along with the rest of the team?"


    Even though I thought it was troublesome, I explained.


    About Nanako, about Shinoaki, about the people at Art Club, about Saikawa. As I was talking, I was thinking that I have come into contact with many more people than I have since last fall. It was a huge difference from the spring of high school or the first year of college.


    While she made me tell her various things, my sister was smiling happily.


    "Why are you smiling so much?"


    "No, I'm just glad what I did was not wrong."


    ... I wonder what it is. I think it must have been the way I was forced to join Hashiba's team halfway through last summer's production. I was surprised and angry at first, but I'm glad it turned out the way it did. It's annoying, but she was right.


    "Well, I'm glad to see you're doing well."


    Nee-san said that and started to arrange the work papers with a thump,


    "Well, I'm leaving now."


    I said that to her and she turned on her heel. It is only recently that I have come to understand that this is a sign from my sister that she is back in business.


    "Oh yeah, I forgot to mention the last thing."


    "What is it?"


    When I turned around and she gave me a grin that was so sarcastic it was almost out of this world,


    "I'm super looking forward to the cosplay cafe"


    "!!!!!!!!!!"


    Why, why does she know what happened yesterday and today? I know she's always had a good ear, but even so, her information network is too crazy, isn't it, this big sister!


    "Ah, ahhh..."


    I stood there. I couldn't help but let my voice leak out.


    But I can't let this person know how shocked I am. She will definitely use it as a material to tease me again.


    That's why I tried my best to keep my toughness on the surface,


    "Y-You can come if you want! I don't care!"


    I was just like, "Whatever" and I closed the door to the lab and walked out as fast as I could.


    Perhaps it was too fierce, but the students and staff around me were looking at me. Without paying attention, I stomped my feet and walked down the concrete corridor.


    "Ah~, mou, it's all Saikawa's fault, she's"


    She was a nice and quiet girl when I first got to know her, but ever since I dressed up in her cosplay costume yesterday, she has been unusually attached to me. It's not that I don't like it, but I want her to stop trying to dress me in costumes that she has on hand. Also, she's always sticking her body close to me in some way.


    I stop and think. I imagine myself in a cosplay cafe.


    "It's tough. I don't feel like I can handle it properly."


    If I really have to serve my sister, I should be completely salty and cold to her. No, but that would be too normal for that character's personality, so I wonder if it would be more salty if I did moe moe kyun or something to the contrary?


     "...Me, doing Moe Moe Kyun..."


    The mere thought of it was enough to give me a headache, so I decided to erase the subject from my brain for the moment. Instead, I promised myself that I would grind Saikawa's temples later.


    



    

  


  

  
    
      * * *


      "Good morning, Nanako."


      The next day at noon, I met Nanako in the lobby.


      "Fuah... Kyouya, you wake up early... I couldn't get up at all."


      It seems that she had set an alarm, but he fell asleep without being able to stop it.


      Well, considering yesterday's series of heated events, I guess that was to be expected.


      "I had some business to take care of. What are you going to do today? Continue sightseeing?"


      Nanako shakes her head greatly,


      "No. I'm worried about everyone else."


      "I knew you would say that."


      I had no objection to Nanako's words, as I was indeed planning to leave already.


      After checking out, I booked an express train to Takadanobaba on my cell phone app, and I also made a reservation for the Shinkansen, which was a direct connection to the train.


      I took the express train from Honkawagoe station, and when I woke up after a short nap, the scenery outside the window had already changed to that of Tokyo.


      From Takadanobaba, the same place as on the way there, transfer to the Tozai Line to Tokyo. Transferring to the Shinkansen, we sit in a seat for two.


      Then, just past Shin-Yokohama, I was finally able to catch my breath.


      "I wonder if he's okay..."


      Nanako murmured as she leaned back in her slumped chair.


      In the end, no decision was reached regarding Tsurayuki's career path. Tsurayuki had not spoken a word since then.


      But I thought that was all we could do.


      "I said all I could say and expressed my feelings. I think we did everything we could."


      Now all that remains to be seen is how Tsurayuki will decide and how Mochiyuki-san will respond to that decision.


      "So, we must think our work... Wait, Nanako, what's wrong?"


      When I looked at her, Nanako was staring at my face.


      "Kyouya."


      "Y-Yes?"


      "I thought, "Really, you've got a lot on your mind"."


      "... What makes you think that?"


      “I thought so when I was with you and listening to you talking on the side. All your thinking and talking made me wonder if Tsurayuki was willing to do that too.”


      Nanako complains as she leans forward from her seat.


      “He was annoying, but his writing was interesting, so when I heard he was quitting, I was really shocked.”


      She said, lowering her eyes.


      "I thought it was strange that someone like me, who can't do anything, should stay at the university, while someone as talented as Tsurayuki quits."


      Nanako made a sad face.


      I wonder if the disappearance of Tsurayuki had affected Nanako more than I had thought.


      “But, as Kyouya said, I am sure that Tsurayuki will be able to create something even more interesting from now on.”


      "Yes..."


      I nodded too.


      Nanako paused there, stared at the ceiling, and sighed.


      "I don't think I have talent at all even now."


      "...Is that so?"


      "Yeah," she said, slumping down, embarrassed,


      "I'm in the film department. I didn't even study music, but now, I'm doing voice training with the music department students, and when I go home, I'm writing lyrics and composing music. It's weird, isn't it."


      Nanako smiles self-mockingly.


      “But I love what I do. So as long as I have the song inside me, I'm going to keep doing it.”


      If Nanako had been doing music only because I told her to and recommended it, then I would not have felt so guilty.


      But thank goodness. She managed to digest it properly in Nanako and gave her reasons for wanting to do it.


      Above all, it made me happy.


      "Even if this doesn't become a career in the future, I know I'll be singing for as long as I'm interested in it."


      Nanako looked at me and smiled.


      "So thank you, Kyouya. For teaching me to sing."


      The back of my nose was twitching and my eyes were almost watering. In the future in another world, Nanako had saved me by continuing to sing as usual. And in this case, too, Nanako saved me in some way.


      I can't believe she would thank me with the biggest smile on her face. At least, I am not the right person to be thanked by her.


      "Thanks for me, that sort of."


      Now I'm just so happy and grateful that she is enjoying her music.


      "I just like what Nanako creates and want to continue to see it."


      That was my honest feeling.


      "I will do my best to live up to your expectations."


      It was said in such an oddly formal way that both Nanako and I burst out laughing.


      



      

    

  


  

  
    
      * * *


      When we arrived at Shin-Osaka station, we decided to go home without making any stops. Going somewhere for lunch was not an option from the beginning. Anyway, we wanted to get back to everyone as soon as possible and continue our various activities.


      Change to Tennoji-Nobashi Station and take the South Osaka Line.


      When the familiar scenery was reflected in the window, there was something that made me feel relieved.


      Will Tsurayuki be able to see this scenery again? That will now depend on how the conversation between him and Mochiyuki-san.


      We did what we could do now. And Tsurayuki has also expressed his feelings. From that point on, his actions will determine how this story will turn out.


      There were no troubles with the service, and I was able to arrive at the nearest station safely in the afternoon. Take a familiar bus and get off at the Ichisuka bus stop.


      A little beyond the four corners, our familiar house came into view.


      "Even though it was only about four days, I feel like it was a very long time."


      "Really, I understand."


      From start to finish, it was jam-packed.


      I did not expect to meet Tsurayuki's father at that timing, but it was certainly a valuable experience, including such happenings.


      I wonder if one day I will be able to say that this was a good experience.


      Nanako approached the door first,


      "Areh? It's kind of lively."


      She said so and tilted her head.


      “Saikawa and Kawasegawa should be there. ...... Well, those two can't be very lively, can they.”


      If anything, they have an image of sitting facing each other in a room without a single sound.


      "But they're talking kind of loud. Like, 'Great! It's great!' or 'There is no way that's true!' Or 'you're kidding me'!"


      "It's totally unpredictable."


      Considering the conversations that the two of them are having, the degree of joking is strong, or rather, the atmosphere is that they were good friends in the first place.


      The door was not locked, so it didn't look like they were changing clothes or anything like that.


      Therefore,


      "I'm home"


      The moment the door was opened vigorously,


      "Wah!!!!"


      "Gyaa!!!!"


      It was sudden.


      Two girls, especially one of them, yelled so loudly.


      "U-Uhm... I'm home."


      "W-Well~, I'm glad to see you both are doing so well..."


      And we, too, were clearly confused by the girls' behavior, or rather their appearance.


      Colorful costumes were scattered all over the room.


      A mountain of accessories with different worldviews regardless of genre.


      "W-Welcome back... you were early, weren't you..."


      Then there was Saikawa Minori, dressed in a fantasy sorceress-like outfit of a tricorn hat, long red robe, jeweled rod at the end, and an old-fashioned magic book, and.


      "H-Hashiba...W-Why are you coming back so suddenly...!!"


      A pink helmet and bikini style armor, just a little bit... No, it was Eiko Kawasegawa in a very revealing female swordsman's costume,


      "Ha, haha... Looks like you're having fun..."


      They were in front of me, my mind not yet caught up with the situation in front of me.


      "Uhm"


      And the moment I said the next word,


      "Gya――――――――, get out!!!!!!"


      A urethane leather shield flew in a straight line and hit me in the face.


      "Buh!!"


      The door was closed with great force at the same time I collapsed backwards.


      
        
          [image: ]
        

      


      


      "... I feel like I've seen something very rare."


      Nanako thought deeply about the scene just now.


      



      

    

  


  

  
    
      * * *


      After much fussing and screaming, Kawasegawa, with a devilish look on her face, kicked me out of the house, and after changing into normal clothes, she finally let me enter the room.


      “But a cosplay café, huh... That's a bold idea.”


      And I was told the whole story.


      As usual, Kiryu-senpai was on board with the cosplay cafe proposed by Saikawa, and since there was no opposition, the school festival event was decided... So it was like, well, it's the same as usual.


      It was surprising that Kawasegawa was actively preparing for the event without any objection.


      “So you had a cosplay contest in the room?”


      At my words, Kawasegawa turned bright red and got angry.


      "I never said I wanted to! It's all Saikawa's fault!"


      "Eh~, isn't it senpai who said let's try on the costumes ourselves before handing them to everyone else~"


      "I didn't say that! I just said let's check the size!"


      "No way~, I was in a good mood because senpai took the initiative to wear the clothes, but that is just outrageous~"


      "I said, it's not like that!"


      Saikawa and Kawasegawa were getting along so well that I wondered what had happened over the past few days.


      Perhaps Kawasegawa would say that they are not close or anything, she is just dealing with Saikawa because she messes around! But in the eyes of those around them, the feeling is completely that of sisters.


      "... I didn't know Eiko liked this kind of stuff."


      "Wait, Nanako, will you stop looking at me like that?"


      Well, I'm glad they've opened up to each other.


      Then I look around and notice the other resident is nowhere.


      "Areh? What about Shinoaki?"


      Normally, she would be here, smiling and watching everyone's fuss, but today, she was not here.


      At my question, both Saikawa and Kawasegawa, haa, let out a sigh.


      "... Did something happen?"


      "No, nothing. Rather, I think Aki-senpai is in great shape."


      At Saikawa's words, Kawasegawa nodded,


      "Right, I guess she's doing so well, she's wondering what she's going to do now?"


      According to their explanation, Shinoaki had been concentrating on the work since we were heading to Kawagoe, as originally planned.


      But in the beginning, they said, she did not stay in her room to that extent.


      "She ate her meals normally, and sometimes she would take a break and come downstairs."


      However, gradually, the amount of time she spent in her room was clearly increasing. On several occasions, Kawasegawa entered her room out of concern when she did not respond to her calls.


      Fortunately, her health did not appear to be failing. However, her behavior was clearly not normal.


      "I wonder when she sleeps...she's been drawing all the time. The only sounds I could hear in that room were the sounds of pen running and papers being turned over."


      And yesterday, when Saikawa, worried that she had not heard from her again, went to her room, she was holding a pen in her hand, looking very happy.


      “Minori-chan, you enjoy painting, don't you~ She said”


      There were so many papers with drawings scattered around the room that there was no room to step on them.


      "Aki-san is like obsessed with something. But it's not that she doesn't want to do it."


      That would be true. Kuroda may demand the highest technical scores, but he does not make the mistake of crushing them with the amount of work they had to do.


      “I wondered how amazing it was that he could love painting so much and continue to do so... I was so overwhelmed.”


      Yes, it is probably her own intention that Shinoaki is drawing a huge amount of pictures, and it is all a story that can be attributed to her.


      "I'm sorry, I must have made Saikawa feel a little scared."


      Because the Shinoaki that she loves and adores would probably have been shocked by the sudden change in her life.


      Or so I thought,


      "Scary...? That's outrageous."


      Surprisingly, Saikawa simply denied it.


      "I admire Aki-san because of the works she draws and her passion for drawing. Of course, she is very cute and I love her, too."


      'But!', she shakes her head,


      “The current Aki-san is certainly a little unapproachable, but she is, um, really cool!”


      "T-That's good to hear."


      "So, I'm going to shut myself in and concentrate for a bit! I also want to start working on the illustrations!"


      Saying that, Saikawa rushed into her room.


      I was relieved. I knew she was a creator at heart.


      "It's nice. It's like they're rivals"


      Seeing Saikawa's sparkling face, Nanako also looked happy.


      “Kyouya, Shinoaki already... found it, right?”


      "Yes, I think she found it."


      Nanako nodded and said, "I see.",


      "I have to do my best too."


      With a cheerful face, she puffed out her chest.


      "That girl is my rival"


      For a moment, I felt a jolt.


      Because I thought... Nanako's words now seemed to have a different meaning.


      "Kyouya, you've already decided on the concept, right?"


      "Y-Yeah, of course."


      "Then tell me right away. I don't want to forget this feeling, and I want to create it while I remember it."


      As Nanako said so, at the same time, the door to Saikawa's room opened.


      "Ah, Hashiba-san, me too! I've been wanting to draw already, but I'm still having a hard time with it!"


      Saikawa protested with a pout.


      "All right, all right! For now, just let me put my stuff down and give me some time to organize it!"


      "Ye~s!"


      After the two replied happily, they bounced back to their own rooms.


      The lively atmosphere subsided, and the quiet returned.


      Kawasegawa and I breathe a sigh of relief.


      "Good work"


      "I'm home. Thank you for staying while I was gone."


      "Really. You're throwing a lot of things to me."


      "I'm sorry. So, that package is?"


      Kawasegawa glared at me with a stern look,


      "A change of clothes. I was prepared for a long fight because I thought you might not be back yet, but I guess I didn't need it."


      "I see, and there's also cospl"


      Kawasegawa's sharp eyes, which never tolerate jokes, shot through my entire body.


      "... Want to continue to say it?"


      "... I won't. Uhm, I'm sorry... for being late to contact you."


      "Mou..."


      Kawasegawa sighed, then her expression softened.


      "So, how did it go?"


      I briefly told her what had happened in Kawagoe.


      About Tsurayuki, about his father. And about the future.


      "So nothing is done or set in stone yet."


      "Yeah, I think it's safe to say this is where it starts."


      Kawasegawa also nodded,


      “I hope it will be a good result for Tsurayuki... but I can’t say anything right now.”


      Yes, this matter has not been resolved yet, not even the results have come out.


      But we have to create a work that is waiting for us.


      "Shinoaki will be a formidable opponent."


      "Yes"


      "You're going to make it harder and harder on yourself."


      Indeed, that may be true. If we want to get to the top on campus, it is best to keep the talent of Shinoaki to ourselves.


      Even in the world of sports, there is a tactic of keeping talented players in their own army for the benefit of other teams.


      But I'm not going to talk about that now.


      What I'm looking at is much further.


      "It's not hard. More importantly, we are finally moving forward."


      "Is that so?"


      "Nanako and Saikawa are both inspired by Shinoaki. I'm sure they will create something amazing."


      When the people immediately around you become more active, the influence spreads to those around you.


      This is especially true for creators. Freelancers also create group workspaces, and working while on a call is similar to that.


      Well, as expected, I didn't expect it to go so well.


      "Somehow, it's not as interesting as you seem to think it is."


      "But Kawasegawa knew what I was thinking, right?"


      Kawasegawa nodded, pouting her lips and looking dissatisfied.


      "But from here on out, it's going to be tough. With Tsurayuki gone, you have to take the lead and decide on the concept."


      "If about it, it's okay. I've already decided everything."


      "You were so lost when you were over here??"


      When I smiled at the worried Kawasegawa,


      "Yeah. Because you went there to decide what you were unsure about."


      Yes, I've already decided how I want the story to go.


      The rest is whether the big flow will move along with what I decided.


      "Don't you dare lose your footing."


      "Of course"


      I looked lightly toward the place where I had been just a few hours before.


      (Watch me)


      I called the actors to the backstage. I also gave them the script.


      Now all I have to do is pull them all out onto the stage.


      



      

    

  


  

  
    
      * * *


      They went home.


      Ever since we parted ways last night, I've been agitated. They were totally noisy.


      Thanks to that, it is really too quiet now that they are gone, and I'm terribly lonely.


      "You should feel what it's like to be left behind, Kyouya."


      My room, which is just large and has few things, feels even emptier than usual.


      That noisy share house where you could always hear someone's voice was very.


      "Damn! That's why I didn't want to..."


      Shaking my head vigorously, I shake off the memories that keep coming back to me.


      Frankly, I was happy. What I had thought in a corner of my mind had become a reality. They, especially Kyouya, had not forgotten about me. I resisted like a child with my mouth, but inwardly I was happy.


      "But... What should I do with it, then?"


      There is no way that my father, who is a hard man and has never shown any interest in any kind of creative work, will change his mind about my decision to quit. He may not even listen to me.


      How am I supposed to repay those guys under such circumstances?


      In front of me was a bundle of paper that Kyouya handed me.


      "I guess ... I have no choice but to read"


      I don't think reading it will change anything drastically. If there was some secret strategy to attack my father in this book, there is no way it would be in there.


      I wonder what he was thinking when he gave this to me.


      I picked up the bundle and began to flip through it, wondering.


      And,


      "What's this"


      When I read to the end of the paper, I held my head in my hands.


      What was written was the plan for the video. It was a MV, not a drama. Of course, I knew that Meku and Nico-Dou were popular, but it wasn't about anything per se.


      Content. The content of the project was too fragile.


      Hashiba Kyouya was a guy who was good at building a solid foundation. It was the same with that doujinshi game. 'The objective is here, so you know what you have to do here and now, right?' he said. He was a frightening guy who would start a fight that he would not lose after blocking the escape route.


      But the proposal in front of my eyes now was so rough that it stood out like a sore thumb. If it were Kawasegawa, she would be the first to bite back with a theory.


      Maybe he did give a presentation with a verbal explanation of this, but if so, that doesn't explain why he gave me only the documents without telling me.


      "Foreshadowing...? No, there are too few clues for that. Is there some kind of code in there?"


      I don't know anything at this point. Not until they try to get me to do something with it.


      In the end, even when I got to the last page, I still couldn't figure out what the project was intended to do.


      There was something about the words scattered in pieces that did indeed catch my attention. But that was all. Unlinked, unconnected words were just words. At the very least, they could not move my heart.


      "This is useless, I don't get it at all"


      I threw the proposal on the bed. Have my senses dulled? No, I have not neglected to gather information, though not completely. I also understand that the culture of video contribution is interesting in a way that movies and TV dramas that are confined within a framework are not.


      However, with no hints so far, it seems like they are trying to make it completely on the fly and in the mood. I don't mean to speak ill of image-driven creation, but if that's the case, I don't see why this should be shown to someone like me, who is the type of person who can construct a reason.


      I was absentmindedly looking at the ceiling and thinking about what Kyouya intended to do.


      My gaze went straight to the proposal that I had thrown away. The pages had just been turned and the back of the last page was facing me.


      "...What's this?"


      I looked at it and noticed it.


      The last page of the proposal, which was printed on one side of the page. Only that page was printed double-sided, and it was printed on the real last page.


      The content was simple. There was only one line of text.


      "Upload date: September 1st".


      



      ◇August 23◇


      



      Team Kitayama△'s video production was progressing at a rapid pace.


      This work is a music video made by Nanako, as we decided earlier. A picture-story show using Meku arranged by Saikawa and a video using a typography with light motion.


      The first is the original song.


      When we went to Kawagoe, I used my free time to tell Nanako how the song was envisioned.


      The theme of this project is "The Story of a Girl Who Forgot How to Sing and Meku".


      "I think it's really amazing that someone who can't or doesn't like to sing on their own can still write songs with vocaloid."


      Nanako's accurate description of one of the reasons why Meku was so popular led her to think about the possibility of a creative alternative.


      In fact, when I talked to Nanako,


      "Nice. It sounds interesting. I'm a little embarrassed because there are some parts about me."


      She was embarrassed when she said that, but that was also one of her aims.


      Even if the time setting is different or the world is a fantasy world, if one is able to relate to the emotions of the characters living there, realistic emotional expressions can be expressed in one's work. This is one of the reasons why love has been a theme in creative works for thousands of years.


      This time, we chose a worldview that is a bit more science fiction and decadent. It is the story of a girl living in a future where the human population is one-tenth of what it is today, where there are almost no children of her generation left, and where she is waiting for a slow and gradual extinction.


      (Well, that's nothing new...)


      Frankly, I doubt if it is original. There must have been a lot of such settings in past science fiction and light novels.


      However, since the birth of Meku, it has become a trend on Nico Nico Douga to combine this kind of decadent worldview with Meku. The closer the grammar, the lower the hurdle for viewers. That was the idea behind the setting.


      So I asked Nanako to write a song for me once again,


      “...Very good, no problem.”


      The quality was so good that I can honestly praise it.


      "R-Really? You're not lying, right? Kyouya, you're not just saying that to cheer me up?"


      Nanako looks very anxious beside me as I listen with headphones.


      "No, it's really good. No retakes, let's go with this!"


      When I give the OK sign,


      "Yay~!!! I-I'm going to sleep for about 3 days for the time being! And I'm going to karaoke!"


      As I said so, Nanako was overjoyed and said 'banzai'.


      After all, Nanako's previous song was immediately rejected and she had been in a slump since then, so it must have been pleasing for her to receive such an OK positive response.


      In fact, the song was very well written. As I had ordered, the song started with only the vocal, and then the backing gradually grew in depth, and the flow of the song was perfect.


      "But ..."


      The moment I suddenly mumbled,


      "Eh, eeeh, after coming this far, is there anything more to it? Kyouya, would you say such a terrible thing??"


      Nanako snapped, asking if it was a retake.


      "No, it's really great. I just need to put a little direction into it."


      "Direction?"


      I whispered to Nanako.


      The characteristics of this video production and its characteristics as an assignment. And conditions.


      The story I am trying to create is based on these considerations.


      The lyrics, the music, and the development. I gave some instructions about them.


      After hearing it all, Nanako's impression was,


      "That... But are you okay with that?"


      "Well, that's so."


      She seemed convinced, but also very anxious.


      "But this is fine. It's not deviated from the line I decided at all."


      "Fuuhn..."


      Nanako was nodding her head again, but I was very pleased with the quality of the music.


      (Okay, next is the illustrations)


      



      ◇August 25◇


      



      Influenced by Shinoaki, who turned into an illustration monster, Saikawa also spent many days shut up in her room.


      But this one has yet to become a monster.


      "Ah... I lack of Aki-san's nutrition... Kawasegawa-senpai, can you at least let me have some of yours...?"


      "No, don't be spoiled"


      "Cruel~! You promised to spoil me!"


      "That's only when Hashiba and the others are not around! Hashiba, you should say something to this perverted girl!"


      "Hey, isn't that a bit harsh!"


      Somehow, they seemed to be getting a little fuss from time to time like that, but still, the work seemed to be progressing without a hitch. But did something happen to these two while I was gone?


      Then, at the end of August, 25th, it was time to move on to the work of the video team.


      "I-It's done... All parts of the illustrations, complete..."


      Saikawa crawled out of her room, USB memory stick in hand. She had already taken off her glasses, as if she intended to fall down right away.


      "Good job! I'll check right away."


      "Oh..."


      I gasped.


      Saikawa's artwork is not originally in the cute style. It has a realistic touch and a high head height.


      So, I asked her to create this design without changing the pattern as much as possible to make the most of that atmosphere, and it worked out beautifully.


      With a fluid pen touch and bold use of primary colors. In addition, the use of textures and finishing techniques taught by Shinoaki have raised the overall quality of the work.


      (As it is, it could be used for illustrations for a novel or something like that)


      If viewed as a single illustration, it seemed to have enough potential to fight with Shinoaki even at the current moment.


      "Kawasegawa, what do you think?"


      Recently, I also check with Kawasegawa, who has become quite a professor of Meku for study purposes.


      "... Amazing. It's a pretty bold take from Meku's original design. But it's a perfect balance, so I have nothing to say about it."


      As she approached Saikawa, who had collapsed,


      "Saikawa, you did a great job. Your illustrations are amazing."


      She said, and patted her head.


      "Uwh, uuwh, t-thank you~~~~"


      Perhaps because of the tension from the work that had been done, Saikawa was moved to tears.


      "Uhm, senpai, I have a request."


      "What?"


      "Could you give me a hug as a commemoration of the work being done, a hug..."


      Without hesitation, Kawasegawa squeezed her with both hands.


      "Mugya!"


      Saikawa's face is pressed against the cushion.


      "... When the video is finished, I'll give you a moment to do it."


      "Uuwh~, but I like that kind of senpai~"


      With a wry smile, I also called out to her for her hard work.


      “Good job, Saikawa.”


      Anyway, with this, the sound and the illustration are complete.


      Now it's just a matter of how to put this best material together.


      



      ◇ August 27 ◇


      With the money I earned after finishing the doujinshi game production, I took the plunge and bought equipment for video production. Since I had originally purchased a PC with good specs for production, I only needed to buy video editing software, effects software, and desktop publishing software to edit the text.


      “Ah, stop for a second there. Don't just quickly insert the lyrics in one line, but break them up into sentences and make them come to life.”


      "Should we separate them into separate objects?"


      "I think so. Later, we might look at the balance and apply separate effects."


      "Okay, I'll give it a try."


      Kawasegawa nodded and quickly worked on them.


      "Hashiba, can you see the motion over here?"


      From behind me, Hikawa beckoned to me.


      "Yeah, I got it"


      This time, the presence of Hikawa was extremely helpful in terms of production. Until now, he had mainly been in charge of support, such as the assistant director position, but he was interested in it, so he was in charge of the special effects, and this was a big hit.


      "I've been trying to part Meku's hair in layers so that it sways with her every movement, what do you think?"


      Toward the end of the video, there is a cut that allows for a long pause in a single picture, but it was a 10-second video, and the character's hair swayed naturally in a wonderful way.


      "Amazing... What kind of plugin did you use for this?"


      In response to my question, Hikawa slapped his arm,


      "I did it with brute force!"


      He said happily. It was quite a painstaking process, like keyframing everything and moving it around.


      Hikawa was a person who could do such things without slacking off. In the editing process, it is very helpful to have such a worker-type person.


      "Haha, that was a big help. And the cut was going to be a little slow"


      Honestly, I thought it would be tough with just lip-synching and eye-synching.


      "I guess so. The opponent will come with full animation. We have to take as much time and effort as possible."


      Hikawa folded his arms and groaned.


      The Kuroda Team, which we consider our enemy, has declared that they will make an animated work. My guess is that they will make a full-length animated film.


      That's probably why Shinoaki has been appointed, and if the work is to take the top spot in Kuroda's thinking, he will be looking for that level of impact.


      "I wonder if we can win with this work"


      Kawasegawa says a little anxiously.


      On the focused screen, a still image moves like an animation with motion. However, this is a flat, two-dimensional expression. Even when depth is expressed, it is usually done in layers, using scaling and depth of field to make the image look "realistic".


      I say,


      "It's okay, with this"


      In response to the unanswerable question, both Hikawa and Kawasegawa look at me with puzzled looks on their faces.


      "It's all right"


      Once again, I say as if to confirm, and stare at the monitor again.


      The character that Saikawa created with all her might sang Nanako's best work, and we, the editorial team, were able to get it to move.


      There was that one final way to breathe life into it ―― one way.


      "That's where our fight is"


      While praying that the message of this video, which is very close to a personal letter, will reach that guy who is about to fight.


      



      ◇September 1◇


      



      Then came the fateful day, September 1, at midnight.


      It was decided that this assignment would be uploaded on Nico Nico Douga in a category called "Nico Nico Summer/Autumn Vacation Homework". The videos were to be ranked, and the winner would receive prizes from the sponsoring publishers and game makers.


      Of course, we were more concerned about the ranking of the teams in our department: there were 15 teams in the second year, and although they varied in number and size, we, Team Kitayama△ and the Kuroda group, had the largest number of staff members by far.


      "Hikawa, are you ready?"


      Hikawa, who was testing the encoding, sends an OK sign in my direction.


      "It's perfect. It's going to be uploaded on time."


      On this day, all of our team members and Shinoaki were present at the share house. After all the work was done, Shinoaki said she was tired all over and was having her shoulders rubbed by Saikawa, who seemed happy to see her from a while ago.


      "Thank you, Minori-chan~ Thanks to you, I feel better."


      "N-No, I feel good and I'm happy too!"


      ...I feel a little suspicious, but well, that's fine.


      On the kotatsu in the living room, there is one laptop PC. This was used to check the uploaded videos, and the actual uploading work was done on the PC in Nanako's room, right next to the living room.


      "I wonder what kind of work it turned out to be at Aki-san's team?"


      Saikawa is looking forward to seeing it uploaded every now and then.


      “Is this your first time seeing it as well, Shinoaki?”


      When Nanako asked, Shinoaki slowly nodded,


      "That's right~. When I told Kuroda-kun about it, he said he would keep it a secret until the day it was released."


      Yes, the Kuroda group's work was not previewed within the staff, and all final close-ups, etc., were done by Kuroda.


      "Wow, he's very secretive. Well, I guess that's how much time and effort he put into it."


      Kawasegawa folds her arms and looks at the screen from a short distance away.


      "What do you think?"


      "I don't know, but... I have a bad feeling about this. I don't think it's going to turn out too good."


      I hope it somehow turns out for the better, but I too think her hunch is correct. If we think we will lose the first round, but by too large a margin, that will be the end of it before we even fight the second round.


      "Ah, it's the time!"


      At the sound of Saikawa's voice, everyone's eyes turn to the PC.


      "Okay, it's uploaded!"


      With Hikawa's voice, our work was uploaded. And,


      “Ah, Kuroda-kun's has been uploaded too ~”


      The work of the Kuroda group, "Blue Forest" was also uploaded and released.


      We all decided to view the work of the Kuroda group.


      



      The setting was a forest filled with blue.


      From a long, drawn-out cut, the picture gradually moves closer to a close-up of a girl flying freely through the forest. Only then does it become clear that the blue is seawater, indicating a forest submerged at the bottom of the sea.


      The girl has fins on her legs and swims freely in the sea with the fishes.


      The background art depicts various points of interest. Beyond the forest zone, what appears to be a city submerged in water can be seen. But it does not indicate what they are.


      Finally, the five-minute video ended just as the girl jumped up from the sea to the sky and spread her body wide for the sun.


      



      If you write it down in words, perhaps you will miss it.


      However, the problem was that all of these were fully animated in color, and every part of the video, background art, sound, editing, and special effects were completely seamless, and were composed at a level that could be called theatrical animation.


      "What a thing to make ... that guy "


      I couldn't help but say it out loud.


      The expression of water is terribly difficult even to the untrained eye. If one were to try to do this with moving images, one would need to have a high level of understanding of movement, drawing ability, mental capacity, and many other things to make it look like an ugly mess.


      Kuroda, who thought he could "go for it" in this period of time, asked Shinoaki to do it, and succeeded in doing so, can be said to possess extraordinary decision-making abilities.


      Of course, this is due to Shinoaki's outstanding ability. However, it must be said that it was the production's ability to choose a genre that interested her and challenged her, while also reaching completion.


      "This is how it's going to be~ Isn't it amazing~"


      Shinoaki was enjoying the video as if it were someone else's work. When she talked about how she enjoyed drawing water scenes and how she would draw and draw and still think she could do more, I was convinced that the vast amount of trial-and-error was an expression of water.


      "Eh, this was really drawn by Shinoaki...?"


      Nanako seemed to be still confused.


      "Aki-san... this is, by Aki-san..."


      Saikawa stands dumbfounded with her hand on Shinoaki's shoulder.


      "Well... I'd heard it was awesome, but this is, by far, another level of awesome!"


      Hikawa was so impressed that his frustration overcame his disappointment.


      I felt the same way. This was honestly ... beyond my imagination.


      And Kawasegawa had a slightly pale expression.


      "My bad feeling was right."


      She remains silent and nods her head.


      Kuroda Takayoshi, and Shinoaki.


      I wonder how powerful the combination of talents that go all the way can be.


      I couldn't have been reminded of this in a better way.


      



      

    

  


  

  
    
      * * *


      And so we arrived on the morning of September 1.


      Classes for the second semester started, and the Department of Film and New Media had an exercise class that day that brought the entire department together.


      Naturally, there was a lot of talk in the department about the work of the Kuroda group.


      Such as using a professional like who-knows-who, pulling budgets from places you wouldn't think of, fighting with the sound staff in their day jobs, but eventually being approved and pulling out the best work...etc.


      I don't know how much of it is true and how much of it is false, but after seeing the work, I think all of it might be true. It was exactly like "The work says it all".


      It was still noisy in the classroom when it was time for class to begin. Then the door opened and Kanou-sensei appeared.


      "Look, look, I know you want to talk about it, but let's get on with the lesson."


      The students burst into laughter. Even the teacher seemed to know that it was a topic.


      The class was presented to the top three at the moment. The work of Team Kitayama△ managed to place second. But the one that jumped out and took first place was,


      "Well, as I'm sure you know, Kuroda group's is on top for now. Congratulations."


      It was so overwhelming that sensei had a satisfied expression on her face.


      When class was over and I got up from my chair, Kuroda, who was sitting in front of me, suddenly turned around.


      For a moment, our eyes met,


      "..."


      Kuroda grinned and quickly left.


      There was no cheap provocation. No, it would have been more helpful if he did.


      "Talk about everything by what you've made? That's cool"


      How could we win against this formidable opponent? I had a plan, but I didn't know if it would really work until I tried it.


      "Hashiba"


      Before I knew it, Kanou-sensei was right next to me.


      "Can I talk to you for a second?"


      I was told to come to the lab.


      



      * * *


      "How did it go with Rokuonji?"


      As soon as I entered the room, sensei asked me a straightforward question.


      "I don't know yet. I have said what I had to say. Of course, I've kept my promise."


      It might be a bit of a rule violation to make it so obvious.


      "I see. Well, I guess it is what it will be."


      As sensei said, when it comes to this point, there is nothing else to do but to leave it up to the Heaven and Tsurayuki himself.


      "Video, I hear you're competing with Kuroda's team."


      "...Yes"


      From whom did she hear it? Well, if it was this teacher, she has such a dreadful hell-ear that I can understand where the source of the information came from.


      "Well, okay. As long as you don't get into any trouble, it should be an interesting entertainment?"


      "I'm sorry. I did something selfish"


      "I don't mind. But the first round was by a huge margin. What are you going to do now?"


      I told sensei about my idea.


      Sensei's expression becomes distorted. The light behind her eyes disappears and she glares at me.


      When all was said, sensei let out a deep sigh,


      "It's a jumping-off point. It's also a way of suddenly bringing up a stone thrower from behind a castle. From a video production standpoint, I honestly don't agree with it."


      "I think so. But I couldn't find any other way to win."


      "Yeah, if I were you, I would have done that. Probably the right thing to do. But."


      Sensei spoke a little harshly,


      "Hashiba. What you are trying to do is domination. It's not the royal road."


      “Domination ... Is it?”


      "That's right. Thoroughly eliminate anything that blocks your way, anything that stands in the way of your ideals, and make a new path. That's what you're doing right now."


      Sensei walks to the shelf where the pot is, empty cup in hand.


      "I don't hate outrageous guys like you. But your strong ego drags a lot of people down with you."


      With a kopo-kopo sound, boiling water is poured into the cup.


      The smell of instant coffee was scattered throughout the room.


      "Kuroda is certainly an egomaniacal producer. But he sees the makers as a piece of the puzzle, in both good and bad ways. What he trusts is the technique, not humanity."


      Sensei took a sugar cube and held it up to me to show me.


      "Do you understand? Your way of doing things involves going into people's lives. Once you fall in love with someone, you go straight for them, without regard to their situation. You entangle everyone involved one after another and bring them up on the stage, and if you make a mistake, you will bring everyone down to the bottom"


      With a splash, the sugar cube disappeared into the coffee. It dissolved in an instant and was gone. All that remained was the same jet-black liquid.


      "―You could lose all your friends."


      Those were harsh words.


      I am sure the teacher was referring to Tsurayuki and everyone else as well. I don't think I'm doing a good thing now, but cheap thinking like pretending to be a dark hero will definitely lead to big pitfalls down the road.


      Maybe sensei was concerned about that and told me.


      While I'm grateful, I'm,


      "I understand, I won't say that I know anything. I... don't understand."


      I shook my head and fought against sensei's words.


      "But since I'm going to do it... I'll take responsibility not only with my words, but with my actions. I'm willing to die for the sake of everyone who follows me."


      Once, my life was a life of lost dreams and hopes. Now I have a chance to start over with the power of a miracle.


      If that is the case, I want to take on the weight and responsibility of something I have never even been able to carry before. I want to weigh my body down and feel that I am alive with ten times the weight.


      I never want to live a dead life again.


      And because I want everyone around me to be the best creators they can be.


      "Don't talk about dying when you're still a young student. That's too cheeky."


      It was a tone of scolding. Indeed, that was cheeky.


      " ... I'm sorry"


      When I honestly apologized, sensei smiled,


      "Don't say you are willing to die, even if it were an analogy. I'm an old lady and I want to talk old times with you."


      Her tone of voice was finally softened.


      "Thank you"


      I, too, wanted to talk to her when I was properly older.


      



      ◆ August 31 ◆


      



      "What is it you want to talk about?"


      With his usual cold words, my father said so.


      "You had offered to stay in your room today because you had a customer from the bank, but you said you didn't feel well. Could it be that this has something to do with what I just told you?"


      I took a deep breath and nodded.


      "Yes, it is"


      There was a short pause. My dad stared at me in silence, but eventually he let out a small sigh and,


      "I'm asking you not to waste my time like you did last time."


      After saying so, he opened the shoji sliding door and went into the room first.


      I followed him inside and firmly closed the sliding door.


      I am always nervous when I enter this parlor. My father likes to keep things simple, and the simple Japanese-style room with a simple tokonoma (alcove) and a desk are a bit more tiring than it needs to be, because there is nothing to look at.


      But if I'm losing in this room, talking to my dad and trying to convince him is a pipe dream.


      As usual, I sit on my knees and face my father, who has not even a single strand of hair messed up.


      If I look away, he might say I'm being naive about that, too. So I look straight ahead,


      "Dad, I'll get right to it."


      With determination, I opened my mouth.


      “I'd like to revoke my previous agreement about quitting Geidai and going back to my life in Kawagoe.”


      My dad remained silent with his arms crossed.


      I continue to speak,


      “I thought about it a lot and I still want to create. I thought I could give up and forget about it, but time passed and I couldn't find anything to replace it. I was almost in despair, wondering if I was going to go on with my life with nothing, when Kyouya and Nanako came to me and I knew it was the only thing for me."


      After saying that much, I sat down and backed up a little. Then I put my hands on my knees,


      "I want to go back to Geidai. My school registration ... is still in place. I will not cause you any trouble in that regard. Please."


      Deeply, I bowed my head.


      My dad didn't say anything. He was silent for a while, then slowly opened his mouth,


      "Tsurayuki, do you remember when you came back?"


      It was a quiet, but nerve-wracking voice.


      "You have been creating for a long time, but you have completely failed. Do you think a person who comes back broken after only a year or so of living in the world will be able to continue to do well in the future? I don't think so"


      I knew that my own expression was becoming tense.


      "When you told me that you were quitting, I asked you if there was any mistake. But now you say that it was a mistake and you want to correct it. How could I listen to such a hesitant person? Furthermore, you said that you had no problem with the fact that you had taken a leave of absence from Geidai, which you had said you had quit... That half-hearted regret is out of the question."


      My father's voice echoed strongly.


      "Your request to return to a blank slate will not be honored."


      I bite the corners of my lips,


      "I admit that I am a half-hearted and immature person. But from now on, I am prepared to overcome that and continue to work on my creations."


      "If you admit that you are immature, you should follow someone who tells you the right way. Why do you keep trying to go back to the wrong path?"


      "I don't ... think that's the wrong path"


      "Why? I don't think it's the right path, no matter how I look at it"


      It was an exchange that had no place of exchange. My father would methodically deny what I said. His polite words and tone of voice put pressure on me to lose if I got emotional. It was my father's usual way of dealing with me.


      If things continue as it is, there is no way to make any progress in the conversation.


      I asked the essential part that I had never heard before.


      "Why does Dad hate ... so much about creation? Do you have a reason, something concrete to say?"


      If he just disagrees blindly, maybe there is some point there that I can poke at. That's what I was thinking when I asked the question,


      "Very well, I will speak properly about why I disagree."


      Contrary to my expectations, my dad answered my question head on.


      "The writing career you aspire to is not a field in which success is based solely on the accumulation of knowledge. No matter how much you hone your skills, there is a large element of luck and chance involved. Am I wrong?"


      "... It's not wrong. Indeed it is."


      "How could I applaud and send my son, whom I am considering as my successor, to such an extremely unstable field? It is hard to understand why you would not choose that when there is an absolute position right there that can be attained through hard work and accumulation of efforts."


      Surprisingly, my father understood the root of the suffering and troubles in the creation process.


      Indeed, there is a large element of luck and chance in this industry. No matter how much one's skills and knowledge exceed those of others, this does not lead to sales. The way your work is received depends on the timing at which you present it to the world.


      But,


      "That's why I chose the creative path. There's a lot of unknown elements that I longed for, not history, or built up stuff, or anything like that."


      I said as if to appeal.


      Yes, that's why I tried to get out of this city and pursue a career as a writer.


      “I think what my dad and my brother have done is great, but ... it didn't appeal to me. I want to go to a world where I can be more on my own, where I can move up. That would be irreplaceable to me."


      My father, however, still did not change his expression,


      "But you have given up that irreplaceable path."


      "I said, that's"


      "No matter how many excuses you make, no matter how many second-guessing you do, the fact remains that you have failed and given up. In addition to your lack of significant accomplishments, you are completely unprepared to walk down a narrow and precarious path."


      I involuntarily averted my gaze.


      And my father didn't miss my movements.


      "It is impossible for you to walk the hard path, having run away from this house and from your creation. Give up."


      "Kuh...!"


      I stood up involuntarily, clenched my fists and glared at my father.


      But my father didn't show any change,


      "Are you going to resort to brute force when you can't talk your way out of it?"


      "...No"


      I returned my aggressive gaze back to normal.


      "I'm going to go cool off for a bit. I'll be right back..."


      My dad didn't say anything. He seemed to be calmly watching what I was doing.


      I turned around and walked straight out of the parlor and back to my room. The sound of summer insects was echoing from the garden.


      I walk quickly through the hallway. In the quiet house, only the sound of my breathing and my footsteps echoed. As I walk, I gradually begin to feel a sense of giving up.


      "Haha, that really sucks. I thought I was somewhat motivated, but here I am."


      Return to the shelf room and lie down on the bed.


      The arrival of Kyouya and the others made me feel that maybe I could do a little something. I wondered if I might have gained enough power to change this situation.


      But it was an illusion. I had no power. Everything I had done up to that point was denied me, and I had nothing to say in return.


      It was all my fault for falling behind. I didn't accept the help of my dependable friends, I leaned on my hopeless pride and fled to my parents' house abandoning them, I was―.


      "No good, from the beginning, all along..."


      Suddenly, I remember. What day is today and what was written in the proposal.


      I huffed and look at the clock.


      The wall clock in the room that has been telling the time, unchanged for ages.


      Its needle, long and short hands equally, was pointing toward the sky.


      


    

  


  
    Chapter 5: Her and His Poetry


    ◇September 5◇ 


    With the start of the second semester of classes, the Art Research Club resumed its normal activities.


    Having said that, as is often the case in college clubs, there is always someone in the club room, whether it is a vacation or not, and to be honest, it was not much different from the summer vacation.


    Nanako was absent today because she had a voice training session and Shinoaki was working on the drawing. Nanako just happened to have a day off, but Shinoaki seems to have been shutting herself in again for the past few days.


    (She seems to be busy all the time... Shinoaki)


    So far, it seems that she is not doing anything to cut down on her sleep, but I can't help but worry about her because I can't see the inner workings of her life.


    "Well, let us begin the regular meeting of the Art Research Club. Today's agenda is about the cosplay cafe at the school festival."


    Kiryu-san declared, and the meeting began.


    But, well, if I take just a few words out of it, I can only think that the circle members were losing their minds. Where did all the art exhibitions and such go?


    Regardless of the circumstances, following last year's event, we decided to put on another controversial performance. It still doesn't make sense to me that Kawasegawa is taking the lead in this project. 


    "Nee, Saikawa, what happened to Kawasegawa recently?"


    "What do you mean...?"


    "No, I just thought she was doing a pretty good job of keeping up with the club."


    Saikawa is opening her mouth.


    "Eh, because...... Hashiba-san asked for it, right?"


    "Right, but I'm surprised she did all this just because of that."


    Then Saikawa glanced at me with a stern stare.


    "...That's what I'm talking about."


    "Eh, about what?"


    "Think about it. I don't know."


    In the end, Saikawa did not tell me. Did I say something unnecessary....


    Anyway, things went smoothly as far as Kawasegawa was concerned as far as progress was concerned.


    "Well, then I will distribute materials to everyone regarding the final character selections."


    Kiryu-san distributes the printed papers to everyone. He is strangely diligent about this kind of thing, or rather, he is really serious about the genre he likes and about photography.


    "Is there anything in particular? If not, let's..."


    Just as he was about to say something, Kawasegawa's hand was quickly raised. 


    "...Ah, etto, Kawasegawa-san..."


    For some reason, Kiryu is in fear at the sight of her.


    Kawasegawa stood up and began to speak, already clad in the fire of anger from at this stage.


    "I would like to ask you a question first, if I may?"


    "Y-Yes, go ahead."


    Kiryu-san is already beginning to lose his vigour.


    "This table looks different from the characters we decided on at the previous meeting ... Did you make any changes from the data I compiled?"


    ... Ah, somehow, I can read the whole story. 


    "N-No, I input the data as it was given to me... I think?"


    He sounded strangely confident,


    "Why are you saying it in low voice like that?"


    "I mean, why are the letters in this table so tiny for some reason?"


    The senior duo, Sugimoto-san and Kakihara-san also noticed something unusual.


    "Ah!"


    Saikawa suddenly stood up from her chair with a rattling sound.


    "This has been replaced with the list that Kiryu-san sent me at the beginning!"


    "What are you talking about? There is no way I would do that!"


    "No, I have been checking it properly! The first one is about demonic shinobi, the next one is about race queens, and the last one is an anime about girls flying around in their underwear, this is truly Kiryu-san's choice!"


    Everyone's fiery gazes were all focused on Kiryu-san at once.


    "Uhm, this is a misunderstanding! Gentlemen, you are misund..."


    On either side of Kiryu-san, both Kawasegawa and Hiyama-san took up positions.


    "Eh... Ah... Guys?"


    The tiger at the front gate, the wolf at the back gate, Minister of the Right, and Unkei Kaikei, The two, who seem to fit everything that both sides stand for, are strangely quiet in their tone of voice,


    "Why are you doing this kind of outsmarting?" "Don't you think it's pathetic for a 2 year old?" "If you have any objections, you should say them when we decide," "Have you ever thought about a life of being preached to like this by a second year girl?" "In any case, we've already prepared the costumes, right?" "I'll tell you at this point, I'm not going to get caught up in these farces" "Did you not think it was a futile resistance?" "It's just a waste of time," "It's pretty much because of his personality," "Uwaaaaaaaa, sorryyyyyyy!"


    Finally, it seemed to be forced to end by the person's own voice of despair.


    



    Aside from the president's usual runaways, the next topic of discussion was "who will be in charge of which character?"


    "Do all the characters here have costumes? Cosplay is amazing"


    Sugimoto-san is impressed in a strange way.


    "Sounds like fun. I should have gotten some costumes too."


    "Indeed, I feel that Kakihara-san could have done well in cross-dressing."


    He's beautiful to begin with, and I always think that if it weren't for the disappointment of the spinning vomit, he wouldn't be the kind of person who hangs out in these circles. 


    "Shinoaki-chan is tiny, so I think she'd be cute as this pink-haired wizard."


    Hiyama-san pointed at Louise and said so.


    "No, I don't think the characters fit together very well. If that's the case, I still prefer Nagato."


    Since she has short hair, she doesn't even need to wear a wig, and it looks just right.


    "Then this one goes to Nanako-chan."


    "U-Uhm ~ in my opinion, Nanako is better suited with this one."


    "I'm gonna put paper mache in you."


    As a result of such an exchange, the roles of all the girls were decided.


    Well, it seems to me that the roles were cast in a relatively safe or rather properly suited manner.


    But I was a little concerned about something.


    (Areh? Kawasegawa won't wear anything?)


    According to Saikawa, the girl who is in charge of planning the event, has filled out the roles that have been decided on the paperwork and has begun packing up her belongings, as if that is the end of the matter.


    It was one of those moments when I thought, "That's a little unnatural or unfair..." 


    "Okay, that's it then. W-What?"


    In front of Kawasegawa, who said so and stood up from her seat,


    "Fufufu, you can't just try to cover it up and run away."


    With a grin, Saikawa stood in front of her, holding up a paper bag.


    "...I-I don't know what you're talking about."


    "Kawasegawa-senpai will be wearing this!"


    She said and took out a military-like outfit from a paper bag and spread it out in front of everyone.


    "Oh~, what's that, cool!"


    "Eh, is Kawasegawa-chan going to wear this? Seriously!"


    "It's a pretty tight suit, is it okay, really?"


    As Hiyama-san was worried, it was a bit on the naughty side for the costume, as the lines of the body were quite visible.


    Is she ... going to make Kawasegawa wear this?


    "Y-You, I told you to put this away already!"


    "I put it away. And today I brought it again!"


    "Guh... You talk like a child making excuses...!"


    "But it's a project that includes Kawasegawa-senpai as well... After all, we need your participation. I think everyone agrees with me, right?"


    Saikawa turned around and said, and the boys (mainly Kiryu-san) said, "Yes, yes!" and replied in unison. 


    "You... Remember this."


    Kawasegawa clenches her teeth and stares at Saikawa with resentment.


    "Aah~, that cold stare and the line, just like Commander Ryuzoji Kaori, senpai!"


    It seems that is not working on Saikawa at all, and she still has a fascinated expression on her face.


    In the end, through Saikawa's scheme, it was officially decided that Kawasegawa would be cosplaying at the school festival.


    (Kawasegawa, maybe she's surprisingly weak in the push...)


    Thus, the content of the Art Club's school festival was almost finalized.


    All that's left is to prepare the costumes, menus, and other necessary items for the school festival.


    "Ah, please keep the store closed during the screening."


    Kawasegawa's words brought me back to reality.


    Yes, on the last day of the festival, there is a big event waiting for us apart from the cosplay cafe. 


    "Whaat! That would cause me and the customers some troub-gofu."


    "Of course. The evening of the last day, right?"


    Hiyama-san, who KO'd Kiryu-san with single flash of her hand, confirms to Kawasegawa. 


    "Yes. I'll let you know when it's time."


    The second fateful video was scheduled to be shown at a special screening site at the school festival. Naturally, almost all first- and second-year students of the Art Club would participate. 


    In many ways, it will be a busy school festival.


    "Well then, the schedule is getting packed and we should have meetings twice a week in September. If you have something to prepare, please let me know."


    The meeting was safely ended with Hiyama-san's words. Everyone began to do their own thing, going to the next class or going home. 


    (Now all that's left is to think hard about the second work.)


    For two months, I had no choice but to focus on this. 


    I called out to her.


    "Kawasegawa, can I talk to you for a second?"


    "A meeting about a second video, right? Fine."


    I wonder, though, where this intuition of Kawasegawa's comes from...


    She is so sharp that it sometimes scares me a little. But more than that, she is extremely dependable. 


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    The number of views was a triple score, the number of My Lists was a double score, and the only thing still comparable was the number of comments. That was the difference between us and the Kuroda group.


    "Considering the number of days since it was released, it's better to expect the gap to widen even more when the second video is released."


    At the countermeasures meeting at Cafe Spade, Kawasegawa said so and struck a pose of helplessness. 


    Under the current rules, the final score will be determined two months after the second video is released, or at the end of the year. 


    Although there is a wide time span, probably the first or second day of the opening will decide a lot. 


    In order to achieve a big turnaround, we would have to make a considerable difference.


    But that was a very tough hurdle to overcome at this stage.


    "Well, compared to the on-campus evaluation, it seems that there is still more salvation from Niconico."


    This time, the Kuroda group was a completely original work. Compared to ours, the use of Meku had the advantage of easily attracting new viewers.


    Nevertheless, it was impossible for a fully animated film that took viewers by surprise not to be talked about, and it easily overcame the disadvantages of the original genre, which is said to be at a disadvantage, and gained popularity to the point where it peaked at the top in the overall ranking. 


    However, the materials themselves were evaluated quite highly. Nanako's music seems to have been reproduced with only the sound part extracted, and it is said that Saikawa was also approached for commercial work. 


    "Nanako's music and Saikawa's illustrations are highly evaluated, so I think it's safe to say that the material is perfect."


    Kawasegawa nodded and said, "Right",


    "Now it's just a matter of how to make the most of it."


    Yes, from here on out, it is up to me to bring it to life or kill it. The time of decision is approaching soon to see if the strategy I have been working on will succeed.


    The deadline for uploading the video is in two months, even though there is more leeway than in the first video, if we don't move quickly, we won't stand a chance. 


    "Hashiba"


    Kawasegawa's quiet voice echoes through the restaurant.


    "Why are you stopping the production? Aren't you ready for it?"


    She's right. I'm already prepared to order materials.


    "Just a little more. Just wait a little longer. I'll try not to stop working."


    "What are you waiting for? Music and illustrations are heating up nicely, so shouldn't we move on?"


    Perhaps having learned the trick of how to make it in the first work, both Nanako and Saikawa were waiting, seemingly ready to move at any moment. The only one stopping them was none other than me. 


    "I'm sorry, really. But just a little bit more. Please."


    She let out a resigned sigh.


    "Well, we've come this far, and we have no choice but to leave it to you. I think you can do whatever you want to do..."


    Just the other day, I was reminded of something sensei said to me.


    I turn people around and change their lives.


    In a real sense, if I do not become aware of it, I will make a mistake that I will not be able to redo this time around. 


    Even though I made such a dramatic impression in Kawagoe.


    "I've already decided. That's where I'll finalize all the details of the second work and show it to everyone."


    Kawasegawa did not respond. Instead of a reply,


    "Don't break your body. If you collapse, it will be the end for everyone."


    "Yes."


    "Never say that I collapsed after collapsing. I will not forgive you. Tell me when you are going to collapse. Then I can at least support you in advance."


    "...Thank you."


    I drank the lukewarm coffee in one gulp and looked up at the sky outside the window.


    Unfortunately, a cloudy sky covered the sky. Maybe rain is coming, I thought.


    After leaving the store and parting ways with Kawasegawa, I hurried home. Even though I was waiting for the production to start, I still had a lot of work to do.


    Gray clouds covered the entire sky, which was disturbing in itself. This was exactly the kind of dream I had been having for a long time.


    A lukewarm wind blew. Just when I thought it was about to start raining, it started raining heavily. 


    In a panic, I quickened my steps. Puddles had already formed under my feet. I ran, making loud noises and stepping on them.


    The rain was coming down harder than I expected. I thought I wouldn't get that wet, but by the time I arrived at the share house, I was completely drenched.


    When I opened the door, Nanako, who had returned earlier, greeted me.


    "Welcome back. It came down so suddenly."


    "Yes, I'm sorry. Can you grab me a towel?"


    Nanako said okay and handed me a face towel from the bathroom. I thanked her and wiped my face and head. 


    "I just got a call from Eiko."


    Perhaps it is about the next production.


    "...I'm sorry, I still need a little more time."


    When I apologized, Nanako shook her head, "Yes."


    "I'd like to do that, too. I want to wait, after all."


    She sighed softly and looked into the distance.


    "I wonder if it could tell, that guy."


    "I don't know. It's hard to say, but..."


    I believe. I believe in the feelings that were still lingering inside of him.


    "I'm sure Tsurayuki doesn't want this to end at all."


    Otherwise, he wouldn't have even received the proposal I gave him.


    Because he received it and read it, he must give some kind of answer.


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


    Nanako also nodded.


    "I'm waiting for him, too."


    



    

  


  

  
    * * *


    In the middle of the night, just as the date was about to change, I was alone in the living room tapping on my laptop keyboard. The sound of rain hitting the roof echoes throughout the room. Both Shinoaki and Nanako are concentrating on their work in their rooms.


    I took in the laundry, dried it back in the room, grabbed my laptop, and went down to the first floor. 


    In the past, I used to think about the storyboards and put together plans in my room, but as the production progressed, I gradually found myself working more and more in my living room, partly because I felt called upon to check more and more things as the production progressed. 


    "Everyone seems to be working today..."


    Strangely, the living room was quiet. Usually, there would be at least one person in here, but it was a rare occurrence. 


    I settle in front of the kotatsu and unfold my laptop. The document that I have placed beside me is the second story line I have considered so far. 


    The first work is the story of a girl who has forgotten how to sing and meets Meku. 


    The second work is about a girl who remembers to sing and duets with Meku. 


    Up to that point, it had been decided. After that, we decided on the lyrics and video content to go along with it, but they were all clichéd and lacked brilliance.


    "At times like this, that reminds me of the difference in ability..."


    Looking at all of the ideas, none of which are decisive, I sigh.


    The sound of the rain is getting stronger. The noise drowned out all other sounds, making me feel as if I had been transported to some other space, only in the living room of this house. 


    Perhaps it is because I have experienced extreme time slips so many times, but I have come to have strange fantasies that moments like this, which I would have thought nothing of in the past, are actually the gateway to time travel and I just did not notice them.


    "It was raining that day, too."


    No way I could forget it. On top of a small hill at the back of the share house, just up the hill. It was there that I lost an irreplaceable friend.


    Even though I saw him again and told him I wanted him back, I was still determined that I would never be able to act the same way again.


    "--You might lose all your friends."


    Sensei's words are stuck in my head and I can't get them out.


    I guess that's what it means to walk the high road. We turn our closest people into corpses and use them as bridges to move onward. While enthusiastically hoisting the banner of ideals.


    "Ah......"


    Suddenly, I looked around and was stunned by the large space.


    "I see, there's no one here anymore..."


    It reminds me of the beginning of my first year. 


    At first, we all gathered in this living room and continued to talk about the project while discussing this and that about creation. 


    『So, why don't you put a line of dialogue between these scenes, so that the foreshadowing is not wasted?』


    It was when we were all working together on an assignment from a scenario class.


    Tsurayuki was everyone's guide and accurately pointed out the missing parts.


    『Shinoaki, this part. Just adding the latter element into the conversation makes it interesting. 』


    『It's true, Tsurayuki-kun is amazing~』


    『Nanako, this part, the scene doesn't make any sense at all. 』


    『What do you mean it doesn't make sense!"』


    『Don't get mad at me. Because this would be more interesting if you put it in after this?』


    『Eh? Ah... It's true. It's connected properly.』


    『See? Every scene, every line, and every story has a meaning, so put it where it belongs!』


    I still remember what Tsurayuki said at that time.


    He said that every story contains all the necessary parts, and if they are missing, either in order or in number, they will be ruined.


    I'll never forget that moment.


    And respect for my best teammates who taught me that.


    And express our determination to change us greatly in the future.


    The roadmap for the "story" still leaves blanks along the way.


    For the best creators who should be in there.


    "Not yet... huh?"


    I have been looking at my phone for the past few days.


    I was wondering if there were any incoming calls at any point. If there is, I would call back immediately. 


    The other party, of course, was that guy, needless to say.


    "Did you see it, Tsurayuki?"


    The proposal I gave to Tsurayuki was clearly intentional. While sprinkled with many riddles, the last page contained a date for uploading the video.


    He would have naturally noticed the intent, and I am sure he would have watched the video right away, on the day it was uploaded.


    But there was no action from him after that. I thought he might ask me about the content, but he never did either.
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    "It's okay, if it's him..."


    If it is Tsurayuki,


    "If it is him, I'm sure he's thinking about it."


    Even how to convey the boiling magma of enthusiasm, after having understood all of my intentions. 


    So I waited. Never make a move from myself.


    This turn belongs to him.


    If he does not make up his mind and move on his own, there is no point.


    



    ◇September 1◇ 


    



    Midnight, around the time the date changes.


    I kept staring at the screen of my laptop.


    A Nico Nico Douga window was open in front of me, and there was one video there. 


    Team Kitayama is written in the column of the uploader.


    No doubt, it was a video made by those guys.


    "You want me to watch this?"


    The hand holding the mouse stopped just one click away. 


    Since then, I have read the proposal Kyouya left behind many times. Each time, I threw it away. The proposal was a series of pieces, and no matter how much I tried to imagine it, nothing was conveyed to me. 


    And today. The only specific element that can be said to have been written in the proposal.


    September 1. 


    Today. It was the day marked as the upload date.


    "If I watch it... will I understand something?"


    There were no guarantees. The only thing it said was the date. But the only remaining elements were already here.


    I hesitated. At the same time, my hopes piled up on the screen in front of me.


    I gulped for breath. Then I stopped.


    Whatever happens here, I'll take it.


    I made up my mind and clicked the play button.


    



    Rubble.


    Darkness.


    Cold air.


    It was just spreading out in a spacious world.


    Concrete fragments of various sizes are scattered throughout the monochrome world.


    There was a girl.


    With a bored look on her face, she walks through the rubble.


    In her hand is a notebook. Occasionally she opens it and writes something down. 


    But she doesn't try to read it back.


    With a sigh, she continues to walk and write again.


    The girl is tired of living in a gray world.


    What they eat and drink is produced by automated machines.


    There are also many forms of entertainment created by ancient civilizations.


    Diseases can be cured on their own.


    One can live as long as one wants to live.


    But the girl was already about to choose death.


    Everything is here, but there is nothing I can do.


    Despair is so sad that it enveloped the girl.


    Collapse, self, existence, meaning, salvation.


    Invisible letters are superimposed over the lyrics, which are only abstract.


    



    I could feel my temperature rising rapidly.


    I opened the proposal without thinking.


    "I see ...... that's what you mean."


    It was exactly as I thought.


    What I thought was just a fragment is actually an element that fills in the gaps in the video.


    Carefully, page by page, I flipped through the proposal. The words that had been so unintelligible to me were all linked together by watching the video. The colorful fragments spread out in my mind as a single painting. 


    



    The girl eventually meets an electronic diva.


    She is the one who once gave singing to those who could not sing.


    In the future where the girl, the diva is now a low technology,


    Teaching her to sing, eventually she regains her own voice after losing it.


    Then the girl stands up.


    To the words she had written down all along.


    To the feelings that had been holding her together for so long.


    The diva's pure voice and her own voice on top of it.


    That determination became one line,


    "Now, how do you show me?"


    Foreshadowing has been laid. It is a trend that will be recovered in one fell swoop.


    From now on... In that part,


    『If I don't sing, I can't be me』


    The video ended with the display of a verse from the lyrics.


    Then it was cut off as if severed by something.


    



    "What... is this?"


    It was a half-hearted, abrupt ending.


    I had been pleasantly combining pieces, and then the ladder was removed and I felt like I was being left behind.


    Stare at the static screen. No matter how long I wait, there is no more to come.


    "What the..."


    As if to point to the current moment I'm in.


    The staff roll, floating soundlessly, offered no indication of what was next.


    "Haha... What the hell, that guy?"


    I notice that my hand holding the mouse is shaking.


    I noticed.


    It's about who the protagonist of this story is. 


    "You're a bad fellow... Is it a love letter?"


    And I understood.


    Who is this video for and what are you trying to get me to do?


    "You want me to write, huh?"


    There's only one way to see the rest of the story. 


    "...Let's do it."


    I looked at the proposal.


    I read through all the pages again.


    Each time I turned a sheet, my heart raced. 


    Reaching the last page, I closed the proposal and closed my eyes.


    I took a deep breath.


    I was experiencing for the first time in my life the sensation of blood rushing to my brain.
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    The images rushed in as a turbulent stream at a tremendous rate. Characters, pictures, the girls' expressions, dialogues, what has happened so far and what will happen in the future, along with their outpouring of emotions, came pouring in at an unmanageable rate. 


    But it's something that doesn't exist in this world yet. It's only in my head.


    "Let's do it!"


    I started hitting the keys. I don't want to forget, I don't want to forget even if I die. I want to record all the pieces of this puzzle. I want to put them together carefully and build them together with those guys. 


    "I'm going to make the continuation. I'm going to write it."


    I felt a constant surge of excitement in my eyes. I kept staring at the screen, not bothering to wipe it away. I tapped the keys and wrote down my ideas about the world that lay ahead. 


    And then I realized.


    That I'm not going to stay here any longer.


    "...Alright."


    I stood up and took a deep breath to settle things with my dad.


    Definitely, I'll figure something out. I said the words he had said so many times and laughed heartily at the fact that it didn't make me look good.


    Before closing the door, I took one more look at the screen.


    A staff roll floats on a pitch-black screen.


    In the center of it was a small shining star symbol.


    What was implied was clearly "the future."


    



    

  


  

  


  


  


  * * *


  


  I returned to the parlor and opened the sliding door.


  "Tsurayuki—"


  There was a slightly surprised look on my father's face.


  "...Dad, this is my answer."


  I walked into the room with a big cardboard box in my arms.


  "I see, this is easy to understand."


  Dad nodded.


  "You can't win in a discussion, are going to run away again. Just as I expected."


  If I were shown all this, I might indeed think so.


  Smiling wryly inwardly, I shook my head in denial,


  "No, you're wrong. I want... you to see it."


  I opened the cardboard box and spread out what was inside onto the desk.


  "This is..."


  What was spread out was a bundle of all kinds of paper.


  There was a wide variety: manuscript paper, printed out paper, notepaper, turned over printouts handed out at school.


  "It's what I've been writing all my life. I have so many of them, from handwritten to printed, that I don't know how many there are."


  I carefully explained each one of them. 


  "This was the first novel I ever set out to write. I couldn't write it halfway through, but later I became able to write it, and it took me three years to finish it. This one was an entry for a novel award. It took me a very long time to finish this one, too."


  I remember every single one of them, even the idea memos and the short sentences. I remember what I was thinking at the time, and how it came to be written.


  Eventually, I finished explaining the last one, and I gently closed the box. 


  "That's all."


  My dad remained silent and listened to my explanation.


  "...So what are you trying to say by showing me this?"


  I nodded and,


  "All the novels, all the stories here, not one of them — was ever stopped halfway through. No matter how small or insignificant, I always finished them."


  "All of them ... huh?"


  For a moment, my father's voice sounded surprised.


  "Yeah. Once I started making something, I wanted to be sure to give it shape. Only then did I realize that I was making something."


  I looked up at the ceiling and mumbled a few words.


  "Since high school, I never once stopped writing. Even if I had nothing to write about, I wrote. If I had something, I wrote many times more. Novels, short stories, poems, writing them was the only thing that kept me alive as a person."


  And I quietly sat upright in front of my dad.


  I made a firm decision that I would never run away.


  "Indeed, I tried to give up creating. I thought it would be easier. But it was only a momentary hesitation. Once I lost what made me who I was, there was nothing left but an empty vessel."


  I said, and I looked into the distance.


  "I finally figured it out. Thanks to those meddlesome guys, who, in their own horribly elaborate way, had me beat off the side of my head."


  I faced my dad again.


  "I am very grateful to you for raising me this far. I was blessed to live in an environment that allowed me to do without any inconvenience. But now I am choosing to live a life that may be inconvenient."


  I knew that my father's words were out of concern for my future.


  "I know you have no filial piety. But..."


  I gulp.


  "Dad, this is who I am. If I stop, I'm going to die."


  I finally understood who I am.


  With both hands on the tatami mats,


  "Please let me go."


  I rubbed my head on the floor in front of my dad.


  "Tsurayuki..."


  My dad called my name, and then he was speechless.


  For the first time in my life, I heard - my father agitated. 


  Once again, there was no sound from the place. Everything was silent except for the far-off sound of the deer stalks and the faint sounds of each other's breathing. 


  September 6


  "Hmm..."


  It was morning. It seems that I had fallen asleep before I knew it.


  Finally, I raised myself up and looked around. I knew that the sky had cleared up because the sound of the rain, which had been so intense, had stopped.


  I sat up and straightened my back. The young body did not make a cracking sound, but I could hear a faint creaking sound.


  I face the screen. And then, I get an early head start.


  "As expected, it can't be connected..."


  I just couldn't come up with an idea for the beginning of the second video. 


  If we include a text, it becomes redundant, and if we don't, it becomes meaningless.


  I want to strike just the right balance and make an impact on top of that.


  I know it as an element, but the material doesn't come out.


  It was frustrating. I realized that I really couldn't do anything on my own.


  "That's why."


  From behind me, I unexpectedly heard a voice.


  It's around my shoulder.


  "This would be a waste of foreshadowing, so put something in between these scenes."


  I laugh faintly.


  "What should I put in there?"


  Fuu, he snorted.


  "A line. Don't put a text in there, okay? Just sound is enough. It's just enough to make them think something's going on, to draw them in. Sounds fun, right?"


  I nodded.


  "The next scene too... This is weak. Just adding the lines from the previous video makes it firm and interesting."


  "It's true."


  "So, the next is... Oi, this is it, the scene doesn't make any sense at all."


  "That's rude. What do you mean it doesn't make sense?"


  "Don't get mad. Because this would be more interesting if you put it in after this?"


  "Eh? Ah... It connected properly."


  I turned around.


  "Look at that. Every scene, every line, every story has a meaning. That's how the protagonist's past comes to life..."


  I thought there was a pillar. Because the morning light was backlit and I couldn't see his face clearly. 


  "...... Put it where it's supposed to be, okay."


  I thought there must be a bashful smile in the shadows.


  "Kyouya, this is not interesting."


  "...... Yes, because there is no one left to write the story."


  "I see. My bad. I've been gone too long."


  The pillar laughed. It's the same old laugh, the same old laugh like a certain someone.


  "I read the material I received. I read it till it had holes in it. I watched the videos that were uploaded, and I think I played them over 500 times."


  "Nice song, right?"


  "Yeah, it was so good that I couldn't believe it was made by that Yankee Nee-chan."


  Together, we giggle.


  "The lyrics worked."


  A quiet voice. I heard the sound of sobbing tears.


  After a moment of silence with each other, I opened my mouth.


  "Uhm, I have a favor to ask."


  I raised my body. I stood up and stood directly in front of the pillar.


  "I just want you to make the boring story here the most interesting it can be."


  Gather a bunch of paper and give it out against a pillar.


  The silhouette of the hand stretches out and receives the bundle.


  "...It's difficult. But there's one guy who can."


  A grin broke out from the pillar.


  "Yeah, I know."


  We got embarrassed and laughed at each other. 


  The sunlight from outside was a little weak, perhaps hidden by the clouds.


  Then, an embarrassed expression came out of the pillar in front of me.


  "Sorry I'm late, Kyouya."


  "No, welcome back, Tsurayuki."


  Seeing his nostalgic face, a surge of excitement almost overflowed me.


  But I held back. Now is not the time. Because we are finally back to normal. We have to start from here.


  "Have you talked with him... properly?"


  Tsurayuki nodded heavily.


  "My father... My dad is going to pay for my tuition."


  "Awesome, to go that far... You got to talk to him properly."


  "Well, he told me never to come back!"


  Saying cheerfully, Tsurayuki grinned.


  "Now I'm a real one."


  I tried to say thank you but stopped.


  It's probably too early to say that.


  We are all going to face a much larger work, much further down the road.


  Until then, I have to keep it with my tears.


  "Yes, Kyouya, let me deny you one thing you said."


  "What...?"


  Tsurayuki lightly bumped his fist on my chest with a thump.


  "You said. You said it wasn't as friends or as companions. But unfortunately that's not true."


  A little shyly, turning sideways,


  "You are my best friend. I don't care what you say, I've made up my mind. That's why I'm here today, half because of my decision and half for you, my best friend... It's half."


  When he turned around, Tsurayuki's face was already completely ...... blown away. 


  "I'll entrust my life to you. Please, my best friend."


  A hand was held out in front of me for a handshake.


  "...Got it, Tsurayuki."


  I took his hand and held it tightly, firm.


  "We're not going to hell. Let's go to the heaven we made."


  Tsurayuki said so and burst into laughter as if his possession had fallen.


  "Now let's talk about the next project. I have so much to say!"


  Tsurayuki hugged my shoulder stiffly.


  "I've been waiting for that."


  Through talking and creating work, I and Tsurayuki will be able to regain our former selves.


  It's our remake.


  


  

  
    * * *


    "That idiot is rea~~~lly late getting back!"


    The day after Tsurayuki's return, Nanako's anger exploded.


    I was in my room working all the time. I had a lot of things I wanted to move now that he was back.


    Then she suddenly arrived and sat down, looking indignant. And suddenly, she made the angry declaration that she had made at the beginning a few moments earlier. 


    While biting into a piece of chocolate she had brought with her, she complained about how that guy was always too stubborn, how he couldn't speak for others, and on and on.


    "You said that, but even Nanako was happy about it"


    Nanako-san, when she learned that Tsurayuki had returned, burst into tears unconsciously and was immediately teased by Tsurayuki. I guess that is probably the reason for her anger.


    "T-That makes me happy, but that's different! I mean, I've already made a video while he's been moping around."


    "I guess so."


    "Isn't Kyouya in trouble too?"


    Well, that would have been very helpful if he had been here since the first work, that's no doubt. 


    "...... But I'm glad."


    "Why?"


    "This is a story that includes everything."


    It was the story I had always been looking for. It was not only a fiction that existed only in the video, but also a story that included our situation. 


    What should we do to take Tsurayuki's frustration as a major "turning point" and bring the "conclusion" from there to the best possible conclusion? After thinking about this, I used this assignment, which allowed me to make two works, to inspire Tsurayuki. 


    "So you were thinking from the beginning of leaving it to Tsurayuki and returning halfway through?"


    "Yes, meeting Mochiyuki-san was unexpected, but we managed to figure that out as well."


    Considering Tsurayuki's future, it was very significant for him to settle the matter properly rather than run away from his father.


    That's why I included that in the story.


    "I see......"


    "As a result, Tsurayuki thought about a lot of things. If he had come back smoothly, this would not have happened."


    Without any joy at our reunion, Tsurayuki was full of joy as he shared his ideas with me. His enthusiasm was so powerful that I was overwhelmed by his joy at being able to create something that would make up for all the patience he had endured up to that point.


    Nanako nodded in agreement and took a crunchy bite of the chocolate bar.


    "And now I'm putting the ideas together. I'm sure it will be interesting once it's all put together."


    Various notes and text data are summarized in text with bullet points.


    I am excited that all of this can be applied to the second work. 


    As I was single-mindedly tapping the keys, I heard Nanako giggle from behind me.


    "Kyouya is really amazing."


    I felt that her voice was just a little closer.


    "Even when I'm thinking about what to do, you think of all kinds of things and make sure that everything will work out in the end."


    "That's not true. In fact, I made a mistake this time, too."


    "No."


    I said, and her voice came even closer.


    "Kyouya is amazing. Kyouya is more amazing than anyone I've ever met. Inspiring, unpredictable, and I don't know what you will do, but you think about everyone so much, and I admire that about you."


    Nanako's voice became louder. I could feel that she was coming closer to me, physically.


    "But I really wish you'd look at something else, just once in a while..."


    "Something else?"


    I asked back.


    Looking back on it later, I was completely caught off guard at the time.


    The ideas that Tsurayuki came up with were very interesting, and I was so engrossed in putting them together that I neglected the interaction with Nanako. 


    So I am ashamed to say that I was completely unaware that this was my room, that we were alone, and that her voice was somewhat mingled with her breath. 


    "Kyouya"


    Voices were heard.


    I turned around.


    "Nana... Nn..."


    "......"


    Of course, it was the first time I had seen her hair, her face, and her lips so close.


    No, precisely, I could not see only the lips.


    Because, that's.


    "Nn..."


    Involuntarily, I squirmed.


    It is taking time for my brain to figure out what is happening.


    I wonder why the taste of the chocolate Nanako was eating earlier is being felt by my taste buds.


    I wonder why I think that Nanako's body temperature might be a little high.


    Soft, sweet, warm,


    Such sensations come one after another and drive my thoughts crazy.


    "Just hold still for a little while longer."


    I heard a faint voice.


    I remained silent and nodded slightly.


    Outside the window, the sun eventually peeked out from the cloudy sky and light streamed into the room.


    The area around the two of our faces was warmly enveloped, and I almost lost consciousness in the warmth and situation. 
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    Soon the light was hidden again in the clouds. As if on cue, we gently moved away from each other and looked at each other's faces. 


    Nanako moved her lips slightly. But it didn't become a voice, only the sound of breathing. 


    Nn, after a light clearing of her throat, she opened her mouth once more.


    "...I like Kyouya."


    "Nanako..."


    Nanako smiled and shook her head,


    "You don't have to answer. It's okay."


    She showed a sad face for a moment.


    "I had been wanting to tell you for a long time, but I couldn't quite bring myself to do it. During our trip the other day, I was thinking about when I would tell you, but I thought Kyouya might get in trouble if I told you at that time, so I couldn't think of a good time to tell you."


    Nanako averted her gaze to the side.


    "I know Kyouya is trying not to think about that right now. Besides, I have to make music for the team now, and I know that Kyouya expects me to do so very much."


    She looks at me again. Straight, big, beautiful eyes.


    "So, I'm going to do my best with the music first. I will make something that Kyouya will say, "Wow, that's great". And once I've done my best... After that, I'll tell you 'I like you' again."


    As if to shake it off, she gave a smug, awkward smile,


    "So, you can reply at that time. In return, next time, you'd better answer me properly."


    "...Yes, I get it."


    All I could do was nod and give a bare minimum of a response.


    



    

  


  
    Epilogue: She Who Goes Ahead


    As for the return to school of Rokuonji Tsurayuki, as a matter of fact, the procedure had been completed as of August.


    An assistant professor, who thought this would probably happen, had already taken the appropriate steps to have his sealed documents signed, and he will be able to return to classes in the second semester.


    "Thank you."


    When I thanked a certain assistant professor,


    "Really and truly you can't say a word about this."


    I was told this and told that I must never touch this matter again.


    Well, I thought that must be so, so I just bowed and was about to leave.


    "Did you manage to avoid losing a friend?"


    So I was asked,


    "...Yes, thanks to you."


    The assistant professor looked happier than usual... I think.


    One more thing. There was a pressing issue about him.


    It is a place to live. After all, Share House Kitayama already has a new resident, and his place is gone.


    "N-N-N-No way, I'm getting out!"


    The current resident said so and tried to move out, but,


    "It's okay, Minori-chan is already a resident here."


    "It's okay if you stay here~"


    After being told that by two resident girls,


    "I'm not going back to the share house."


    That's what he suggested, so,


    "T-Then I'll continue to live here!"


    This one was resolved easily.


    "So, Tsurayuki, do you have a place to live?"


    I asked,


    "Ah~, due to some circumstances, I decided to rent a slightly larger room near the university."


    Within walking distance from the share house. There was no problem with going back and forth, so there was no objection as a team.


    And on the day of the move, I was there to help,


    In case you're wondering, he's got,


    "What you mean 'due to some circumstances' is?"


    I checked. Then,


    "No, well... it's"


    Behind Tsurayuki, who had been mumbling his words,


    "Come on, Tsu-kun! Let's get your stuff out of here and go look at furniture and stuff!"


    I saw a certain fiancée waving her hand.


    "...That's how it is."


    "...Aah, that's what you mean."


    Well, I didn't see her at all in Kawagoe, but the fact that she is here now must mean that she knows everything about the situation.


    Since she said that her family is a close family friend, she must have a connection with Mochiyuki-san, and I wonder if she is a watchdog.


    "Tsurayuki, that... Are you two dating?"


    "Hmm, well... I think it's going to happen now. I don't have to go home anymore, and Sayuri-nee says she'll support me."


    I see. Then it would be a good relationship.


    "Well, I've caused a lot of trouble and worry to Sayuri-nee."


    Maybe Tsurayuki would like to relieve himself of the non-creation part of his life. Besides, he said he didn't really dislike her or anything in the first place.


    "Kyouya-san, it's been a while."


    And then she approached me from the other side.


    "H-Hello..."


    I greeted her awkwardly, and Sayuri-san put her mouth to my ear,


    "Uhm, I'll keep this between us, so please tell me the truth."


    I was shocked. Could it be that something happened to her at her parents' house?


    Sayuri-san looked serious,


    "Uhm, as I thought you and Tsu-kun have physical re"


    "There is no that kind of relationship, seriously!!"


    When is she going to retract that assumption...


    



    * * *


    Speaking of relationships, Nanako and I subsequently signed a treaty with each other.


    A few days after that kiss, Nanako came barging into my room again.


    "C-Can I have a word with you!"


    As soon as she said it, her face turned red and she just looked down and fell silent.


    Even though we were sitting at a very close distance from each other, neither of us wanted to open our mouths. There was an air of difficulty in opening up even a little small talk.


    "U-Uhm."


    About the same time I finally opened my mouth,


    "...You know."


    At an ill-timing moment, Nanako also opened her mouth.


    Naturally, we looked at each other and gave in to each other, "Please go ahead."


    In the end, Nanako ended up speaking.


    "At that time...that...thing, you keep it a secret, right?"


    When speaking of that time, she meant that time. I can't think of anything else but that one.


    "Yes... That's, well..."


    I feel pathetic myself for not being able to say something better.


    I'm not sure if I should say that we should keep this between us or not, but that would be too tacky, and Nanako might be too brave if she didn't take it so seriously, but she confessed to me with all her heart, so I have to tell her that it's special... that I would like to say but after thinking about it a lot in my head, 'That's, well...' is the one that came out.


    Anyway, for this matter,


    "Oh, I'll keep it a secret too! Never, ever tell anyone... okay?"


    "Y-Yeah, okay."


    Perhaps relieved by that, Nanako breathed a sigh.


    But after that, as if muttering a little,


    "...But if there was really no other place but here, I might tell you..."


    I have never felt more confident about my self-control than I did at that time.


    Normally, if someone said something like that to me in a situation where we were alone, I would have no choice but to hug her right now and continue where we left off the other day.


    (Nanako's really cute...)


    I knew this for a long time, but to be reminded of it at this point in time makes me feel like a defenseless, insensitive fool.


    

  


  

  
    * * *


    Then, a "new member" joined Team Kitayama△.


    This was announced at a regular meeting held at Share House Kitayama, and once again Tsurayuki greeted everyone.


    "My name is Rokuonji Tsurayuki. It's been a long time..."


    Somehow, we felt awkward about this odd situation.


    "It really doesn't suit Tsurayuki to make a face like that~"


    Nanako is grinning and enjoying the appearance of Tsurayuki that she has never seen before.


    "Shut up, to me, it's even more unfitting that you look like a musician."


    "You! You're just returning back, so you should be more modest!"


    "Returning back, isn't that awful? Instead, you're the one who needs to be nicer!"


    The comedy with Nanako is the same as before. Even such a casual exchange makes me feel like crying a little.


    "Oh, after all, it's nice to have Tsurayuki around making things lively!"


    "So this is the person who did the Haru Sora scenario...!"


    Hikawa is smiling happily at the sight of him. On the other hand, Saikawa is looking at Tsurayuki, whom she is meeting for the first time, with a look of respect..


    I wonder if this scene is not a dream by any chance.


    And as I was indulging in such fantasies,


    "Yes, yes, that's enough, everyone should listen to what Hashiba has to say."


    The extremely realistic Kawasegawa-sensei easily pulled me back to this world.


    Everyone's eyes turn to me at once.


    By now, everyone knows the results of the first work, and that we are far behind in terms of wins and losses. They look half-excited and half-anxious.


    That's probably so. If I were on the receiving end of instructions in this situation, I would probably have that look on my face.


    "I think everyone saw the results of the first work. Well, in terms of numbers, we were way outnumbered. I accept that as a fact, of course."


    It is not impossible to put up false data to boost morale, and it may even be possible to fool them. But that won't win this battle.


    While challenging head-on with a strong style, the score was to be taken advantage of the rules. This was the concept of the second work.


    "We made a MV using Meku. The first work is what we call the prologue."


    This time, it was decided in advance that we would make a series of works.


    That's why I decided to take advantage of that characteristic in everything.


    The first songs Nanako wrote were so complete that they were "conclusion".


    Then, I had it cut down significantly in the second half of the song, and the lyrics were worded in a way that made no sense in places.


    I foreshadowed it. Then, in the second work, they are collected all at once. In addition, the points of recovery already made in the first work should be placed as foreshadowing in the second work.


    "So, people who have seen the second video will want to see the first video again, and they will go back and forth. A video that loops, that is one of the concepts of this project."


    We knew that the impact of the first work would lose out to Kuroda and his team. So, when we released the second work, we planted a mountain of time bombs so that we could raise the number of views of the first work as well.


    "I see. That way, the first work will not be forgotten even after the second work is completed."


    "It's like an RPG connected by a time line."


    Hikawa and Saikawa nodded in agreement with the trick.


    "But that just doesn't have enough impact."


    Tsurayuki interjected.


    "If the video itself does not have something noteworthy, it will become a maniacal thing that only viewers who are interested in the mystery will enjoy."


    "If you don't know that there is such a mystery, it's hard to convey the fun..."


    Nanako sighs as well.


    I think if it was done in the normal way, it would be just as they both feared. Just because foreshadowing and recall are interesting, it would be difficult to get people talking about it in the first place, and even if it did catch fire, it would take a long time.


    "I understand the worries of the two of you. So I won't make this foreshadowing and recall my main selling point."


    Everyone is a little buzzed.


    "It's just a system, a conveyor belt between the first and second works, to guide the viewer along the path of each other. However, if we don't have a separate power source, the system we've created will remain inoperative. So..."


    I took out the proposal I had prepared.


    "Together with Tsurayuki, we came up with the mechanism."


    "It was hard work, you know? Kyouya's ideas were off the charts again, so I had to figure out how to incorporate them into the story."


    "I could never have done it myself, but Tsurayuki did it all for me. He really helped me out."


    There was no lie in those words.


    There was a mechanism. But there was no material to apply there. Even if I narrowed down my lack of wisdom, what I could come up with was limited.


    Therefore, the first work was dedicated to creating material to expand the second work. I laid a lot of foreshadowing. I thought that if I did this, Tsurayuki would do something about it.


    And that's right, Tsurayuki "managed to do something".


    That was the proposal for this second work.


    If the aim is not misplaced, we should be able to firmly challenge the work of Kuroda and his team with this system.


    "I'm going to use this as a weapon to build a second work for our team."


    Handing out materials to everyone. One after another, the sound of papers being turned over echoes through the room.


    I could see the stunned looks on everyone's faces as they went through the materials all at once.


    "Eh, this is"


    "No, well, you're right, but..."


    "I feel like ... I was hit from a totally different place than what I was thinking."


    The words I used to say that I wanted a story. It was not simply that I wanted someone to think of a story. The production of the video, the trends and the feelings of all the people involved. A big swell that would bring all of this together in a work of art. I wanted that.


    In the midst of the buzz, I uttered the words I had been fretting about all this time.


    "With this second work, I'm going to drag everyone onto the stage."


    



    * * *


    It was the day after Tsurayuki returned.


    After the heart-pounding exchange with Nanako, I was alone in the evening, calming myself down, and I was making a phone call to a certain place.


    "Thank you very much."


    When I thanked him,


    "Well"


    "There is no reason for you to thank me. I have just made my own considered decision."


    Indeed, it was certainly careless. It is strange to express my gratitude.


    Still, I wanted to thank this person.


    "I think I could have ignored Tsurayuki’s words."


    "But Mochiyuki-san didn't do that. I was grateful for that."


    As a result of further conversations with Tsurayuki, his disagreement was lifted and his tuition was paid.


    Everything was resolved amicably, but I didn't think Mochiyuki-san was convinced of everything.


    "I didn't expect you to barge in on me out of the blue that day."


    "I am truly sorry about that."


    The morning of the day I met with Tsurayuki and left Kawagoe for Osaka.


    I was in front of Rokuonji Hospital, where Mochiyuki-san is the director.


    "You are..."


    "Sorry for the suddenness, Sensei."


    Naturally, Mochiyuki-san did not put an okay face.


    "There is something I would like to talk to you about. Could you give me just 30 minutes?"


    I was sent to the director's office with a firm promise that I would only be there for 30 minutes.


    One tends to imagine the director's office of a large hospital as a place with extravagant furnishings, but it was a very simple room with only what was necessary for practical use, just like Mochiyuki-san's personality.


    "So, what would you like to talk about?"


    At Mochiyuki's words, I took out a record from my bag.


    It was a red jacket with a picture of all the band members. It was an ordinary record jacket of an ordinary rock band, with no particular standout parts.


    But.


    "Why... you have this."


    Mochiyuki-san asked me in a hoarse voice.


    "Kenta-san... I got it from Master." (Note: coffee shop owner)


    Mochiyuki-san was at a loss for words.


    "Did he ... Kenta tell you this?"


    "No, I just noticed something... So I checked it."


    That night after my talk with Nukiyuki, I had visited that coffee shop without telling Nanako.


    Inevitably, there was something that bothered me.


    "When I saw the two of you talking, I was wondering."


    The incongruity was the first thing that came to mind.


    It was a rather delinquent-like Master and Mochiyuki-san, who seemed to be an honor student by all accounts. Even though they were the same age, I wondered what was the reason for them to get along with each other. Mochiyuki-san, who spoke politely to everyone, was the only one who spoke to Master in a friendly or casual tone of voice.


    I heard that Mochiyuki-san used to be a musician, and when I noticed that his cell phone ringtone was a guitar sound for some reason and that Master seemed to be hiding something, I came up with a hypothesis and asked Master, "Did you use to do something together with Mochiyuki-san?" and, "Didn't you and Mochiyuki-san do something together in the past?"


    Master hesitated for a moment and then handed me the record.


    With a message to tell that person 'I'm sorry'.


    "...Is that so?"


    I could see that a deep wrinkle had been carved into the base of Mochiyuki-san's eyebrow.


    I took my notes and began to talk.


    "At the time, the label was holding a band contest. A band debuted there, along with their outstanding abilities."


    The fact that a high school student from a regional city had won the championship was a bit of a controversial topic at the time. The band received rave reviews in professional magazines, and was truly a band to be reckoned with.


    "Among them, the vocalist, a boy who was the leader, was especially popular. But the boy had a certain problem."


    Due to family circumstances, he was walking a tightrope, just barely able to even continue with the band. His father's opposition was particularly strong, and he was in a very difficult situation regarding his major label debut.


    "The boy. If his debut single was a big hit, he was going to show it to his father as a result, to get him to approve of his activities."


    In fact, the band was so remarkable and the stakes so high that it was hard to call it reckless, apparently. A campaign was organized, TV commercials were aired, and the band members naturally assumed that they would be able to continue to work together.


    "...But"


    As I continued, Mochiyuki-san stopped me with his hand.


    "But the sales were disastrous. It was out of the charts, completely off the mark."


    "Yes...That's right."


    There is no end to the reasons that can be given after the fact. At that time, serious rock bands were in a difficult period, and bands that did not receive promotion were at a disadvantage, or a tie-up drama did not contribute to sales because it did not cry, or the label wanted to reduce media exposure and tried to sell the band as a talented group, but it backfired ... etc.


    But putting them all together, it should probably come down to this.


    It was bad luck, bad times.


    "The band was faced with a choice. Continue or break up. The boy vocalist was motivated to release a second single somehow. The label also gave the GO signal to have a revenge match. However"


    The other band members had been broken by the disastrous debut single. No one wanted to respond to the leader's enthusiasm. With the future uncertain, the time limit came and the vocalist boy chose to break up the band in tears.


    "The boy gave up all his instruments and followed his father's advice to become a doctor. Each of the others gave up their musical careers and chose other paths."


    One of them was the Master of that coffee shop.


    "And the name of the band's leader is—"


    Mochiyuki-san stopped my words with his hand.


    "Enough, I understand."


    Then he lets out a deep, deep sigh.


    "Back then, I thought I could do anything if I worked hard. So all the members honed their skills, and it showed in the results. Hard work pays off. That is what I believed."


    He stared into the air, then blinked his eyes a few times.


    "But everything worked out the opposite of what I had envisioned. We were told that our skill level was a high hurdle, that we had to screw around more, that we had to stand out. We were ... denied everything we had ever believed in at that moment."


    Mochiyuki-san looked at his desk.


    There was a photo of the family on the table. Of course, among them was Tsurayuki in his school uniform.


    "...I also knew that Tsurayuki was really trying his best. That is why I did not want him to feel sad like that. Is it wrong for me as a parent to feel that way?"


    I shook my head.


    "But this is what happens as a result, isn't it? I'm not sure where the right answer lies anymore."


    Quiet time passed.


    We looked down at each other and remained silent.


    "You also know ... that I have not told my family about this?"


    I nodded silently.


    His family, in other words, Tsurayuki, doesn't know about this.


    That his father, who denies and hates creative work, was once a creator.


    "So what do you want by playing this card?" (Note: to attempt to create a favorable situation for oneself by using tools or information in one's possession)


    Mochiyuki-san said quietly.


    "Nothing. I just... just wanted to confirm."


    "Confirm?"


    "That Mochiyuki-san was a creator."


    I had no intention of using this as a bargaining chip.


    I just wanted to know. Whether the person making the future decision for his son would make it without knowing anything about the creative or would he decide based on what he knows about it.


    "If you know and decide, then I have nothing more to say. I respect everything"


    It was my honest feeling.


    But there were some things I believed.


    If you have ever made something, Tsurayuki's words after a setback should shake your heart.


    Then all I can do is make that final push.


    Once again, silence reigned over the place.


    Eventually, Mochiyuki-san let out a sigh.


    "You're much more than just playing cards, you're being cruel, you know"


    Just as I was saying that, the alarm on my cell phone rang.


    "... 30 minutes have passed."


    I thanked him and left the place.


    



    And Mochiyuki-san forgave Tsurayuki.


    I honestly don't know if my actions had any influence on that decision.


    However, Mochiyuki-san on the other side of the phone said,


    "When negotiating, it's best not to play cards. The best use is to show them and use them as a deterrent. You know that, don't you?"


    Yes, I replied.


    "Good grief, you are a horrible person. I am almost doubting that you are really a college student."


    For a moment, I felt a jolt.


    "But you are too calculative. Such people will go off the rails somewhere."


    It was as if my heart had been directly gouged out.


    In fact, in the past, I nearly lost Tsurayuki because of that.


    I wasn't sure if Mochiyuki-san understood that or not.


    "If you are willing to heed the advice of your predecessor, remember this. Any attempt to probe into a person's past or what is inside will eventually destroy trust. Even if it is out of consideration for the other person."


    "--I will keep that in mind."


    Mochiyuki-san sighed quietly.


    "Take care of Tsurayuki. He believes in you."


    "Yes."


    "Please don't betray that trust. That is all I can say."


    Even after hanging up the phone, I kept staring at the screen of my cell phone.


    I had done something threatening to such a respectable person. He saw right through it, and asked me to do him a favor. If I were to break the trust with Tsurayuki on top of this, it would be ... irreversible.


    



    Drag them out onto the stage.


    It can hurt people greatly.


    What I am doing is scummy and could lose people I care about.


    Don't take their thoughts for granted, even if it's wrong.


    


  


  

  
    * * *


    After I finished explaining the next work, I was walking outside with Tsurayuki.


    Since everyone was there, we decided to buy some groceries to have something to eat.


    "I think they'll just eat whatever we cook them. Kyouya, what do you want to eat?"


    "I... I am fine with anything."


    When I replied, Tsurayuki sounded as if he had given up,


    "You know, in the end, I'm the one who decides."


    The same complaint as in the past was spilled out with a wry smile on his face.


    In this way, I really feel that everyday life has returned. It's as if the gap of a few months, or for me, more than a year, never happened.


    While we were talking about trivial things to each other, suddenly Tsurayuki sounded serious,


    "I told you before that I was jealous of you, right?"


    He said as he stepped on weeds growing on the footpath.


    "Honestly, I still feel like I'm no match for you. I have a great sense of defeat. You came to the place where I was born and exposed all the parts of me that I am ashamed of and don't want to be seen, and to tell the truth, I want to run away and hide."


    Yes, that's what I did.


    I hunted him down, exposed him, and used his emotions as a persuasive tool.


    I think it was an act that deserved to be called a bastard.


    "But that's why I blew it out."


    Tsurayuki smiles. It is a carefree, fresh smile.


    "I'll leave everything to you that you can't compete with. From now on, I will do as you say. I'm going to aim for the masterpiece of the team that Hashiba Kyoya has created."


    Then, he took out his cell phone and called up the memo screen.


    He pressed some buttons and showed me the screen.


    Kawagoe Kyouichi, it was written there.


    "So, I'm going by this name from this day forward. If I have to use a pen name, I will use this name."


    I involuntarily looked at Tsurayuki with a blank expression on my face.


    "I've managed to not hate the city I was born in just in time. Thanks to you, my best friend. So I'm going to use your name as it is, instead of guessing."


    Embarrassed, Tsurayuki looked at me,


    "May I have your permission?"


    "No need, you don't need my permission..."


    A great feeling overwhelmed me.


    The name I had heard when he had failed previously was a stark reminder of the hopelessness and the sins I had committed. But now that name has become a name that binds him and me together for the future.


    There were certainly some touching moments there. But I had a strong fear.


    I was trying to change the history that I had altered.


    But the result was still centered on me, even if the shape had changed somewhat. I felt as if I was being watched from afar, that no matter how hard I tried, my sins would not be erased and that there was no true redemption... That's what I thought.


    Bet your life. Even the words that seemed exaggerated, but now seemed real to me.


    "There's no reason for me to refuse."


    "Oh, I see. Then it's settled. I'll write an awesome masterpiece with this name!"


    What kind of works will he create in this world?


    I have no way of knowing that yet.


    I can only be sure that ... by working together in this way, we will create something much more exciting and interesting than the future I know.


    Shinoaki, Nanako, and Tsurayuki. They all believe in me and are working according to my words. Moreover, unlike the doujinshi games where we were forced to work together, we have come to know and understand each other better.


    That's why it's scary.


    Shinoaki's trust, Nanako's favor, and Tsurayuki's friendship.


    I wondered what would happen to us when it broke down.


    Now, after all this time, I was deeply affected by the words that sensei said to me.


    "What kind of composition should we have? Let's do brainstorming for the next part as soon as possible."


    The conversation with Tsurayuki gradually turned to the topic of the second work.


    We had already talked about Kuroda and his group, and he had watched their video many times.


    "Shinoaki, and Kuroda? What an amazing combination."


    "Yes, a strong opponent... right."


    "Good grief, you make someone fight a ridiculous enemy as soon as he gets back. It's like recovering from an illness, so you should at least start out with the mid-level boss."


    "Would you have preferred a weaker opponent?"


    "Don't be silly, it's more motivating to compete against such a strong opponent. It's the best stage."


    Haha, Tsurayuki laughs happily.


    "Your idea is interesting. By all means, let's put everyone on stage."


    "Can you do it, Tsurayuki?"


    He will be responsible for the lyrics of the songs and the overall story line to be used in the second work. It is a role that carries significant responsibility.


    "I'll do it. Because I am now, I can definitely do it."


    Yes, I think so too, Tsurayuki.


    



    * * *


    "I'm home~... Areh?"


    When I returned from shopping, I found Saikawa in the living room, and,


    "Why is Shinoaki sleeping here?"


    Next to the kotatsu was the figure of Shinoaki, sleeping peacefully.


    "Aki-san, it seems like she has been working all this time, up until now. And now that it's finally done."


    "Why isn't she sleeping in her room?"


    Saikawa shakes her head,


    "It seems that the bed was filled because of various art supplies and other things."


    Tsurayuki and I looked at each other and smiled wryly.


    "Is Shinoaki already working on the next production?"


    "Looks like. The day after the first video was released, she was already holed up in her room..."


    Since the second work will probably be fully animated as well, it would be better to work on as many as possible if she has already decided what she wants to draw. And Kuroda must be making preparations in that area so as not to let the work stop.


    "She is really amazing. I wonder from where this tiny body has such power."


    With a look of respect, Tsurayuki said.


    Exactly right. Her immeasurable skill has yet to see a limit.


    "But it's so quick, they're already on the move"


    I was more than a little intimidated by how quickly the Kuroda group was moving.


    "Right. Well, we're not going to lose."


    Tsurayuki smirks.


    Right, we have Tsurayuki. Of course, it comes with a great deal of responsibility, but that reassurance was something I was very grateful for in the future production.


    Yes, I would even go so far as to say that I am rather looking forward to it.


    "Areh? Hashiba, what is this?"


    Saikawa, who was looking at her PC, suddenly raised her voice.


    Me and Tsurayuki also look at the screen.


    There, the information indicated that a new video had been uploaded to Nico Nico Nico from the Kuroda group's account.


    "What is this?"


    "Let's play it, it's quicker by watching it."


    As Tsurayuki said, click the thumbnail to play the video.


    From the dark screen, a message appeared after a few seconds.


    When we saw that, we raised our voices.


    "Teaser movie!?"


    The trailer for the second work of the Kuroda group, to be released in November, had been uploaded.


    "Oi, does this affect the grading?"


    "No, it's only two works. But this is how you incite the next one."


    "It's definitely going to be a hot topic..."


    I had been outsmarted. Was this the plan Kuroda had in mind?


    And we.


    Even the content of the teaser movie will be shocking.


    "...... Seriously, this."


    Unintentionally, all of us said so.


    Shinoaki's drawings, which had acquired an even higher level of artistic ability, were frighteningly lively in the video.


    Above all, what was astonishing was the number of pictures. The high quality of the drawings was such that it was hard to tell how many pictures were being drawn per second, moving in all directions.


    A long time ago, in a documentary about an animation studio, they said that one genius animator is equal to 100 ordinary animators.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    
 

    Even if there was some exaggeration, I was now being shown an actual example of that very thing.


    "It's not just the main character... Even the mobs are all moving with a will..."


    Tsurayuki muttered in astonishment.


    "It seems like it would cost an awful lot just to draw one piece, so why..."


    Saikawa's face turned pale.


    The girl who has made the two creators so terrified is sleeping peacefully and happily right beside me.


    Did this girl draw this?


    "Shinoaki ... is growing."


    



    The story grabs us and drags us to the next development.


    Together with an angel-like monster that has evolved further.


    



    

  


  
    Afterword


    Let me tell you a story about my father.


    If I had to describe my father in a few words, I would say he was a "perfect superhuman". He was tall and handsome, could play the guitar and sing well, could draw and calculate quickly, knew things and loved going outdoors, was kind to others and to his family, and was very strict with himself.


    My father was always very tolerant of what I did. Even when my grades were poor in middle school and high school, and I was absorbed in video games and comic books, he told me, "You can do whatever you want, but if you like it, do it to the fullest". And when I was afraid to ask him if I wanted to go on to an art college with high tuition fees,


    "That's what I wanted to do. I envy you."


    He said, laughed and forgave me. My father was born and raised in a poor family and had a history of getting a job as a high school graduate, even though he had the academic ability to go to college.


    As I moved on to college, I was blessed with many friends and rivals, but my father was still my biggest challenge and goal. I did whatever I was interested in. That was my father's desire and my policy. And that intention continues to this day.


    Tsurayuki's father is strict, but even he had a past. I think it was because he knew the harshness of the creative world that he questioned Tsurayuki's resolve. But I think. More than anything else, being able to go through with "like" is the most important and the strongest thing, even more than knowing how tough it is. I think the reason his father forgave Tsurayuki for the conclusion he reached after thinking about it is because he was convinced of the power of his decision. And remembering how he (Tsurayuki's father) used to go through everything with the power of "like".


    My father died the summer after my fourth year of college. My father, whom I admired and respected, is gone. However, I still feel his words and presence in my life. I don't like words like "blood" and "family," but I feel that I gain strength by knowing that my father and I have these things in common.


    Acknowledgments. I would like to thank Editor T-san. for carefully guiding me through a difficult manuscript, Eretto-san for refreshing a heavy story with her cheerful illustrations, and all the readers for reading this book.


    The first volume of the comics is finally released. Bokurema is gradually becoming a bigger story. I am looking forward to seeing what Tsurayuki and everyone else have coming up in the future. Please be sure to watch out for it.


    Well then, I will see you again somewhere. Until then, I wish you all the best.


    Kio Nachi respectfully yours


    


  


  
    E-book Bonus Newly Written Short Story


    I have come to a world 10 years ago. I have my memories with me, and to be frank, if I wanted to exploit them, I could. For example, if I buy stocks of a company that is about to release new game hardware or a product that will be a hit, I can become rich without any effort.


    But I hadn't done any of that. I had a feeling that I had not come back for that kind of thing, but more than that, I had a fear that if I went into that area, it would be pretended that it had never happened.


    So I tried to avoid even remembering future events except in necessary situations. I never knew where that trigger would be pulled.


    However.


    "Senpai, it's fine, right~? I just bought a new game hardware ~!"


    "Y-Yeah... Saikawa, good for you."


    When a junior student buys hardware that is clearly destined to disappear afterwards, it can be very difficult to pretend to be unaware of it.


    "I've been wanting to buy this~. There's a new version of my favorite game coming out. Do you know it, "The Postman of Bellcares"?"


    I don't know or anything, but then the distributor changed and it will be released on different hardware.


    "It's a little lacking in momentum right now, but that's all going to be solved when the sequel to "Bell Mail" comes out!"


    Yeah, that's why the change in release hardware is the final blow.


    But there was no way I could tell her such a painful fact, so I could only stare at her sparklingly happy face.


    "Hey, senpai, since there's a chance, why don't we play it a little?"


    "Eh?"


    "Let's do it! I also bought a party game!"


    Seeing her joyful behavior made me feel kind of sad.


    (Nope, but... I wonder if this is okay)


    If I didn't know the future, I'm sure I would have been happy with her.


    And yet it was disrespectful to her to be in such a sad mood, and I would have been happier not knowing.


    I think that sometimes knowing what is going to happen is a loss. Let's try our best to forget the future as much as possible.


    "I'm really looking forward to it~. Maybe I'll buy more games~"


    "N-No, wouldn't it be better to wait and see what's going on in that area... I think?"


    "Eh?"


    Well, this much interference would be acceptable... right.
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