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    It was mid-November. The school festival, the major autumn event of Daigeidai, was over, and there was a relaxed atmosphere at the university.


    However, in the midst of all this, a strange atmosphere filled the small hall of Building 7, where the Department of Film and Visual Arts was located.


    The students gathered were mostly second-year students. The assignment for the second year students was given during the summer and fall. Today was the review of the assignment, which was done in the form of a contest.


    There was a buzz in the hall. It was not because they were curious about what the outcome would be. No, everyone was interested in the result itself. But that information had already been given in advance, so it was not the reason for the buzz.


    This year's contest is a scoring method that compares the total score of points on Nico Nico Douga, the number of views, the number of My Lists, and the number of comments. In other words, the results were already available on the Internet, and most of the students gathered here knew which work was the top.


    If so, why is the place so noisy?


    The reason was simple.


    The results were so unexpected.


    "Why, sensei!"


    Students were yelling and crowding towards their teacher, Kano Misaki, who was on stage.


    "Was the result unexpected?"


    However, Kano, who was the one being pressed, was surprisingly calm.


    "Of course! I can't believe this ...... such a result"


    The student clenched his fists and spat out the words in frustration.


    The other students in the hall must have probably felt similarly. Here and there, I could see frustration, upset, and confusion about the results.


    As if to break through such an atmosphere,


    "Come on, attention, attention."


    Kano-sensei clapped her hands and told the students to be quiet.


    The buzz quickly died down and all eyes turned to the teacher.


    "Everyone did a great job on their assignments last semester. Although there were differences in quality, all teams completed their work and uploaded it to Nico Nico Douga. I appreciate that."


    Sensei grinned there,


    "But it seems like everyone had their own thoughts about the result."


    The teacher signaled to the assistant at her side and projected a slide on the screen that displayed "Evaluation Methods".


    "Everyone already knows about this evaluation method. And the results are already posted on the Nico Nico Douga website."


    Sensei operated a pen-shaped remote control and projected the next slide.


    "I'll explain it to you again here. I'll tell you how it happened."


    Sensei again made eye contact with the assistant and switched the slide to the PC browser. The buzz in the hall begins to build again.


    However, in the midst of all this, there were only two teams that remained silent and just kept their eyes on the screen.


    It was Team Kitayama △ (Try) and Kuroda Group.


    Both members of the team knew this. We had a different feeling about the work from the other teams, and there were a number of things we thought about this result.


    "Hey, what does this mean?"


    With an anxious look on her face, Kogure Nanako muttered.


    "Well, it turned out to be what Kyoya thought it would be ......, didn't it? I can't answer that question, though, because it's not him."


    Rokuonji Tsurayuki answered with his arms folded, looking somewhat wise.


    "Right! We made it by trusting him!"


    Gahaha, laughed Hikawa Genkiro, one of the team's most physically active members.


    "But where did Hashiba-san go?"


    Glancing around nervously is Saikawa Minori, a first-year student in the Fine Arts Department.


    "He is probably plotting something again, isn't he? Without telling us."


    "Hmph," Kawasegawa Eiko replied with a look of astonishment.


    Team Kitayama △ had almost all the members.


    In such a situation, only the team leader, Hashiba Kyoya, was not present. Attendance at the class itself was not absolutely necessary, but was acceptable as long as a representative from each team attended.


    But even so, it was indeed unusual to have no representative at such an event.


    "Nanako, is something bothering you?"


    Kawasegawa calls out to Nanako, who still looking dejected.


    "No, it's not about the result, it's"


    She glanced to the side.


    "I see. That's something I'm curious about, too."


    Kawasegawa also glanced to the side and nodded.


    "But that's part of Hashiba's thinking."


    "Yeah, right."


    Everything was thought up and decided by Hashiba Kyoya. The team members create and act accordingly.


    "Shinoaki, I wonder how she feels when she looks at it..."


    Nanako mumbled and looked at her friend a few meters to the side.


    She is the chief of the Kuroda group's animation and a former main staff member of Team Kitayama. Shino Aki stared at the screen with a quiet expression.


    From her face, it is hard to tell what she is thinking.


    * * *


    At the same time.


    A grassy space above the old No. 2 cafeteria. It is a strange place, always unpopular and suitable for secret talks even though it is an open place.


    "Is there a good reason you're calling me out in the middle of class?"


    There, with Hashiba Kyoya, the representative of Team Kitayama and,


    "Hihi, well, that's how it is."


    Kuroda Takayoshi, a representative of the Kuroda group.


    Both of them had skipped class to come here. To be precise, Kyoya had followed Kuroda's invitation.


    'I need to talk to you'. The reason for calling Kyoya was very straightforward. Kyoya immediately understood that the details would be discussed there and nodded.


    It was the time of year when the season changed from fall to winter, and the cold air in this area, which is located in a suburban basin, was foreboding of cold weather. Normally, people would naturally go somewhere indoors to talk.


    But neither of them seemed to care about any of that. They seemed to be watching what each other would say and how they would move, rather than the cold.


    "Are you sure you don't want to go to class?"


    In response to Kyoya's question, Kuroda said,


    "The results are already there. Perhaps in class, they'll do some sort of clarification of that, but if you're a producer and you can't figure out what she's trying to do, there's nothing you can do about it."


    Kyoya nodded at Kuroda's words.


    "On top of that."


    His tone was quiet. It sounded strangely clear and unclouded, without the creepy laugh that Kuroda usually has.


    "Hashiba, there's something I want to confirm."


    Suddenly a strong wind blew, causing the grass to wave all around. Clothes were flapping and flapping like flags. It seemed to signal the start of a battle.


    Eventually, the wind died down, and the two faced each other head-on.


    Hashiba Kyoya's face was smiling.


    * * *


    (POV Kuroda Takayoshi)


    Even in October, temperatures around here remain high. The hot, humid air slows down the precision of production. It seems as if the content of this country might be controlled by humidity.


    "Haa, you have the luxury of thinking something stupid, even me."


    I walked along the river's edge, carrying two convenience store bags in both hands. This area is quite far from the university, and I almost never see anyone who looks like a student. This is not surprising since I chose this area for this purpose.


    On the second floor of a small building, I headed for a room that was brightly lit even late at night. When I rang the intercom, a familiar bearded face answered.


    I hand the guy the bag in both hands.


    "Here's a little something for you. Morito to the staff, please divide it amongst yourselves as you see fit."


    Morito Nobuhiko, the bearded man, grins,


    "Shouldn't I tell them it's from Kuroda? Everybody's going to be happy."


    "Don't tell them. The punchline is that everyone will wonder if it's some kind of trap."


    "Haha, that's right."


    Kekeke, Morito laughs a dirty laugh. Well, I can't say the same for others.


    "Hey, can I talk to you for a second?"


    I nodded and I walked out of the building, the door behind me closed. Whenever Morito spoke this way, it was usually when he had a progress report or other production-related communication.


    A few minutes after I went outside, Morito came out with a cigarette and a can of coffee in his hand. He seems to be in a good mood, as he is grinning a lot.


    "Progress is not bad. We were in a bit of trouble until last week, but things have improved quickly. This is the latest progress, and this is the outlook for the future."


    As expected, it was a progress check. This is the kind of talk we shouldn't let the drawing guys hear unless it's part of some kind of aim.


    They can be made to feel unnecessary urgency by hearing about the impending situation, or conversely, they can be caught off guard by being informed that the process is proceeding at a leisurely pace. Both are unnecessary in production.


    When I told him that before, Morito started changing the place like this from the next report.


    "After that, I uploaded the trailer just as Kuroda had said, and the response was even greater than I had anticipated. Since then, the attention rate over here has been ridiculously high."


    "Looks like it."


    I was not particularly touched by it. I just did what I had to do in this situation.


    No strategy, no bullsh*it, just a regular activity. Moreover, that was not a video made for the trailer. It was just a bonus that we uploaded it with captions.


    "How's Shino doing?"


    In response to my question, Morito gives a big smile.


    "That's awesome! The pitch is getting better, and we're getting more sheets faster and at a higher quality than the other guys. If it weren't for her, we wouldn't have been able to complete the project at all!"


    Morito shows overaction, both good and bad, so it is best to make a judgment based on that premise. Nevertheless, it must have been a very good job judging from this reaction.


    "Be careful not to overwork. That kind of creator needs brakes, too."


    "Well, it's okay because I've already divided it by time as you said."


    It was predictable that Shino would work as expected. For better or worse, she is not the type to be influenced by other staff members. I knew that if she was interested in what she was doing, she would not stop until it was accomplished.


    She was my ideal, a real creator. Dedicated to your work, that's easy to say, but not many people can do that. Even among these rare people, Shino is extremely valuable.


    Using such materials requires preparation and readiness. Therefore, we proceeded with the production with the utmost care, removing to the utmost limit the burden of anything other than drawing.


    This should be a system that even that guy couldn't do.


    "No, but I think we can afford this. It's not going to be a game, is it?"


    I felt a twitch and the muscles in my cheeks tense.


    "They don't seem to be doing anything, so I'm pretty sure we've already won, right?"


    I glare sharply at Morito.


    "Don't joke about that kind of carelessness, how many times do I have to tell you?"


    "I-I'm sorry...don't make such a scary face, okay?"


    At my rebuke, Morito bursts into laughter. He is an excellent production assistant, but his bad point is that he tends to underestimate opponents.


    "But you want to be reassured, don't you? Our opponent has a music video with content we don't understand and received mixed reviews, while ours is a fully animated work of a level that you wouldn't expect from a student, and we are ahead of them in the number of viewers of the first work. Where is the element of defeat?"


    He seems to be trying to justify himself, throwing out various winning factors.


    However, there is still something that concerns me.


    "--It's Hashiba."


    Yes, I muttered so.


    "Hashiba is over there. That's enough to worry about."


    Morito looks dubious at my words.


    "Kuroda is undertaking a challenge from him excessively, but is he really that great? ... From the outside, he just looks like a nice guy surrounded by girls."


    He said and shook his head.


    Well, maybe I worry too much, as he says. As a result, that guy couldn't do anything about it, and maybe that's the end of the story.


    I'm doing everything I can. I am confident that I have created something that will win overwhelmingly in all aspects: popularity, perfection, and skill. There is no element of losing overall as a work.


    And yet.


    (That guy must be thinking of something. If it's as I expected, it's...)


    It's not like it's shockingly scary. It's not like it's a threat that's always on my mind. Yet, the image of losing is always stuck in my head, not the image of winning.


    In baseball, it would be like a game in which you had the lead from start to finish, but in the last inning you get hit by an unfortunate series of potent hits to end the game. The image of a mysterious defeat lies in the mind, as if the game was over before you realized it.


    "I'm going home."


    After saying that briefly, I turned my back to the production site.


    "Y-Yeah. See you."


    Morito tilted his head and returned to the work place.


    I walked through the city again in the lukewarm air. Although the path along the river's edge was not popular, the overlapping sounds of swarms of winged insects and croaking bullfrogs added to the heat.


    The sound of an ambulance approached from the distance and drove away right next to me. The neon lights of a pachinko parlor flash yellow and red repeatedly, painting my face with a gaudy display of paint. Where the lights hit, winged insects are attracted and try to stick to my face in a sticky manner.


    As I brush the winged insect away with my hand, I clear my bewildered mind.


    (What am I worried about?)


    So far, Hashiba has yet to make a decisive move. I have watched the videos he has released as much as possible. Perhaps he intends to make the link between the first and second works stronger, and make the second work the one that clarifies the parts that were unclear in the first work. Even an idiot can understand that much.


    However, there is no certainty that just that alone will win over the animation we produce. Even if they bring back Rokuonji and enhance the content, it will be difficult to beat the perfection of a full animation with a paper-thin PV.


    Yes, normally, there would be no competition in this fight. That is why it is more of a mystery to me that he accepted this fight with confidence.


    "What are you trying to do--Hashiba?"


    He was a dirty bast*ard. In his first production as a first-year student, he made continuous attempts to make a spectacular splash.


    Regarding the work that the uptight Kawasegawa had created, I expected that he was going to hit the audience with the level of perfection anyway, and I was right. However, Hashiba's work was unexpected.


    If you can't understand it, it means you can't compete with it.


    "Keh, I just remembered something stupid."


    Compared to those days when we had to deal with people of a lower level, now it's much more idealistic. We have come to a point where we can beat each other at such a level. I am happy about that.


    But that's why we can't afford to lose.


    Unless I beat up a stronger guy, there's no way I'll be able to win the bigger fight I'm about to have.


    "We're going to win."


    I say a word I rarely say. Because up until now, I've taken winning for granted, so I haven't dared to say it.


    But now may be the time to break that rule, because it's not the kind of opponent we can win against by taking advantage of the luxury of time.


    If saying it out loud can help me get a little bit of good luck, I'll just do it.


    "Out of the way."


    I grasp the winged insects clinging around my face and knock them down to my feet.


    This is how I've lived my whole life.


    So this is how I will continue to live.
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    Even though it was now October and winter was almost in sight, the weather was still hot and humid. I did not know whether this was due to the recent weather or the region, but I could say one thing.


    "How can you not understand, Tsurayuki you stone head!"


    "Shut up! Nanako, you are just too sloppy, so don't blame others!"


    At the Share House Kitayama, there was another hot and heated discussion today, which probably caused the room temperature to rise now.


    "I've said it before, haven't I? If the lyrics are too roundabout and don't convey the meaning, people will get bored, so you have to include something catchy in moderation! But if you use fluffy words like this in the chorus, no one will be attracted to it!"


    "Fluffy!? Are you really reading what's in there! If you suddenly use a direct word from the flow and the accumulation up to that point, it's obviously not appropriate! You have to understand the overall tone and that kind of thing before you can say something about catchiness!"


    "I'm just saying, what if they cut off the playback before they get to that lofty content! I'm saying this because I don't want people to not be able to see the world you've created with such care and attention, so why don't you get it!"


    "They'd take a look at it! I'm not talking about my worldview, I'm talking about your voice and your music, which are great! That's why we need to follow your worldview, even if it's a little bit light here, why can't you understand!"


    "I don't get it, you stubborn bast*ard!"


    "Shut up, understand this, you singing ghost!"


    The discussions, or rather arguments, were usually between Nanako and Tsurayuki.


    Nanako writes and sings the songs, but Tsurayuki writes the worldview and lyrics that form the basis of the songs. Neither of them can make the production work without the other, and a major concession to one of them would result in an imbalance.


    So, well, I leave the two of them alone when they start doing these things. Basically, I respect what they make, so I don't want to make personal comments or anything stupid like that.


    "They're doing it, as usual."


    The door next to the living room gently opened and Saikawa peeked out.


    She moved into the shared house after Tsurayuki, and has now become a resident here.


    "It's been about 30 minutes now, and I'm sure they're going to get tired and one of them will give in."


    "Right, it's the usual thing."


    Saikawa was gradually getting used to dealing with these guys. In the beginning, she made a fuss about it, saying, "Don't we have to stop them from fighting!?" but when she saw that I left them alone and they made up on their own, she decided that there was no need to worry about them.


    "But..."


    Saikawa, who was watching the two arguing with each other, suddenly mutters.


    "It's great to be able to talk about the things we make like this, and to be able to tell each other about them straight up."


    She had a somewhat admiring, and distant look in her eyes.


    "But even Saikawa is like a rival to Shinoaki, rig"


    Just as I was about to say it, at high speed, Saikawa's head swung to the left and right in a wide, buzzing motion, and the conversation was intercepted in mid-sentence.


    "No no, co~mpletely wrong~~! Aki-san and I are as different as the sun and a beanbulb, clouds and mud, freshly pounded rice cakes and dried rice crackers, and a DS and a Game Watch! What are you talking about, we are not rivals at all!"


    "O-Oh."


    The difference is not that great, I mean, I think Saikawa is great, but I guess there is still a tremendous difference between them in her mind.


    "So I think it's kind of nice to be able to face each other as equals like that, but..."


    Fufu, she smiled,


    "But I think it was great to be able to meet and talk with Aki-san."


    "Yes, that's right."


    A world 10 years from now that could have been. She had risen to the top without a rival and then lost her way.


    Running at the end of the road is much harder and more unsettling than most people think. She was stuck there.


    "......Saikawa."


    "Yes?"


    "Maybe it's not right now, but someday you'd like to be Shinoaki's rival, wouldn't you?"


    Saikawa was silent for a moment. It didn't seem like she was trying to make fun of this question.


    And with a firm and clear sound,


    "—Yes, I think so."


    She firmly affirmed.


    "I see, thank you."


    Eventually, the time will come when she and Shinoaki will be on equal footing. I don't know how many years it will be, but I hope it will happen.


    That's going to be the best relationship for both of them.


    (I think it's time to intervene lightly.)


    If they fought too long, it would be difficult for Saikawa to draw the next part of the illustration. I quietly opened my mouth in front of the lovable group of people who continued to fight amicably.


    

    

  


  

  


  
 
 
* * *

    "So, has the pointless argument settled down?"


    With a shopping cart in one hand at the supermarket, Kawasegawa was amazed when she said so. Even today, she looks good with her stare and sigh.


    "Somehow. In the end, it doesn't make a difference who wins."


    I answer it with a wry smile.


    It is not that difficult to make adjustments based on mutual respect. If both parties can praise the good points and put their foot down just enough to pull each other down a little bit, they can generally come together.


    In the end, today's song came together by adding some explanation to the chorus.


    "I don't know how close those two are, but I think it's time they stopped fighting and getting refreshed like they do in the recreation."


    Kawasegawa pouted as she twirled the potatoes in her hands.


    "I say so, but this is also a necessary part of the production process. Especially since the songs are the foundation of this work, I want them to be pushed as far as they can go."


    If we make a strange compromise there, it will have a ripple effect on the illustrations and videos.


    Since this is the part of the plan, so to speak, I want it to be satisfactory.


    "I understand. After Tsurayuki joined the team, the quality of the content has improved, and I can see the whole team working toward a complete project."


    As Kawasegawa spoke, she suddenly glanced at me sharply.


    "But, you know."


    Then she pointed a tube of grated ginger at me, holding it like a knife.


    "The schedule is getting tighter and tighter. You know that, right?"


    "Yes, I know."


    Haa, I let out a sigh.


    "That's true. The number of drawings Saikawa is giving out is decreasing. But, you know, she hasn't been pushed to that level yet, but it's time to tighten the reins."


    "Y-Yes, of course."


    I had thought it was about time, but it was reassuring to hear that someone besides me had a good grasp of the situation.


    This is the moment when I really feel glad that Kawasegawa is on the team.


    "If you already know, please report it step by step. I'm starting to worry."


    "I'm sorry. Rather, you don't have to worry about me all the time"


    In the middle of my sentence, grated ginger was suddenly thrust at the tip of my nose.


    "You know what? I'm not worried about you! I'm worried about the team and the work! But why do you make it about you! It's strange, right! You better take it back!"


    Kawasegawa blushed and asked me to correct it.


    "O-Okay, I take it back."


    With a panicked shake of my head, the tube that Kawasegawa had thrust into with her hand was finally pulled back.


    "......Mou, what are you talking about all of a sudden?"


    I wondered if it was that much of a misstatement, but, well, she's the one who pays attention to details like this.


    (This doesn't mean she try to hide her favor, right, maybe.)


    I recently found out that my insensitivity seems to be at a pretty high level, so I'll be careful in the meantime.


    After that, Kawasegawa quickly took me around the sales floor, and we quickly bought all the ingredients for our pork miso soup.


    When a group of people stay overnight and work together, the most common food is curry or nabe, but I used to make pork miso soup. You can get a lot of vegetables, and it doesn't need to be simmered as much as curry. And since the pot is non-stick, it is easy to clean up afterwards.


    When I mentioned this to Kawasegawa earlier, she said, "You're very housekeeping, aren't you," without even trying to be polite. I mean, she already said something like that to me.


    Perhaps because it was dinner time, the cashier was crowded. I pushed my cart and got in line.


    "I'm worried."


    Kawasegawa suddenly blurted that out.


    "What? Is this a continuation of the story about me being housekeeping?"


    "You're wrong. I wouldn't pull a story like that, that's not what I meant."


    When she turns around to look at me with really worried eyes,


    "I'm worried because I don't know if your plan will work."


    "Ah, that's what you mean."


    The secret plan that I told all the staff to compete in this contest.


    Kawasegawa was convinced of that, but was uneasy because of the "lack of previous example."


    "I know that in my head. Your explanation was solid, and then there was information to back up your theory. But"


    I nodded.


    "I think it can't be helped. Even I'm not 100% confident."


    As a means, it's not a complete gamble. It is just a way of doing what one would do in such a situation. However, the way I do it is very different from the way I have been working and creating artworks in the past, so it is very easy to cause confusion.


    Nevertheless, I chose to do this. I knew that in order to make Shinoaki even bigger and to help Saikawa and the other members of Kitayama grow, I could not continue to do the same thing I had been doing.


    What I can do, coming from 10 years later. Because I want everyone to experience and witness the creation of the "First".


    That's why I set this stage.


    "Right, you never make a mistake in that kind of decision."


    Kawasegawa took a deep breath.


    "But sometimes I don't know where Hashiba is looking."


    "Eh?"


    My heart thumps.


    "I don't know if I'm imagining it or not -- but for some reason I have this feeling that the eyes that are looking at me and at everyone else are staring at something very far away."


    "I-Is that so..."


    Even though I try never to tell the secret about time with my mouth, and even though I try not to be conscious of it, I can't even pay attention to the way I look at everyone else. But is it possible to see that much?


    It may be that Kawasegawa has some fondness for me and is observing me closely on that basis, but there is no mistaking the fact that she felt a sense of discomfort.


    (Let's be as careful as possible ... not to let her figure it out)


    That said, but I can't say anything concrete.


    "Well, you see, I just do housekeeping."


    For now, all I could do was make a story out of what was said and make fun of it.


    "Mou, I'm sorry. For saying that."


    Kawasegawa is pouting.


    I wonder what will happen to us in the future.


    I have a vision and a future that I want to share with everyone. But I don't know how it will be realized.


    I'm anxious, too.


    

  


  

  


  
* * *

 
 
    Around the middle of October, a class was held for all second-year students.


    Basically, the main focus was on the interim report of the production, but before that, Kano-sensei explained the new screening and scoring methods.


    "I think we've already talked about the production being done in collaboration with Nico Nico Douga."


    The scoring method was the same as before. The number of views, My Lists, and comments are all multiplied together to arrive at a score, which is then combined with the total score of the first and second works to determine the overall ranking.


    "The first screening will take place on the last day of the school festival, at 14:00. It will be uploaded to Nico Nico Douga as soon as the screening is over, and the count will start from there. Two weeks later, the results will be totaled and presented to the class as a whole. Any questions?"


    Questions were raised about the procedure for screening and the timing of uploading, but none that would affect the production.


    "All right, we will now review progress by team. The representative of each team should come to the lab in turn. Also, when you're done, you'll contact the next team representative."


    At the sound of "dismissal," the classroom suddenly became noisy.


    "Hashiba, come here for a moment."


    Sensei beckons me, and I approach the teacher's desk.


    "How's Rokuonji doing? Is everything okay after that?"


    "Tsurayuki? Yes, he is completely the same as when he was here before. He is doing fine."


    Sensei nodded, looking relieved.


    "That's good to hear. Well, right after they get back, they often push themselves harder than you'd think. I think you'll notice that more than anyone else, so watch him."


    I knew or should I say, naturally, she was watching that part.


    "I understand, I'll be careful."


    "I'm counting on you. Ah, also"


    "Yes?"


    I was about to go back to my seat and turn around again.


    "Hashiba, are you okay?"


    "Eh, me?"


    "Yeah, no matter how strong your mentality is, sometimes the dam can suddenly break. If you think something is wrong, you should immediately talk to me or, if you don't feel comfortable saying so, to the student affairs office."


    I see, I thought it was my mission to run all the time, but it's also true that I don't take much rest.


    "Thank you. I'm fine now, but...I'll be careful."


    "Yes. Cause you've got your team. Be aware of that."


    Sensei finally gave the "go back" sign there. I lightly nodded my head and returned to my seat where I had been sitting earlier.


    When I checked the progress report, my team was the ninth.


    Even with a little leeway, it still looks like we will have to wait at least an hour. Eat lunch and talk to someone...Just when I thought about it,


    "Hashiba"


    When I thought sensei was done with the business, I was called out again.


    Of course, this time the voice was different.


    "Kuroda... do you need something?"


    "Hihih, It's like, "If you don't have anything to do, don't talk to me". Well, I wouldn't talk to you if I didn't have any business with you."


    It's the usual Kuroda way of speaking.


    "Hey, do you have some time? I want to talk to you."


    Well, I have more than enough time.


    However, it doesn't sound like it would be very pleasant to spend that time talking with this guy.


    "Fine, but are you done with your report?"


    "My group is at the end. The last one. Well, I guess the more sensei wanted to hear about this and that, the later the teacher put them behind."


    If that's the case, there are no problems other than emotional issues.


    I was invited by Kuroda and left the classroom.


    

* * *

    It was not on the usual old 2nd cafeteria that Kuroda headed. It was a courtyard with a normal crowd, perhaps because it was not a particularly private talk, or something like that.


    Sitting down in a chair carved out of a large stone, Kuroda began talking immediately.


    "I heard a rumor about Rokuonji. When I thought you weren't on campus for some reason, I didn't realize you were doing something like that."


    Tsurayuki's return to school after a leave of absence seemed to be a hot topic, and some students in the department seemed to pry into this and that, but did it even become a rumor?


    "I didn't do anything in particular. Tsurayuki decided to return to campus of his own volition, and the only reason I went to see him was to give him something he had forgotten."


    I didn't mean to lie, but I thought it would be troublesome to have Kuroda prying into this and that.


    Of course, it was for the sake of production, but above all, it was done with his own self interest in mind, and it was not appropriate for him to be convinced by a clipped part.


    "Forgot something, huh... well, I'll leave it at that."


    Kuroda didn't seem to pay any particular attention to my words. If someone as perceptive as Kuroda was, he would have known what I was trying to do. If that was the case, there was no need to explain.


    "So, what's the talk? It's not just about Tsurayuki, is it?"


    "Hihih, of course."


    Kuroda immediately nodded and looked at me and grinned.


    "Hashiba, would you like to make a bet with me?"


    "Bet?"


    "Yeah, but it's not about money. Why don't we listen to one thing the winner has to say?"


    What are you thinking?


    This was the first time that Kuroda had ever initiated something provocative like this. Naturally, I wondered if he had some kind of plan, but since it was only after the competition, there seemed to be no direct relationship between the matter.


    If it were possible, it would be ......, or rather, from Kuroda's planning, the possible line of thinking was to prepare for the aftermath of this confrontation.


    "Listen to the winner, huh—"


    Why did he tell me at this timing? If I think about it, there was only one reason, but it was something that I didn't think I could handle on my own.


    "Okay, I'm on board."


    "Hah, you answer so quickly, don't you? Is that an answer because you know what I'm thinking, or is that because after you know what I'm thinking?"


    It can be predicted to a certain extent.


    "There's a limit to what I can do. If you mean on top of that, fine."


    "Of course. If Hashiba told me to go do a crime, I would refuse, too."


    "I wouldn't say such nonsense, and neither would Kuroda, right?"


    "Hihih, looks like you have a high opinion of me, but you know I'm not that clean, don't you?"


    No, when it comes to production, you are much cleaner than I am.


    I thought about it, but did not say it.


    We tore a small piece of notepaper in two and wrote our vows on each.


    The content was that when the winner of the contest wins, the winner can say what they hope to the loser, and the loser will make every possible effort to fulfill it.


    We both tucked the note into our pockets.


    "Okay, we'll continue this after the results are announced."


    "Heh, I'm looking forward to it, a lot of things."


    Kuroda turned around and walked into the school building with a slightly hunched back. I was somehow staring at his back.


    He's foul-mouthed, and his actions are not worthy of praise. However, his sincerity towards creation can be said to be top class among all students.


    They have lived their lives seeking the best for what they create, and disregarding everything else. That purity is something I think I cannot compete with.


    What he wants now is probably to make Shinoaki an official member.


    She is able to almost completely separate her friendships and relationships from her creations.


    Although she usually eats and lives in the share house and with the members of Team Kitayama, it is Kuroda and his team that are actually involved in the production of the work. There, she never cuts corners and continues to quietly contribute her skills to the production of the work.


    In terms of information, the productions of the Kuroda group are kept out of sight of others, and even when working at home, she makes it a point not to work anywhere but in her own room. Even if Kuroda had warned her first, she was able to firmly follow through because her awareness was properly directed to that point.


    In other words, she's a professional.


    This must have come as a surprise to Kuroda. He must have wanted to bring her into his team somehow, since she is not only extremely skilled, but also has a level of awareness that is far beyond that of a student.


    If he wins, their prestige as a team will grow and no one will question his competence as a producer. It will also be a point to impress the tag team with Shinoaki.


    "I wonder what Shinoaki wants to do."


    Everything I have considered so far is on our side. What to do next is her own decision.


    If, after our team lost, Kuroda wanted Shinoaki to join his team, the most I could do would be to encourage her to do so.


    "I wonder what she thinks"


    There was no way to understand unless I asked her.


    



    

  


  

  


  
   * * *


    "We will now begin the Art Study Group Festival Meeting!!"


    With Kiryu-san's ridiculously excited declaration, a meeting about the cosplay cafe that will be held at this year's school festival begins.


    Everyone seemed somewhat tired, as the meeting was held in the evening, after classes had finished.


    Kakihara-san, who said he had just finished a practical dance exam, was lying on his desk, and Sugimoto-san, Hiyama-san, and the other seniors were in a somewhat downbeat mood.


    "Hey, hey, what's wrong with you guys? It's the first festival of the year. Let's get more enthusiastic, hey!"


    In such a situation, this person's tension was very high.


    "Third year students are busy with a lot of things, especially in our department, and assignments are tough."


    Sugimoto-san answered with a big yawn.


    "That's right, you're actually a research student, so why are you so energetic? I can't believe it."


    Hiyama-san looks at Kiryu-san with her usual cold eyes.


    "It's not about the research students! For the University Arts students, the school festival is a big event that takes precedence over classes, and that's how it came to be in the first place."


    Finally, something like a noisy speech began.


    But it is true that there are many students other than Kiryu-san who put a lot of effort into the school festival. Not all of them are serious about their studies, but there are also those who are usually serious but burst into full throttle only during the festival.


    (Yes, this year, there will be a screening in addition to that.)


    Last year was last year, and in a sense, it was a school festival with a lot going on, such as Nanako's stage performance and the customers who got involved at the maid cafe.


    The screening is not such a big event on campus as a whole, but I have a feeling that it will not end there.


    I hope it's something that makes you laugh.


    "Well, I think we should think carefully about the menu."


    Kawasegawa, folding her arms, looked at the sheet with last year's review and mumbled.


    "Many ingredients are discarded without being used because the menu was designed without considering the efficiency of the ingredients. If we can make these things more efficient, we can prevent sudden shortages of ingredients, can't we?"


    "Yees, Yee~s! If we do that, the fun menu I came up with won't be featured at all, so I think I'll be sad!"


    Kawasegawa's gaze shot through Kiryu-san, who interjected in a strangely high-pitched voice.


    "Does that take priority over everything else?"


    "Eh......?"


    "The question is whether this is a priority for all of us in opening this new store. In other words, if what the customers are looking for coincides with many of the menu items that Kiryu-san has created, and if this is one of the perceived attractions of the store, then it should be taken into consideration."


    "O-O-O-Of course! The menu I came up with was so popular that people started lining up and waiting in line. Wait, why are you all looking at me with such cold eyes!?"


    Last year's main staff all voiced their doubts all at once.


    "Somehow it made you scratch your head, didn't it, the menu that Kiryu-san came up with."


    "This is the Kiryu World! It was so incomprehensible, you know."


    "The last part was cut down due to lack of ingredients."


    "And it didn't affect customer traffic at all."


    "H-Hey, you guys! This is a fabrication! It's a cover-up! This circle is infested with a person who is a trusted follower of power!"


    The dictator suddenly began to assert his rights, to which all of the members of the club, who had tolerated him ......, responded with cold eyes and calm criticism.


    The girl who became the head of the new revolutionary government let out a cold sigh and said.


    "So, let's start with a completely revised menu. It's meaningless, right?"


    "Meaningless!"


    "G-Guys, if you resort to violence by the numbers like that, it will come back to you! Remember that!"


    Well, in this way, the menu has been made even more efficient, and we can actually expect the quality of the food and drinks served at the school festival to be even higher than last year.


    The topic finally gets to the main topic.


    "Now then, about cosplay."


    As soon as Kawasegawa mentioned the topic, all the eyes of the club members turned to her.


    "Uwh... A-As for the staff members who will be in charge of serving customers at this time, they are welcome to cosplay voluntarily. Register in advance to avoid costume overlap."


    Having said that,


    "Kawasegawa-senpai!"


    Saikawa Minori leaned forward and approached Kawasegawa.


    "W-What is it, Saikawa?"


    "You said it's voluntary, but of course senpai will do it, right?"


    "......What are you talking about?"


    At this point, Kawasegawa turned her head away and tried to escape.


    However,


    "I won't let you run away! We made a promise at a previous meeting that senpai would be cosplaying as a member of the customer service staff!!"


    Saikawa's face approached the one that had run away.


    "Y-You! You're really clinging to me like that, but in the first place, no one expects me to do cosplay......"


    Kawasegawa said and looked at everyone present.


    "Uwh......"


    The eyes on each of their faces were refreshingly sparkling, and it was clear that they were looking forward to Kawasegawa's decision.


    "Eiko, you're so cute, why don't you just give up and let's do it together ~"


    With a grinning Nanako,


    "I think you would look good in a cool uniform~"


    With a grinning Shinoaki,


    "Hmm, I feel bad for Kawasegawa-chan, but I really want to see it too."


    Hiyama-san is grinning,


    Well, cruelly, there was no one on her side here.


    "No one? What happened?"


    "Kuh"


    


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Saikawa smiles and Kawasegawa is cornered. 

    


    Kawasegawa's intelligent expression from earlier seemed to have disappeared, her face completely red, and she couldn't seem to come up with any words of protest.


    Eventually,


    "Okay...... I won't run away anymore."


    A small voice was heard and a statement was made,


    "We did it! Everybody heard it, right!"


    With a burst of cheers, Kawasegawa Eiko's cosplay debut in public was decided.


    Uwh~, Kawasegawa lets out a frustrated voice.


    Well, Saikawa had asked her to participate even during the planning stage, and above all, since it was her own idea, it was hard to refuse.


    As expected, I felt a little sorry for her and called out to her.


    "Are you okay? If you really don't like it, you can work in the kitchen."


    "Thank you. Well, I don't really dislike it that much, and if it is really no good, I'll have refused from the beginning. Besides..."


    "Besides?"


    Kawasegawa tried to speak, then stopped, repeated this two or three times, tightened the corners of his lips, and then spoke in a voice that only I could hear,


    "I'd like to wear it a little bit too..."


    She said, looking away shyly.


    "R-Really, it's just a little bit! It's just that I thought so! If you make the story bigger and say that "she has finally woken up to cosplay~", you'll pay for it!"


    "I won't tell anyone! It's okay!"


    Something like, well, I'm personally glad to see so many sides of Kawasegawa like this coming out. Lately, she is loved very much by the people around her.


    "I-It's not like I'm really awakened or anything..."


    "I said I got it."


    If things go like this, we might be able to see Kawasegawa participating in an event with Saikawa next year.


    

* * *

    Well, that was about the highlight of the meeting. The rest of the meeting proceeded smoothly, with the modest matters to be confirmed and the responsibilities to be assigned.


    Kawasegawa's sharp voice still echoes in the clubroom.


    "Basically, customer service staff should refrain from restocking the back room. I will be in charge of that in order to prevent additional purchases from being made."


    "Me and Shinoaki just need to focus on serving customers."


    "Yes. If you notice anything, please tell me or Hashiba. We will take care of it."


    Roger~, Nanako's cheerful voice echoes.


    "Then, I guess Tsurayuki and I will handle the shopping."


    "That's right. Kiryu-san, just like last year, you will be responsible for cleaning the venue, taking care of the dishes, and being the person in charge of calling for help when there is a problem with a customer."


    "Got it! Next time, I'm going to call the ace of the judo club!"


    I'm curious, but why does Kiryu-san interact with the top athletes of the athletic club?


    (Even though he's a skinny guy who has no relation to sports...Wait, ah.)


    Same interests? I was strangely convinced by the combination of the words "ero", "store", and "regular customers" from the category.


    (W-Well, it's good to have a wide range of friends.)


    Let's keep this a secret from Kawasegawa...


    The meeting was almost over, Saikawa had summarized the meeting notes on her laptop, and the mood was beginning to look like it might be time to leave.


    "Well then, I guess it's time to call it a day."


    When Hiyama-san was about to declare the end of the meeting.


    "Um, excuse me. I'm the school festival executive committee."


    Suddenly, there was a knock on the clubroom door, and a girl wearing a yellow armband appeared.


    "A member of the executive committee? Well, what is it?"


    When it comes to large-scale events such as school festivals, not just at the University of the Arts, an executive committee is formed to manage the event.


    The festival committee wears yellow armbands, and from the time of preparation, during the festival, and until the cleanup, they are the authority on campus, as well as the hosts who treat all students with courtesy.


    The work of the staff, led by the chairperson and divided by a structured hierarchy, is highly appreciated not only by students but also by outside customers.


    It seems that the Art Research Group has never had much contact with the Executive Committee. No staff was ever dispatched by them, and when they would come by on the last day to check on things, they would usually leave in a second, saying, "Oh, there's nothing going on here."


    This is probably because when it comes to indoor exhibition spaces where people do not come, they are categorized as quiet and less likely to cause trouble.


    However, last year, we suddenly decided to open a store for food and beverages, and the popularity of the restaurant, which was thriving day after day, and the appearance of unwanted customers, which caused problems, made us the target of close monitoring at once.


    In addition, Kakihara-san and Sugimoto-san from Art Club joined as staff members of the executive committee, which deepened the exchange between the two as if it had never happened before.


    A girl from the executive committee came to the club room. I thought she was going to talk about security for the day, but,


    "Um, I came here to confirm your intention to participate in the school festival event that I announced on flyers and other documents."


    She started talking about something completely different from what I had expected.


    "School festival event?"


    What is she talking about? I don't remember it, and it wasn't on today's agenda.


    When I tried to answer a question with a question,


    "Wah, sorry sorry, about that right, Miss Daigeidai matter!"


    One person, Kiryu-san, clapped his hands and reacted loudly.


    "Miss Daigeidai??"


    The other club members still tilted their heads.


    Before the contrasting reactions, the girls on the executive committee said, "Areh? You don't know?" and she pulled out a document from her hand.


    "It's the main stage event this year. Last year was the live event, and this year is the Miss Contest. We have four major events that rotate from year to year so that every student who enrolls gets to experience one each."


    I see. I convinced.


    Last year, there was a huge uproar at a live event. The memorable event where Nanako's determination and seriousness blossomed was apparently going to be a beauty pageant this year.


    "Anyway, Miss Contest, huh......"


    In the world 10 years from now, the number of such events will have decreased due to political correctness and various other considerations, but here at the University of Arts, it seems to have continued without any particular problems, partly because of its strong policy of storytelling.


    The contest is highly controversial because boys are allowed to compete and a boy is selected one out of every three times. However, the selected students are required to participate in various events as Miss University of Arts, and they can earn a certain amount of money if they participate in public events.


    Another characteristic of the Miss Contest is that "cuteness" is valued above all else. However, the cuteness is not about beauty or ugliness, but rather "cuteness" from a general point of view.


    ...... The girl on the executive committee told us something like that.


    "So, what do you think? If you would like to participate, please fill out the form......"


    "Yes, yes, yes, of course we will be participating! For the time being, all the girls in our place, both members and non-members, will fill the form mugo gyu ga gugu"


    Kiryu-san dashingly took out a pen and tried to fill it out, but Hiyama-san stopped him from behind with all her might.


    "Ah, sorry, don't pay attention to what this guy says. Art Study Group not participating, no one will participate. Please write in red letters that it has been decided not to participate and that no one will be participating."


    "Y-Yes......I understand."


    "If someone comes in later and asks for a change, don't deal with them!"


    Perhaps sensing the unusual atmosphere, the girl of the executive committee nodded her head many times and hurriedly left.


    "Eh, wait wait! Why are you sending her back, Hiyama-chan? If someone is chosen as the winner of Miss Contest, it would be a great way to advertise our store, and that's just smart, right."


    "You really have no thought for this! Why should the customer service staff, who worked so hard last year, be burdened with an event on top of that!"


    Kiryu-san made a face that said, "Ah, that's right."


    "Haa, mou...... please, stop making all decisions based on spinal reflexes..."


    Seeing Hiyama-san's exhaustion, everyone couldn't help but smile bitterly.


    "But come on! I think it's the first time since Art Club started that we've had so many cute girls! Don't you actually want to see how amazing they are?" (Note: If anyone is confused about the name of the club. The full name is Art Study Group (Bijutsu Kenkyukai) but sometimes they are shortened to Art Club (BiKen))


    Perhaps wanting to justify his opinion, Kiryu-san has been appealing for the significance of participating in Miss Contest from a different direction. Did he really care that much?


    "Kawasegawa-senpai, uhm."


    Saikawa looks at Kawasegawa with sparkling eyes.


    "No."


    However, Kawasegawa immediately rejected it.


    "W-Why do you reject it that much when I just call out your name! At least you could have listened to my words until the end!"


    "Because everything you were going to say was leaking out of your smug face! I've agreed to the cosplay thing, so don't talk to me any more about the Miss Contest or anything like that!"


    "Ah, you figured it out?"


    Saikawa says nonchalantly and smiles. Apparently, what Kawasegawa had guessed was correct.


    Saikawa was recently involved in a stalker-related incident. No matter how skilled she is in combat, she would not inadvertently appeal herself to the public.


    "Kyoya-kun, MissCon is an event to determine the cutest girls, right?"


    Shinoaki suddenly pulled my sleeve and asked me that.


    "I guess...so. Well, I guess there are all sorts of things that go into making a decision."


    "All sorts of things?"


    "Well, I think they should judge things like talk, singing, and other things like the person's individual charm, I guess."


    I'm not familiar with the MissCon situation, so I don't know the details.


    "I see, then."


    Shinoaki smiled innocently and said,


    "Then Nanako is perfect."


    "I thought you'd say that! I-I won't do it!!"


    She suddenly threw the bomb at Nanako, who was right next to her. Well, it looks like Nanako hit it back with a bat before it hit the ground.


    "Oooh... Indeed, Nanako-chan has everything necessary for the elements of a Miss Contest!"


    Kiryu-san suddenly got up and had a look of joy on his face, as if to say, "There is a jewel here."


    "I mean, I think Shinoaki will become extremely popular!"


    "I can't do it, because I'm tiny."


    "T-There's a demand for that now! So it's okay!"


    I'm not sure what's okay though.


    Well, maybe it was fortunate that everyone didn't have the motivation to participate. If there had been any, I'm sure Kiryu-san would have been motivated instead of letting them out.


    "Hmm, if you had told me that you were even slightly interested, I would have gone to the executive committee to tell them about the correction we made earlier."


    See, I knew it.


    "Well, even if I had been asked to participate, I would have immediately refused."


    Kawasegawa turned her icy gaze towards Kiryu-san.


    "Ahaha, that's right."


    In fact, if she said she was going to participate aggressively, I would suspect she had a fever.


    "In this kind of thing, it would be great if there was a person with that kind of brilliance who truly wanted to stand out in front of people."


    


    And with Kawasegawa's usual reaction, the meeting came to an end.


    



    

  


  

 
  
    * * *


 
 
    Since the meeting started in the evening, the sky was already dark by the time we went outside. While everyone was yawning as they left, Shinoaki had fallen completely asleep, so I had to give her a piggyback ride home with me.


    I carried her on my back for the first time in a while, but she was still surprisingly light. It seemed that no matter how much she had increased in size, there was no change in the volume of her body's contents.


    "Shinoaki, she is not waking up at all."


    Looking at Shinoaki who was sleeping on my back, Tsurayuki said worriedly.


    "I wonder if the production is so difficult ... I'm worried about whether she's sleeping properly."


    Nanako is also concerned about Shinoaki.


    "She seems to be doing okay in that area. They seem to be managing the workload of Shinoaki to an impressive degree, and they're trying to make sure the workload doesn't exceed too much per day."


    The progress management of Kuroda and his team was thorough. They responded to delays in a serious manner, but they also gave instructions to control the type of overworking, like that of Shinoaki, who was working in an excessive manner.


    It was a much more artist-centered approach than my own, which was to draw as much as possible if you could. To be honest, I learned a lot from that, and it was frustrating.


    (In a way, it was as expected, though.)


    The man, Kuroda Takayoshi, seemed to be a man who could change his style at will, depending on the production site and his members.


    Unlike the former Kuroda group, where arguments were frequent, nothing like that can be heard from the current Kuroda group. In fact, they are so quiet that it is almost eerie.


    In other words, it was proof that he had set up a production system that wouldn't cause any trouble.


    For creators like Shinoaki, whose style is already close to that of a professional, there seemed to be such flexibility that he could carve out areas without saying anything unnecessary.


    Perhaps that attitude of the first year was a fake. It was such a change of direction that it even made me think that.


    "Shinoaki makes amazing things. Normally, people would be shocked if someone told them that a student of their own age was making something like that."


    That day, we, the main staff, witnessed the teaser movie released by Kuroda and his friends.


    The overwhelming quality and perfection of the previous work, which was said to be far beyond student level, is even better. If I were simply asked to create something better than this, I think I would have run away barefoot.


    "We are aware that we are making good things. Even Nanako wrote the best song. But that's why I feel like I've been shown how great that perfection is."


    Everything Tsurayuki said made me nod my head in agreement.


    The things we make are definitely beyond the level of what students would make for fun. Even if it's not a PV made by a company, it should completely surpass the amateur level.


    But.


    What Shinoaki and Kuroda were creating had already reached a different level of quality. Everyone on the team understood this. It was obvious when words of mere respect, not frustration or anything like that, were spoken.


    "And we're going to win, aren't we, Kyoya?" 
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    "Yeah. We'll win."


    I said it with confidence.


    If I can't say that here, then I should quit as a producer.


    "Haha, you're pretty amazing too. Even with that amazingness shown right in front of you, Kyoya's stance doesn't change. You're quite a monster."


    Tsurayuki paused and said, "But".


    "Well, I don't think there are any monsters like this girl right now."


    The girl we usually see is a fluffy person who lies around in the living room, lies on the balcony, and always puts the wrong amount of water in her ramen.


    But she was now a monster.


    She had grown into a monster, continuing to create more enthusiastically than anyone else.


    "Unyuu...Hmm..."


    Shinoaki is still sleeping soundly. Tsurayuki said admiringly,


    "Shinoaki is amazing. No matter what the environment or situation, she's always looking straight ahead without giving up on what she wants to do. She's stronger and clearer than any of us."


    "Yes, really."


    I wonder where such fiery passion and determination are hidden in her small body.


    "But, I think even Shinoaki sometimes pushes herself too hard. We don't know that."


    Nanako said with concern as she lightly touched Shinoaki's cheek.


    "That's true. But Shinoaki's strong point is that she doesn't let it show. If it were me or Nanako, I would have said something weak long ago."


    "I-I wasn't like that...... No, I did. Complaints."


    Nanako denied it as soon as she said it, but Tsurayuki smiled wryly,


    "I'd say that applies to me, too. I'm even worse than Nanako, considering that I ran back home in a pitiful state."


    "Tsurayuki, that's."


    "Don't worry, I've already blown it. But how can I have this kind of strength is something I've been wondering ever since I got back here."


    The way Tsurayuki looked at Shinoaki was becoming an object of respect. I was surprised by the change, but I also understood it.


    The sky was clear and the stars were shining on our way home. Come to think of it, I think the sky was like this on that spring day when I carried Shinoaki on my back.


    What can I do?


    What can I do for them?


    Many things have happened since then. I have done many things. I don't know how that can lead to the future, but I would like to think that we are moving forward.


    That there was meaning in the "future" that had passed.


    That there has been a change in the "past" that will come.


    "Hey, Kyoya."


    Tsurayuki suddenly opens his mouth.


    "Have you ever wondered what we are making things for?"


    I was surprised.


    I felt as if he could see right through what I was thinking.


    "What's with you~, Tsurayuki~? You're talking about difficult things like a writer."


    Nanako giggles.


    Tsurayuki looked at Nanako seriously and said,


    "What about you, Nanako?"


    "Eh?"


    "Can you explain clearly the meaning of and reasons for why you are singing?"


    Nanako was clearly confused by the sudden question.


    "I-I don’t know about that. I just realized that I love singing, and when I wasn't good at it, I felt complex about it, but now I don't, so I'm just doing it to the best of my ability, for my own sake...That's all I can say."


    Tsurayuki nodded.


    "Yeah, I'm the same way. I've always loved writing, and I keep writing, and I end up thinking that this is all I have, so I just write. It's not for anyone, in the end, it's for myself."


    Nanako pursed her lips a little dissatisfied,


    "W-What, even Tsurayuki isn't quite sure about your reasons"


    "It's set."


    "Eh...?"


    Not only Nanako but also I turned my head towards Tsurayuki.


    "If you think this is the only choice, then you have to live with it. In other words, I'm going to make a living with this."


    "That means..."


    When I said the words, Tsurayuki smiled.


    "Yeah, I'm thinking of becoming a professional."


    My heart pounded loudly.


    Tsurayuki had been talking about pursuing a career as a writer for some time. Therefore, I knew that becoming a professional writer was a possible goal.


    But here, clearly, it came out of his mouth.


    From the mouth of Kawagoe Kyoichi, no, Kawagoe Kyoichi.


    "What about you guys?"


    Tsurayuki asked us in a quiet tone.


    I felt that there was a sense of confidence and an unwavering will, perhaps characteristic of people who have already made up their minds.


    "I, am not sure"


    Nanako seemed unsure of what to decide.


    "I love singing, but I don't know where to go from there yet. Right now, singing is the best thing I've ever done, and sometimes I think if I could live off of it, but I have no idea how that's going to turn into a job or anything like that..."


    Certainly, it seemed like a difficult decision to make now. After all, we are still students, and it's not like we're close to graduating.


    However, there are a small number of seniors who decided on their future selves during this period and left the university. Regardless of whether we end up like that or not, I don't think it's too early to start thinking about the future.


    Tsurayuki nodded and said,


    "Kyoya, what about you?"


    This time, he turned to me and asked.


    "I—"


    That was a difficult question.


    I already have a goal for the future and what I want to do. Together with everyone here, I want to create one big project.


    But it is also very abstract, though it seems to be concrete. In particular, I have not yet figured out how I will be involved in the work and what I will have to do to get there.


    Because I'm a creator, but I'm not a creator.


    That's because I am in the position of producer.


    "I don't know yet. Right now, all I can think about is making sure that the work with everyone is well done."


    Tsurayuki smiled bitterly,


    "You're so serious, Kyoya. Well, that's what's great about you."


    Fuuh, Tsurayuki sighs as if purifying what has accumulated.


    "Well, you know. Now that I've come of age, I thought it would be nice to think about something like this. That's why I asked."


    "Ahaha, maybe so."


    I answered while laughing.


    "The future, huh? I wonder what will happen to us."


    Nanako murmured as her eyes looked up at the sky.


    I felt a bit of loneliness and sadness at that, and fell silent.


    (It's okay, I'm fine with this. In order to invite these girls into the professional world, I just need to create a solid foundation and opportunity for them to do so......)


    Because the future I dreamed of must be waiting for me ahead.


    "Which reminds me"


    Tsurayuki suddenly opened his mouth.


    "I wonder if Shinoaki has it. Or maybe she's looking for it without it, just like we are."


    "I wonder ...... I don't know."


    All I can say is that she is already moving further and further ahead. Before she is ready to become a professional, she is naturally approaching that realm.


    Right now, all I can do is worry about her catching a cold as she sleeps on my back.


    



    

 
    Nanako is unsure, Tsurayuki finds his way, and Shinoaki moves forward into the future.


    We met last spring, and although we looked the same, we were slowly starting to walk down slightly different paths.


    



    

  


  


  
    Chapter 2 - Since When, and Until Then


    


 
    That day at Share House Kitayama, everyone was paying attention to a room on the second floor.


    "How's it going?"


    Nanako, who was downstairs, called out to me as I went to check on the situation.


    "There's still a little more to go. You said you were working on the last part, so it's almost time..."


    As I was about to report, I heard the sound of the door opening behind me. When I turned around, there was,


    "Ha~~~ I've finished drawing everything...!"


    Shinoaki was standing there, looking a little tired.


    Immediately afterwards, she spreads her arms out and smiles with a sense of liberation at us.


    "I did it~~!!"


    While shouting with joy, she flopped down the stairs.


    "Congratulations on completing your work~~~~ Shinoaki!!"


    "Thank you~! Nanako, thank you for your hard work on the song too~."


    They both hugged each other and appreciated the completion of the work.


    It seems that Shinoaki switched to working at home in the last phase of the project, and she has been holed up in her room almost all the time for the past few days.


    And today, that work was completed.


    "Ha~~~~ I'm glad Aki-san was able to come back safely..."


    Saikawa was also a little teary-eyed as she was happy that Shinoaki's work had been completed.


    "You're overreacting, Minori-chan, I was just away for a while due to work a little."


    "It's not just a little! I was already planning on jumping in and punching someone from that team if they did something weird to Aki-san!"


    Well, I'm sure it would be difficult because Saikawa would normally win.


    "Kuroda and his friends weren't like that at all~"


    Shinoaki replies with a wry smile.


    It didn't look like she was concerned about the other party, and it must have been a really honest response, I'm sure.


    After Nanako and Saikawa's warm welcome was over, I called out to Shinoaki, too.


    "Thank you for your hard work, Shinoaki."


    "Kyoya-kun, good work too~. There's still some editing left to do, right?"


    At times like this, it was very typical of Shinoaki to be the first to show concern for the other person.


    Well, there was still work to be done. At least for the time being, I have a rough shape, but there is still a lot of work to be done to improve the accuracy of the work before the deadline.


    But right now, I honestly wanted to congratulate Shinoaki.


    "Anyway, Shinoaki, now that you're free from the work, is there anything you'd like to do or eat?"


    "Right right, Kyoya said he'll treat you now! Anything!"


    "Wai, that's what Nanako says!"


    Well, at least for today, I thought something like that would be nice, then yakiniku, or maybe Shinoaki would prefer ramen.


    "Hmm, what should I do ... What I want to do, huh?"


    Shinoaki seriously thought about the reward.


    Come to think of it, I may have never really asked her what she wants to do, like to do, or what she wants to eat. We are always together most of the time, and although I may ask her about foods she doesn't like, I don't know what she likes unless she tells me herself.


    I know she likes the instant ramen she brought from Fukuoka, but I didn't have any other information.


    What on earth does she like?


    "Ah."


    Shinoaki raised her voice as if she had realized something.


    "Well then, Kyoya-kun."


    "What, Shinoaki?"


    Shinoaki gave a soft smile like she always did.


    "I have a request that only Kyoya-kun can do...is that okay?"


    "Only me?"


    "Yes."


    Shinoaki nodded firmly.


    What do you mean by "request"? Is it to ask me to cook or something like that?


    But then, I don't think it's such a big deal to say so. I think it would be better to just say, "I want you to make a ○○," in the usual Shinoaki manner, and be done with it.


    (So, what is it?)


    Maybe it was just my imagination, but I thought she seemed to be smiling a little bit at this point, as if she had something in her smile.


    But I don't think it was malicious or scheming or anything like that, it was more like a child's prank or play.


    Shinoaki paused for a moment before saying.


    "I want you to take me on a date."


    "Ah, yeah, a date...Da?! Ehhh?"


    "Haaah??"


    "Ueeeh??"


    The flow was so natural that I almost ignored it for a moment.


    A date ????


    N-No, of course she has never said anything like that to me before, and even when we happened to go shopping or out together, there was never any assumption that we acted in such a way???


    Aside from my brain, which had more question marks than usual, she was staring at me with a blank look on her face.


    "You can't?"


    Shinoaki tilts her head cutely.


    "N-No, it's not that I can't, you know..."


    Personally, I don't think there's "I can't" at all!


    Gently, I looked back at the two people behind me.


    "Hashiba-san...Hashiba-san, Hashiba-san, Hashiba-san, Hashiba-san."


    A girl with glasses glared at me with bloodshot eyes and kept mumbling my name,


    "Kyoya... So... that's how... So that's how it is..."


    Sensing the situation, the two brown-haired girls who were going into battle mode were about to change the atmosphere of the place.


    "Ehehe, I wonder where you would take me"


    And there was one girl who was just smiling.


    How to settle the matter, as expected, I could not figure out from my experience either.


    



    

* * *

    (Kuroda Takayoshi POV)


    Production was now entering its final stages. Once Shino's original drawings came in, the final part of the project was to be finished, filmed, and edited.


    I didn't go to the scene, but watched the entire production progress at Morito's house. As the end drew near, the motivation of the staff began to change. Some people relax, while others get more fired up. Well, humans aren't always able to produce power consistently.


    So, I look at the characteristics of each staff member and compile them as reference materials for the next time I do something.


    However, there are some guys who consistently keep their motivation high.


    Needless to say. A monster on our team.


    "Ha~, that's amazing. Kuroda, take a look at this."


    Morito saw the last work file sent by Shino and called out to me.


    "What's up?"


    "The original drawings are getting even more precise here. It should be tough to keep up, but she doesn't seem to be showing any signs of it."


    When I looked at it, I saw that the original drawing for the final part had been uploaded at an even higher quality.


    Originally, I had added a note saying that since the scene uses a lot of effects, there was no need to go that high in precision. However, that was a decision made based on Shino's physical strength and how busy she was with the work, and if I had my own desires, it was also a scene that I wanted to draw properly.


    However, Shino had not only easily seen through such behind-the-scenes intentions, but also firmly raised the bar to an even higher level.


    "You're right, it's amazing. I was hoping for more power in the drawing at the climax, and she did a great job."


    "It's quite a compliment coming from Kuroda. Well, this will motivate the other guys. I'll contact them in a bit, right away."


    "Yeah."


    Morito seemed excited and called the staff at the production site.


    "Hello? Oh, that's right, the original drawing has arrived. It's amazing! I'll send it to you now, so let's hear your reaction while I'm on the phone. No, it's seriously amazing!"


    I left Morito who was having a phone call and went outside by myself.


    At noon, when the sun is shining, the heat still seeps into my body. I don't like sunlight very much because I am usually at home unless I am working on location.


    Walking in front of a warehouse near Morito's apartment. The area where the university is located is really in the middle of nowhere, and these warehouses and factories are everywhere. I watched as similar piles of cardboard boxes were piled up and transported by forklift.


    If products are made in the same way, a large number of identical products will be produced, as a matter of course. Among them, however, some are beautiful and some are defective. Since this is true even in mass production like in a factory, no matter how much you try, nothing will ever be the same as what is produced by an extremely indeterminate group of human beings. It would be better to call it individuality, but the point is that it is sometimes just another way of saying weakness, so it is hard to deal with.


    However, Shino's "individuality'' was extraordinary.


    Even from the sidelines, there was an atmosphere of seriousness, but after working together on this project, I think I was able to see it all over again. It is not something that can be evaluated based on the output, such as genius or brilliance.


    There must be something more horrifying inside.


    "Is he holding on to something, too?"


    Normally, I would never have thought something like this about creators. All they did was sloppily and unashamedly display the inescapable self-consciousness that had swelled up in their middle and high school years, without respect, gratitude, or fear. This was because I was aware that I was the one coughing up the most blood in any given field.


    But. She was different.


    It's not about level. The dimensions were different.


    Shino Aki is a monster, clearly different from the others. Just the fact that I was able to work with her made the production of this project worthwhile. It was the moment I saw Shino's creation that I had a premonition that this was going to be something extraordinary, something I had never had before.


    But that's why I'm scared of her. What's inside that monster?


    It may possibly be that she is--.


    "Hmm?"


    I was lost in thought and didn't realize my phone was ringing. Ever since I switched to a smartphone or something like that, with the claim of being able to view pictures and listen to music, I sometimes didn't notice an incoming call.


    "Hello?"


    By the way, I didn't check who was calling me. I was worried about mistakes and sales pitches, so I tried not to answer calls from numbers other than the ones I registered.


    A woman's voice came from the other end of the phone.


    "Kuroda, huh. Can I talk to you for a second?"


    For a moment, I didn't know who it was, but I quickly figured it out because of the way she spoke.


    "--Kano-sensei."


    



    

  


  

 
  
 * * *

 
    (Hashiba Kyouya's POV)


    When I think about it, my life really became more colorful after I entered art university.


    Living in a co-ed share house, having events alone with girls, and finally getting a confession of love. What an enviable life it must be for someone like me, who is just over 30 years old and has had a gray life.


    With these thoughts in mind, I was riding the Kintetsu train together with Shinoaki.


    "It's been a while since we went out together like this, just the two of us."


    "R-Right."


    We had gone shopping before, at the end of the year, but not since then.


    When Nanako was just busy, she could not come, and I was impressed that Shinoaki looked a little apologetic.


    (Yes, even back then, Shinoaki's words made my heart flutter......)


    Are you glad it wasn't Nanako? I was naturally conscious of the fact that Shinoaki's words included such words, and I thought about this and that all sorts of unnecessary things.


    Well, after that, it never occurred to me that time would take a big jump...


    (Why did Shinoaki say that?)


    If she wanted to go somewhere for fun, she didn't have to call it a date. But the fact that she went to the trouble of calling it a date suggests that she meant it in a certain way.


    Even though I've been told not to be conscious of it, it makes me wonder if it means something like that for a bit.


    ...Well, you wouldn't normally kiss someone I don't have any feelings for.


    "We've arrived."


    From Shinoaki's words, I realized that the train had arrived at the Abenobashi station, the last stop on the line. From here, we plan to transfer to the subway to get to our destination.


    "Yeah, then let's go."


    I walk away, suppressing my nervousness.


    (I wonder what everyone is doing by now........)


    I didn't want to think about Nanako and Saikawa, who had an incredible look on their faces, for a minute now.


    



    

* * *

    (Kogure Nanako's POV)


    Kyoya and Shinoaki are walking side by side. I sneakily walk after them, trying not to be seen.


    "Hey, hey, hey, hey, did you hear that? Hey, did you hear that? Shinoaki said "Just the two of us". That's already ... She's very conscious of him, don't you think?"


    "Not really. Shinoaki ain't that concerned about it."


    "Idiot, what are you talking about, Shinoaki concerned! You just don't seem to be interested in relationships between men and women, so you don't notice it! Hey, hey, hey, what should I do? What should I do?"


    "I don't know! Really, Nanako, you should feel for me who got caught up in this ... It was really hard for me to have to lie to Sayuri-nee to get out."


    "Because, you know, I wanted to go with Saikawa, but she said she couldn't get out of class, so I decided to ask Tsurayuki, who seemed to have some free time, to go with me."


    "I have no free time. How am I supposed to relieve the sadness of having to spend all my writing time on this nonsense?"


    "Eh, that's where Sayuri-san..."


    "If I said that, she'd just say that the manuscript doesn't matter, and I'd be forced to spend even more time and money on it. I mean, they're getting further and further away, but is that okay?"


    "Eh, of course it's not! We'll chase them!"


    "Really, please give me a break."


    I grabbed Tsurayuki by the scruff of his neck as he grumbled, and I trotted after the two of them.


    I don't particularly mind if Shinoaki goes on a date with Kyoya. I confessed my feelings to him, but we are not in a relationship, so it's free for him to do whatever he wants.


    But I was very curious about the aggressive approach from Shinoaki to be alone with him. Maybe she will tell Kyoya how she feels about him. If that happens, I am very, very curious about how Kyoya will respond.


    "I wonder ... what Kyoya thinks about it."


    I guess that's what I want to know, after all.


    "A-Areh? Hey, Tsurayuki, where did those two go?"


    "Haa...What should I really do with this?"


    



    

* * *

    (Kuroda Takayoshi POV)


    "...Chissu"


    When I knocked on the door of the visual department office, a short answer came back, "Is it Kuroda, you can come in.'' I don't know what the business is, but I want to finish it as soon as possible.


    The lab was the usual mess. I'm sure she's a very skilled person among the professors, but perhaps that's the power she gained in exchange for her ability to keep things organized.


    "Sit down there. I'm sorry I called you."


    "No, I'm sorry, I couldn't come on the day I was told either. So, what do you need?"


    I received a sudden phone call and was summoned to the office. Since it wasn't convenient that day, I made another appointment the next day and went there.


    "Sorry, just give me three more minutes. I'll send an email and then I'll come to you."


    "It's fine, I'm not in such a hurry either."


    It was true that I was in no hurry, but it was also true that I didn't want to stay long.


    First of all, I'm not very good at this professor. She is knowledgeable, and experienced, and most of all, I like the fact that she is introducing new elements to the video genre one after another. Of all the professors in the department, she is probably the only one who has the correct knowledge about Nico Nico Douga.


    However, I am not very good at the "understanding" aspect, including that point. I also find it bothersome that she has the talk skills of a seasoned detective, who, as if to say that she knows what students are thinking, asks them about their true intentions while using a roundabout way of talking.


    And most of all, I don't like the fact that she is so closely associated with Hashiba Kyoya. I don't think she's giving him preferential treatment, but I can't help but wonder if they are plotting for each other.


    So, when I talked to this person, I tried to speak in an informal way. I was used to talking to adults who were a hassle, so it didn't bother me, but it was basically a hassle to have to prepare myself beforehand.


    "Sorry to keep you waiting. I apologize."


    Sensei appeared with a cup of coffee in each hand.


    "Is black coffee okay? If you need milk and sugar, use those."


    At the end pointed out by her chin, there was coffee softener and a stick of sugar. Both were still in their large bags, and you could see her personality here.


    "So, what's the talk?"


    I ask her simply and straightforwardly,


    "Don't be impatient. Why don't we start with small talk?"


    She brushed it off with a wry smile. This is it, this is the part of her that I'm not good at.


    "First of all, regarding Shibata, it seems that you had a lot of trouble."


    Despite the fact that it is small talk, it comes from a troublesome topic.


    "Well, not really...There was nothing special on my part."


    "Really? From what I heard from Hashiba, it seems like it was quite trouble."


    I gritted my back teeth.


    In that case, I had already heard that Hashiba had been working hard to settle the stalking commotion that Shibata had caused.


    I don't know if it was trouble or not, but it was originally none of my business. Sensei told me that there was a possibility that Shibata had gone crazy because of my words and actions, but if he went crazy just because I told him the truth, I couldn't help but be puzzled.


    Despite such a situation, Hashiba was able to make up for my mismanagement of the situation.


    I don't like it. I don't really like it, but there's nothing I can do about it now.


    Therefore, I,


    "I am sorry."


    Although I didn't want to, I decided to apologize anyway.


    "No, it's not a case where you were directly involved. Well, it's about a former team member, so I just thought you might have some thoughts."


    I'm sorry, but I almost forgot he even existed.


    "So, are we done? This is what your business is, right?"


    As I was about to proceed, sensei continued with something unexpected.


    "You can't end it. Because that's exactly what the main topic is about."


    "Ha?"


    What do you mean? Didn't you just say that there is no direct involvement?


    "Kuroda, your ability as a production manager is extremely high."


    "Thank you for that. What's the matter with you, all of a sudden you're praising me?"


    "But. Considering your age and experience, you are too strict. Staff would not be able to keep up, and there would be sad examples such as Shibata."


    "Keh, I don't care. This is a university of arts, right? We are here to study creativity, and it's wrong to be so lenient. I hate to say it, but if you're going to lose heart over something as trivial as that, it would be better for you if you retired early. I mean, even what sensei said to us when we were freshmen included that kind of talk."


    "Haa, you're hitting me where it hurts. Well, you're right."


    Sensei let out a unique laugh and said,


    "That said, part of learning is learning from the inexperienced. Not everyone comes here with such a firm resolve. Don't you think it would be useful in your future life to look at the people who can't do it?"


    "Not at all. I wouldn't work with someone like that in the first place."


    "Ho~, well said. Well, if you're as strong as that, you're more likely to survive as a producer."


    I don't like it.


    For a while now, she's been giving me tiresome topics, but instead of hitting back firmly at my replies, all I get is a neglecting response.


    "So, do you want me to stop that kind of behavior?"


    "That's, well, if you stop, my daily tasks will be reduced. The fewer troublemakers there are, the more comfortable a college professor is in the business."


    "I guess you don't want me to stop after all."


    "No, that's not it, I don't want an easy-going business because it's boring. Without someone like you sticking out, my days are flat and I hate it."


    Which one is it?


    As expected, I was getting a little irritated.


    "You want me to stop, right? Otherwise you wouldn't have called me in the first place."


    "No, as I've said many times, that's not what I mean. Unless you cause direct damage or make personal attacks unrelated to the production, I'm not going to poke at that point."


    "Then what are you trying to say! I thought I was going to be told to fix it or stop, but I was told that wasn't the case, so please explain what you want me to do about it!"


    The rambling was so bad that my words became rough. Well, it's not like she was punishing me for it, so it's okay.


    "Don't be so angry. I'm not taking issue with your behavior per se. If anything, I'm talking about the root of it."


    "What is that?"


    If the behavior itself is fine, I don't see anything wrong with it.


    "What I want to ask you, Kuroda, is about your principle of action."


    "Principle of... action?"


    Sensei nodded and said, "Yeah."


    "I just thought it was obvious that you were deriving something, some troublesome and troubling feeling."


    "............................."


    I didn't even have a sip of my coffee, but I poured it all at once.


    Coffee without milk or sugar was very bitter. Moreover, it was lukewarm and not something I would consider tasty.


    But I was so thirsty. My thirst was amplified by the fact that I had been more or less right about what I had said all at once, and about what had been said.


    In other words, it was completely my fault for letting my anger explode. I should have stayed calm and run away without letting the other person grab me by the collar.


    This raccoon dog purposely led me in a way that would make me angry.


    It's da*mn frustrating.


    The clock in the room is ticking loudly.


    "Why do you think so?"


    Sensei's mouth twisted into a smile as I finally managed to squeeze out a few words.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    


    "Now, let's get down to business as you wish, shall we?"


    I'm sure of it.


    I really don't like this person.


    



    

  


  

 
  
 
 
* * *

    After taking the subway and getting off at Osakako Station, we found the place we were looking for after a short walk.


    "Ha~, we've finally arrived."


    "From Geidai, it's a long way to the city. Moreover, it's on the edge of the city."


    We could have come by car, but we chose to come by train because it was obviously going to be crowded. In fact, all the parking lots were full, so it seemed like a good decision.


    "Still, it's an amazing building."


    The impressive blue and red building clearly stands out compared to its surroundings.


    At Shinoaki's request, I searched from the depths of my memory for date spots around Osaka. As a result, it ended up being the safest and most famous place.


    "This is my first time coming to Kaiyukan. What about you, Kyoya-kun."


    "Y-Yeah, it's my first time too."


    I mean, with the body of this age.


    When I was in my former body, I used the museum several times as a date spot, and I have also been here personally. There are marine creatures that can only be seen here, and the museum itself is so satisfying that most of the visitors are repeat visitors.


    "I see. I have a family home here, and I thought I'd be here more often."


    "It's close to Osaka, but Oji is in Nara Prefecture."


    However, if I had been a more communicative person when I was in middle and high school, I would have come here with friends normally.


    Anyway, now I had to do my best to give the impression that this was my first time. With these thoughts in mind, I made my way to the ticket booth on the third floor.


    "He~e, it's an interesting construction, going up eight floors at a time and then going down one by one to look around."


    "It's odd, isn't it? I wonder if it's because the tank is so big."


    In fact, as you enter, you can see that the same tank changes the place where you look at it, such as looking above water or under water. I don't know if that was the original goal.


    I bought tickets and took the escalator up.


    "I'm looking forward to it."


    "Right."


    I was a little nervous about the word "date," but as I got there, I started to look forward to it more and more.


* * *

    

 
    "P-Please give me a ticket for two students!"


    After confirming that Kyoya and Shinoaki had gone first, we decided to go inside as well.


    "How much?"


    Tsurayuki called out to me from behind, wallet in his hand.


    "Eh, it's okay. I forced you to come with me. I'll treat you."


    "I don't mind. I want to see the fish, too."


    I was somewhat forcibly given the money for the ticket.


    "So you are interested in fish."


    "It's not that I'm interested, it's just that I grew up in a place without an ocean. I like the ocean and things like that."


    "He~e...That's so."


    I didn't know much about it because there was a huge lake like the sea nearby.


    "Your place is close to the sea...Wasn't it, my bad-guho!"


    "I knew you were ab~~~solutely going to say that!"


    I aimed at his solar plexus and slammed my hand into it.


    We take the insanely long escalator to the top floor. Since there is basically nothing to do, one naturally ends up talking to one's partner. Well, this is indeed a date spot.


    "So, what are you going to do? Are you going to follow them from behind the pillar like a detective?"


    Well, this is the guy I'm with....


    "That's the only option, right? It's an aquarium, so it's dimly lit, and I'm also wearing a disguise, so I don't think anyone will notice if I get a little closer!"


    Yes, today we came here without telling Shinoaki and the others, so we were dressed differently than usual.


    "Disguise...well, I can barely call it that."


    However, I only wear sunglasses, a mask, and a hat.


    "I'm just worried it'll look suspicious."


    Tsurayuki kept his head tilted the whole time.


    Well, I also have a feeling of what I am doing. Yes, I do, but it was that time when I couldn't stand still.


    "Even if you hear the talk, what are you going to do from there?"


    "Hmm... Just listen and then think!"


    "So you didn't think about it! Think that far before you make a move, mou!"


    Because it couldn't be helped that I was acting reflexively! As expected, I was too embarrassed to say that....


    While we were talking about this, the escalator arrived at the top floor.


    "Come on, let's go! First, we need to confirm the location of the two of them!"


    "Yes, yes..."


    As detectives, we definitely got 0 points, so we chased after the two while making normal noises.


    

* * *

    "I met with your father the other day, Kuroda."


    After a short pause, sensei suddenly cut in.


    "Keh, that's what you've been talking about from the beginning. It's tough."


    I clicked my tongue inwardly.


    "Because of my job, I have to see him. He politely asked me to take care of you."


    I let out a big sigh on purpose.


    "In his mind, he doesn't think about it even for a millimeter. My father thinks that as long as he pays me, I'll grow up on my own."


    "At least to me, he seemed a little worried."


    "Well, he has an acting ability. He used to be an actor."


    "I see, it's been more than 10 years since he retired. That's fast."


    Sensei looked up at the ceiling and sighed lightly.


    Kuroda Shoichi. He is currently working as a producer at Toho Pictures, a major film distribution company. He originally worked as an actor, and although his acting wasn't that great, he was good at getting around and making connections, and by changing his profession halfway through his career, he achieved great success.


    During his acting career, he married a magazine journalist whom he met on the job, and they had one child.


    That is,


    "Me."


    Sensei nodded silently.


    "Kuroda, I, you know"


    Surprisingly, there was no mockery or laughter in sensei's eyes at all. It looked like she was clearly worried about me.


    "I saw that your exclusive and idealistic way of pursuing your ideals to the extreme was your revenge against your father."


    "To my father, huh?"


    I let out an exaggerated sigh.


    "It was my father who started using celebrities and comedians to dub foreign films, and it was my father who used celebrities who had not one millimeter of connection to the film for promotion."


    "He has been praised by the distribution company as a producer who can create a solid splash, but on the other hand, the movie fans are giving him a beating."


    "Yeah, I guess so."


    "What do you think?"


    "I think that's trash."


    Sensei laughed aloud 'Haha'.


    "He gets jobs based on connections and relationships, and then he does some silly wordplay and contrived promotions with no regard for the content. He's the kind of guy who gets hooked on a topic, gets publicity, and gets the job by being laughed at, not by making people laugh."


    Sensei was listening to the story, keeping her eyes fixed on me.


    "At home, things were also, well, terrible. Cheating was a natural, drinking was a daily occurrence, and he hardly ever came home when my mom complained about it. He was the worst father ever."


    "I see. It seems like it's only natural that he would earn a grudge."


    Sensei nodded heavily.


    "Unfortunately, sensei."


    But I,


    "It's not like that. If you think I'm like this for such a cheap reason, that's beyond rude."


    Sensei's expression twitched.


    "Hou...?"


    She was in a position to say, "Let's listen to what you have to say".


    "Indeed, that guy is the worst. But everything he did was to enhance his own work as a producer, not to waste money and create debt or get the cops on him for having a black affair."


    My dad went to a lot of drinking parties, but he rarely got drunk. Even when it came to female scandals, he seemed to pick and choose people with influence, hoping that would give him a casting advantage.


    "As a producer, he's an old-fashioned type and not my favorite at all, but he put up some numbers on that one. There is no doubt that he is competent."


    Sensei took a sip of coffee and smiled.


    "So what are you building things against? And what are your enemies?"


    "It's simple."


    I sighed heavily. This was something I had hated and despised all my life. It was a sign of resignation to something I had hoped to someday outwit them.


    "The masses. I don't like the masses, who rejoice in crap like my dad made, who are driven by booms, who only touch what people are talking about, who are cowardly and ignorant and yet exclusive, I hate the masses."


    Hahaha, a loud laugh rang out.


    Sensei looked at me happily.


    "It's a big one."


    She stared at me, as if to tell me to continue.


    "I wanted to make good stuff. A really good thing can stand out a little bit, can kick up a bunch of crap that's just eye-catching. That's what I've believed and worked for ever since middle school."


    I started out aspiring to be a manga artist, and joined the film studies club in middle school and high school. However, the people in the club were all just talkative and didn't want to make anything, and they were all hopeless.


    I studied the techniques and pushed myself with knowledge so that I could twist aspiring directors and actors with theory. All for the sake of revenge against the masses of idiots who have been showing me hopelessness.


    "But it must be an annoying and troublesome emotion. And I know it's not a bad thing that sensei cares enough to mention it."


    Looking back on it now, it's full of chuunibyou-like elements, so it's no wonder it was laughed at.


    I thought I wouldn't be laughed at again like before.


    But sensei said,


    "—I see."


    This time she didn't laugh.


    "That's why you came to the University of the Arts. This is where you will find people who are not what you think of as the masses. In other words, you can make things with people like you — that's what I thought."


    "Yeah, you're right."


    Even if it didn't work through high school, if I went to college, there would be people with a different mindset. That's what I thought. I made a list of universities that had full-fledged film and video departments, and chose a university that seemed to attract a more unique group of people, and I was accepted.


    This should at least solve the human resource problem.


    That's what I thought. I believed it.


    



    

  


  

 
  
 
    



* * *

    I went to Kaiyukan for the first time in a while, and it turned out to be an even more amazing place than I expected.


    The huge aquarium surrounded by large acrylic glass was impressive, and there were rare and beautiful creatures swimming in each one.


    Time flies by as I admire the schools of tiny fish and the sheer size of the manta rays. Just watching the blue water moving and swaying, 10 or 20 minutes are consumed in no time at all.


    At first I thought it would be more boring, but I was very wrong.


    Now, I've realized it.


    (Of course, this is also a form of entertainment.)


    The same goes for the trick of descending step by step from the upper floors, and techniques that create movement on the part of the viewer rather than just staring at them will likely be useful for future video productions.


    And finally, the main character appeared.


    "Wow, that's so big."


    Shinoaki is surprised and raises her voice.


    Among the big things that stood out in the tank was a huge fish swimming leisurely.


    "Is this a whale shark?"


    It is so famous that it is said that this is the fish when you come here, and it can be said to be the centerpiece of the Kaiyukan.


    At the time, the mere fact that this large fish was swimming in an aquarium was a topic of great interest. Of course, it is still very powerful even today.


    "It's beautiful. It's sparkling in the blue light~"


    Shinoaki is entranced and gazing at the aquarium, which resembles the ocean.


    "Yeah," I said, and I kind of looked at her from the side.


    She does not look like a woman of her age as she engrossed herself in the scene before her. She looks much younger than her age, like an innocent little girl.


    But she is probably one of the most skilled people of her generation in a certain field. She has created an enormous number of drawings of extraordinary quality, and she is trying to go even further.


    The contrast between the childishness of her outward appearance and the fearsomeness of her inner self. Tsurayuki described this contrast as a monster.


    (Where does she find that kind of strength?)


    On my way back to the share house the other day, I thought about that question again. It was a question that had no answer, but I wondered if I would ever have the chance to find out.


* * *

    

    



    Both Shinoaki and Kyoya were standing in front of the tank, close to each other, whispering something to each other. I don't know what they were talking about,


    "Somehow, they have a great atmosphere!"


    Or it looks like so.


    "It's just your imagination. They have that kind of conversation at home."


    "No, what can I say about that...... I get the feeling that Shinoaki is letting up a little bit. I feel like she's not her usual self."


    "Like I said, it's just your imagination."


    Tsurayuki says that no matter what I say, it's all in my imagination. That's because if you don't care about it, any conversation you hear will be like that.


    But I understand. I can tell.


    Kyoya's feelings for Shinoaki are not clearly understood, but Shinoaki... has feelings for Kyoya that are close to love.


    (I wonder if she will say it, somewhere)


    In this atmosphere, it didn't seem strange to say it at any time.


    "Ah~ mou, what should I do? what should I do? If that happens, I don't know what to do~!"


    "You, I told you before, are you thinking about it! Let's go home before you do something crazy, please."


    "Wait! Can you please stop talking under the assumption that I'm going to do something weird!?"


    "Don't you think you've done enough already?"


    "Because, you know, it bothers me. Hey, let's get a little closer to where I can hear what they're saying!"


    "Stop it! Don't listen to people behind their backs. I don't care what happens!"


* * *

    

 
    Suddenly, Shinoaki's face turned towards me.


    "What's wrong? I thought you were staring at me."


    As usual, she has a soft smile.


    "Does Shinoaki like the sea?"


    "Yeah... that's right, there's a lot of ocean over there."


    The word "over there" probably refers to her hometown, Fukuoka.


    "I see, Shinoaki seems to take good care of your parents' house."


    Well, the only evidence is her taste for instant ramen and dialect.


    If you don't have any attachment to your hometown, she probably won't touch either of them.


    "Yeah... that's right."


    Shinoaki answered with a slightly somber look.


    "Sorry, I guess I said something weird."


    "It's nothing like that. I just remembered something."


    Soft and fluffy, always with a gentle expression.


    Shinoaki once told me about when she was at home with her parents. She was always screwing up in her daily life, her academic performance was not good, and she was not good at sports. The only thing she was good at was drawing.


    Perhaps, I thought, things at her parents' house were not such a good memory. If so, maybe I should stop talking about it.


    "Shinoaki, you know"


    Trying to change the subject at least, I spoke to her in a cheerful tone.


    But she,


    "There's something I wanted to tell you, Kyoya-kun."


    She had a soft but determined expression.


    "To me...?"


    Shinoaki nodded silently.


    *


    

    



    "Wah, it's coming, it's coming! Hey!"


    "Shut up! What if they hear you? Be quiet!"


    "I mean, this is definitely a confession! Ah~ I already knew that Shinoaki was like that~ I knew, but mou~!"


    "Anyway, if you don't want to be found out, just listen quietly!"


    "You don't have to tell me that......Areh?"


    "What's wrong?"


    "Doesn't the atmosphere feel a little different?"


    "Eh?"


    *


    

    



    I wonder if there was anything that she had to talk about in a formal way here. I just assumed that there was nothing, but in fact, she may have had something she had been holding on to for a long time.


    I waited for her next words. Eventually, the words came out of her slowly opened mouth,


    "I drew a lot."


    Shinoaki muttered.


    "In the work of Kuroda and others?"


    "Yes."


    It was probably a big job, but I could not read the difficulty from the quiet expression on Shinoaki's face.


    However, because it was quiet, the word "a lot" was a heavy one.


    "There were times when I didn't understand why I was drawing, but by drawing so many illustrations without thinking about it, I remembered."


    The large fin of a manta ray fluttered before my eyes. The water moved and bubbled.


    I could feel my heart beating loudly.


    "About those days when I started drawing."


    Suddenly, the air around me became tense.


    The usual soft and warm atmosphere remained the same. Shinoaki's expression was as gentle as usual.


    But it was definitely a space I was experiencing for the first time.


    



    

 
* * *

    This was probably the first thing I did when I came to the University of the Arts. I think it was about finding friends. Someone who moves with a similar mindset. I knew it had to be there somewhere, so I started looking for them from my first orientation.


    The first person that caught my attention was Kawasegawa Eiko. However, she was smart and knowledgeable, but she was a problem for me because she and I were both in the same field. I thought Rokuonji Tsurayuki was also good material, but I felt that his hard-headedness was troublesome, so I eliminated both of them as candidates, thinking that I could get involved with them later.


    In the end, I couldn't find a staff member in time, so I joined a team that was randomly available.


    What awaited me was the same despair as in high school. No, perhaps this one was more troublesome because it was more headstrong.


    Some were just looking at Tarkovsky, which they didn't even understand, because it looked cool, others were so focused on entertainment that they had lost all sense of politeness, and still others simply came to the university because it would look cool. Disappointed at our first meeting, I decided to make up a proper profile, saying that my hobby was music and I was not interested in video, and that I would work with them when they decided to do something, and I would be happy to be a bystander.


    In the first production, I observed them. I observed the movements of the group, simulating how they would move and talk, and what would happen if I moved them in my own way. I found that there were several types of people, so I thought about how to respond to each of them, and before I knew it, the production was over.


    Then, the screening of the 3-minute video. I predicted that the team with Kawasegawa would probably make something reasonably good.


    However, it was betrayed in an unexpected way.


    The team that Rokuonji worked with hit us with an unusual compositional video. It was a combination of still and moving images in just the right balance, not unlike any other work. It was the kind of work that was allowed only because of its three-minute screening time, and although it was not an optimal solution, it was the kind of work that would receive a "○".


    At first, I thought it was Rokuonji's doing. That he must have seen quite a bit of film, so I thought he had successfully appropriated it from around silent or experimental film.


    However, in reality, it was different. Not only did he save the film from being canceled, but he also gave it a wonderful personality that would have made it a mediocre film. I hurried to look him up. I didn't know him. He didn't stand out in class, and he was a nobody.


    Hashiba Kyoya.


    I couldn't help but be happy. I found someone I could compete with in what was going to be an incredibly boring student life.


    But if I suddenly approached him and said such a thing, he would only get creeped out. So I decided to take action to make the other party approach me.


    I wanted to do something that would stand out even more than he did. If I saw an opportunity and called out to him, I was sure I would get an interesting response.


    Therefore, I tried to experiment with the production team in the second half of the year. While deliberately using rough language to upset the staff, what I did was done well, and criticism was contained. It was also a test to see how well I could do with a completely random group of people.


    The results were, well, largely as expected. There was no way to do anything but make the unpolished parts of the team look rough and attractive, and I could only feel the limits of what they could do. So I told that to the staff, but they didn't seem to have any ambition, so they rebelled and the team fell apart.


    However, now I know. I definitely have a talent for production. I have the ability to drag people around and move them to make things. And that is definitely an element that can be turned into something depending on the creator.


    With confidence, I was looking for my next work and came across Shino Aki. I thought I had no choice but to cut to the chase here, including Hashiba's ties to her, so I made my move.


    "This is it. What I've done so far."


    Sensei remained silent and listened intently to my story.


    And as soon as it was over,


    "What did you figure out?"


    The only thing she asked.


    "To work with real creators, I needed to be stronger myself. It wasn't something as vague as being able to do the work, but a level of achievement and numbers that would make me say whether or not I could do the work, that kind of thing."


    In fact, if I made something good, there were people who appreciated it. Morito saw that in me and followed me, and Hashiba ultimately entrusted me with Shino because of my track record of producing good work. In this type of industry, talk alone is not enough.


    "Therefore, I will make something overwhelming that others cannot reach no matter how they try. If I specialize only in making high-quality products that can be sold as a commodity, I can eliminate all the escapist opinions that say, "You won't know until you launch it". That is the ideal for me."


    When I finished speaking, I took a deep breath.


    Sensei clapped her hands,


    "Haha, that's great. I can't believe you already understand everything necessary for production."


    She said, and nodded heavily.


    "Good, Kuroda. Don't change anything. Proceed as you wish."


    "Of course, that was my intention from the beginning."


    



    

  


  

 
  
 
    



* * *

    Shinoaki once had a mother.


    She said she was a very kind and forgiving person, and that Shinoaki was very much influenced by her.


    "I always followed my mother around no matter what she did. That's about all I did."


    According to Shinoki, her mother was a jack-of-all-trades, good at housework, communicating, and even athletic. She was especially good at drawing, which she used to do for a living.


    "I used to draw a lot with my mom. That was fun."


    With her mother, father, and brother, the four of them were very happy together.


    However, when Shinoaki was in the upper grades of elementary school, her mother fell ill and passed away peacefully without any treatment.


    "Everyone loved their mothers. That's why I wanted to stay connected with her, and I thought so too. That's why..."


    "I guess you started drawing even by yourself."


    Shinoaki nodded slowly.


    "When I was drawing at home, my father and younger brother would look at me with great joy. It made me feel like my mother was there, and that made me happy."


    She was having a conversation with her mother through drawing. There is no way to know what kind of feelings were there, but it must have been very comfortable.


    And when she was ready to enter higher education, Shinoaki's first thought was to study drawing.


    "But I didn't know if I would enjoy it if I had to study, and I didn't have any special training in drawing or anything like that. Besides, I thought that I was drawing with my mother, so I couldn't think of it as my own thing."



    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    


    In college, she decided that drawing would be just a hobby. So, she took the entrance exam for the Department of Visual Arts, and as she had originally thought, drawing ended up being a hobby.


    However, an unexpected encounter brought Shinoaki and the drawing together.


    Me, the members of Team Kitayama, and this time she participated in the Kuroda team.


    With an environment that genuinely sought out Shinoaki's drawings, the things she had been holding onto gradually changed.


    "When I started making things with everyone, I found that there were people around me who were also making things, thinking about all kinds of things, but working hard for their own sake. I thought that was really great, and it made me happy, and I thought, "I'll do my best as well"."


    Shinoaki decided to draw for a different reason than before.


    "For the first time in my life, I drew for myself. It was very fresh and exciting. It came naturally to me that I wanted to draw more."


    Having spoken that much, Shinoaki finally took a breath.


    "I wanted to talk to Kyoya-kun, who gave me that chance, about this when we were alone. So I called it a date and asked Kyoya-kun out. I felt that it would be a bit heavy and bad to let everyone hear about it."


    So I finally understood why she said it that way.


    "Annoying, I guess...?"


    "No, not at all."


    I was happy.


    A sad memory from her past. To heal it, she used drawing. The drawing was not originally hers alone.


    But now it's here and it's for her. For herself, she draws. Such an ordinary thing became irreplaceable for her.


    By drawing, Shinoaki was able to continue being Shinoaki.


    She should not be swayed by anything. Her drawings, her creations, were on a different level from ours, from the very foundation.


    "Shinoaki, that..."


    "Hmm?"


    I looked up, thinking about what to say. The ceiling, which was less lit and more dark, was perfect for thinking of words.


    The words that came out were extremely simple.


    "Thank you."


    Shinoaki spewed pfft.


    "Kyoya-kun, what happened all of a sudden ~"


    By now, Shinoaki's face had returned to normal.


    Even after all this time, I was remembering a classic of storytelling.


    The monster that is called the strongest always has some kind of past.


    That the monster continues to fight to overcome it.


    



 
* * *

    "Uwh~~ Good for you, Shinoakii..."


    Ever since a while ago, I couldn't help but cry my eyes out.


    "Making a lot of noise and crying, you're a real noisy one, aren't you."


    Right behind me, Tsurayuki keeps giving me a resigned look. Well, it can't be helped. Because we are listening to the story in secret and being moved by it.


    "I mean, it's the kind of thing that makes you cry. Shinoaki has finally found what she wants to do. If she says that it is because she has been making things with us, I will be very moved..."


    "Well, yeah."


    I know that Tsurayuki, who was a little embarrassed, was also red in the eyes. But I didn't want to mention it now because it would be too much trouble if I brought it up.


    "Say, Tsurayuki."


    "Hmm?"


    "I'm glad I heard that."


    Tsurayuki smiled wryly,


    "Right. You and I both have a positive feeling about what we're going to be doing, what you said earlier."


    "...Yeah"


    I nod obediently.


    The other day, we talked about why we make things. Frankly speaking, it was a difficult subject for me.


    But when I heard Shinoaki's story, I thought.


    It's partly for my own sake, but it's also because there are other people who are working hard in the same way, that I can make things.


    "Being able to create to your heart's content is a blessing. I almost forgot about it."


    "Yeah, that's right."


    Tsurayuki's words were filled with real feelings, as it was the same for him.


    "Ah, but."


    "What's the matter, is there anything else?"


    I pouted my lips at Tsurayuki's words,


    "It's just that this and that are a different story."


    "So what?"


    "The fact that she was having fun on a date with Kyoya! There was a good atmosphere the whole time, and after they talked earlier, Kyoya looked kind of absentminded, and I'm pretty sure he was looking at Shinoaki in a slightly different way! Don't you think so too?"


    "......You're strong, really."


    



 
 
* * *

    Even after I told her all sorts of troublesome past stories, sensei was still smiling as usual.


    I wonder if she had read all the developments up to this point. Well, if it's her, it's possible.


    It was not a secret that I did not tell anyone, so it was not something that I regretted telling.


    However, now that I have revealed my past and my inner feelings that even I don't reveal to my staff, I am also prepared. It's a declaration of war.


    Win. I'm going to beat him and prove it.


    Perhaps that is exactly what this lady schemer in front of me is unable to read.


    "I'll defeat."


    Who? was not asked, well, she knows what I mean.


    "Hashiba Kyoya, sensei's favorite."


    But I decided to bring out that name.


    "Fuh."


    As expected, she laughed out loud.


    "It's not like he's not my protege, and he's not my disciple either."


    "But I'm pretty sure he will buy it. Both as a producer and as an individual."


    "Well, it's true that he's an interesting person."


    Sensei poured the now lukewarm coffee down her throat in one go.


    "Just to let you know, that guy is not going to be a piece of cake."


    "Yeah, I consider him as bad as sensei."


    At the end, sensei laughed heartily and happily.


    



   


  

 
  
 
    



* * *

    After leaving the Kaiyukan, Shinoaki and I decided to walk to the shopping mall right next to it. I didn't have to buy anything in particular, so it was fun to leisurely browse around the shops.


    "It's been a while since I've had such a relaxing day~"


    Shinoaki is sitting on a bench and dangling his legs. He seemed to be completely relaxed and was smiling warmly at me.


    "Because you've been drawing for a long time. Thank you for your hard work."


    "I'm tired~. But I had fun so it wasn't too hard."


    I bet it really is.


    After hearing what she said earlier, I can honestly believe that.


    "Thank you, Kyoya-kun."


    Shinoaki suddenly thanked me.


    "What's wrong, suddenly?"


    "I mean, you brought me here when you were extremely busy and didn't say anything about it, right? So I thought I should at least say thank you."


    "I wanted to come too, so I don't mind."


    When I said that, Shinoaki chuckled.


    "I've been making you worry all the time, Kyoya-kun."


    "That's not true."


    It's actually a lie. I have always been concerned about Shinoaki.


    Even though it was supposed to be so, I was strongly moved and almost burst into tears when I heard her "confession".


    (I have to be prepared)


    It means shouldering life on your back. To drag them onto the stage means to shoulder all these things as well.


    I guess I came back because I was prepared for that.


    (I'm prepared.)


    Yes, a scoundrel who would go so far as to hand over command to a rival has to be much, much stronger. Strong enough to swallow the monster's sorrows.


    "Ah, that's right, I remember."


    Suddenly, Shinoaki spoke u.


    "I just remembered when we were talking about the past."


    "Yes, what?"


    Shinoaki is looking at me with an excited look on her face.


    "What do you want to do from now on, Kyoya-kun? I was wondering if you would tell me soon."


    What do I want to do from now on, huh?


    What is the best for the future is already decided. I want to make that dream game with the three strongest people I think. I hope so.


    But right now, I don't think I can blabber about it until I am more prepared to do so. I don't think I am qualified to say that yet.


    So,


    "Sorry, maybe a little later, to say it."


    I still held off.


    "I see. I'll be looking forward to it until then~"


    Shinoaki also nodded, and that was the end of the topic.


    Why am I making things?


    I've manipulated people, played cunning tricks on them, and yet I'm still trying to get through with my own ego. Even though I know it, I feel like throwing up with self-loathing.


    It was also something I wanted to ask Kuroda. I am sure that he has a strong belief in what he is doing and saying. He is strong because there is no hesitation in his actions.


    Maybe the reason I am not strong is because I don't have a deep root of belief.


    "Shinoaki"


    "Hmm? What?"


    "It's time to go home."


    Shinoaki showed a gentle and compassionate smile, the same as when we first met.


    "I guess so. Shall we go home."


    She said, suddenly standing up.


    I was once again grateful to this small body as it walked lightly toward me.


    (Thank you, Shinoaki)


    There has always been a firm root deep within that body. It is my mission to cherish it and let it blossom.


    I clenched my fist tightly and muttered in a voice that was barely audible.


    "From now on, best regards, Shinoaki."


    



    * * *

    After getting on the Kintetsu train and getting off at Kishi Station, I decided to take a short detour.


    "I have the materials I want, so please go home first."


    "Yes, I understand. I'll ask everyone what they'd like for dinner~."


    As usual, Shinoaki waved her hand and got on the bus back to the share house.


    I entered a bookstore in front of the station. It was a little less specialized than the bookstore on campus, but I still liked the selection of maniac books, and I made sure to stop by on my way home from out of town.


    I wasn't looking for anything in particular. I just think that a bookstore, a place filled with all kinds of information, is a good place to think about something. I thought that now was exactly the time to think and organize.


    I was looking at the covers of the books lined up in a corner specializing in video books. When I think of how many books there are in each field and how many professionals there are, I realize that I must be just at the beginning of my career.


    (I have to beat him and move on.)


    Looking back, Kuroda was an interesting person. All the people I had met so far in the same period of my life were people who wanted to enhance and compete with each other, even if there were some differences in their ideas.


    But he was different. I could respect his style of pursuing himself as a producer, but I felt that we could not be in a position to enhance each other's work together.


    By defeating him, we both gain experience and gain points for moving on.


    I don't know, but I couldn't help feeling that he saw me that way too.


    *


    After leaving school and arriving at the station, I hesitated to just get on the train and went into a bookstore.


    It didn't have that good a selection of specialty books, but it often had pinpoint items I wanted, so I used the store from time to time.


    I had nothing special to do today. However, I wanted to organize my thoughts, so I decided to start browsing through the magazine section, looking at books related to video images.


    (Hashiba Kyoya, huh)


    I had not originally come here to play friend games, so I had never looked at my classmates as if we didn't get along. However, there was one person I was sure I would not get along with. That was Hashiba.


    His production methods were different from mine, but even so, he continued to produce results, and I thought he was clearly someone I needed to defeat. He was my ideal virtual opponent.


    Defeating that thing would give me as much experience as defeating the middle boss and give me priority in advancing to the next stage, which is why I even suggested a gamble I wouldn't normally take.


    I don't know about him, but I'm sure he's thinking something similar.


    *


    I found an interesting book, so I took it off the shelf and looked through it.


    We don't have to pursue the technical stuff that much. Knowing it as knowledge is fine, but still having a real-world level of technology will allow you to be a substitute if something goes wrong.


    Perhaps, even for Kuroda, he is properly stocking such things.


    If you are in charge of a team, you have to make sure that your team is clearly told what to do by means of theory and data. Otherwise, the words will not be persuasive.


    Even I try to put in information with this in mind, so I was confident that he and others would definitely do the same.


    (Yes, like a good look at the books on these shelves.......)


    As I was following the entries with my eyes, I noticed a shadow out of the corner of my eye. I looked in that direction to see if I knew anyone.


    Our eyes met.


    It was Kuroda.


    We didn't say anything to each other in particular. There was no smiling or glaring, just a silent, mutual confirmation of each other's presence.


    I had been thinking about him until just now. So I was thinking that meeting here was inevitable in a way, or something like that.


    "Yo."


    "Yeah."


    We exchanged brief greetings, and I decided to give him the front of this shelf.


    I was about to go to the cash register with a book on editing techniques in my hand, which I had been looking through earlier. As I passed him, he spoke to me.


    "We're going to win."


    I looked back lightly, a little surprised. So he can say something like that, I thought.


    "No, it's us."


    I also said something I wouldn't normally say and left.


    I didn't know if that was what he was looking for, and I didn't check behind, but it still somehow seemed to me that Kuroda was smiling.


    The release date was quickly approaching.
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  November. This year, the school festival, a major feature of Geidai university, began as usual.


  The minibusses from the station to the university were always packed, the announcement in advance that no parking lots were available were not heeded, the roads in the area were frequently littered with parking violations, and once you climbed up the Geizaka slope, you found yourself in a scene of carnage, with deep voice, shrill voice, angry voice, jeers, flirtatious voice, and scream.


  The school festival starts from the moment you get off the station.


  The bus stop for Geidai is located at the rotary of Kintetsu Kishi Station. In front of it, students with various discount tickets are already waiting.


  "The volleyball club's specialty, a huge volleyball grill, is a 50 yen discount ticket~!"


  "Dear customers, would you like to have a fortune-telling session? Here is a priority ticket for the fortune teller's house next to Building 9, if you show this, the 700 yen appraisal fee will be reduced to 500 yen!"


  These types of solicitations line up in front of customers trying to board the bus.


  And then the real festival site. From the moment the buses climb the hill and arrive at the roundabout in front of Building No. 11, a very serious customer pull begins.


  "Customers, customers, the Shorinji Kempo Club's specialty, fried chicken, is delicious! Try one for yourself!"


  "What do you think of the nori-maki rice cakes from the Film Study Club! You see, the nori has a pattern that looks like film!"


  "We are a crepe shop setting up a store next to Building 8! Avant-garde art by students of the Department of Art will be expressed on crepes!"


  "This is a variation of okonomiyaki made by volunteers from the International Student Division!"


  I experienced this last year, but these advertised words are constantly bombarded from front to back and left to right. You are bombarded with so much information that you lose track of what you are talking about. And the next thing you know, you're buying some kind of gourmet food at a stall, and you've got something in your mouth.


  We were on such a battlefield right now.


  "Whoa, wai, I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I’m just passing by! Tsurayuki, are you okay over there?"


  "Well, somehow! Ah, sorry, Kyoya, go first, wai, oi!"


  "Tsurayuki ~! I'll be waiting for you in front of the old 2 cafetaria~!"


  Tsurayuki and I were walking through the crowd of stalls, each carrying a large supermarket bag in each hand. The back roads were blocked by event vehicles, so we had no choice but to wade in the rough sea.


  """Thank you very much!!"""


  Somewhere in a store, three girls in angelic costumes were all thanking a customer for a large purchase. I finally made it through the waves of people and sat down on a bench in front of the previous cafeteria No. 2 where we were to meet and catch my breath.


  "Ha~, what a terrible experience. I think it's more crowded than last year?"


  Tsurayuki came back breathing heavily, cracking his neck.


  "Thank you for your hard work. I'm glad it was a great success."


  "Well, right. But at this rate, we'll be out of stock soon, too."


  Just then, Tsurayuki looked up at the area where Art Club's cosplay cafe was and made a sour face.


  "I think Kawasegawa contacted the vendor a while ago, so I think we're okay to go around buying."


  "If we can manage with what we have here now......huh? All right, let's bring it."


  I nod and head to the third floor of the art department building.


  After last year's great success, we rented a larger space where it was easier to create a line for the queue. This was thanks to the committee's consideration to avoid confusion as much as possible, but it turned out to be a big problem.


  "I never expected nearly twice as many people to come."


  "I guess it must have had a great reputation. Well, I guess that's a totally good thing."


  It seems that last year's maid café was featured in a report on a university festival in the suburbs of Osaka, with the following added: "This year, it has been upgraded to a cosplay café!" Even last year's crowd was large, but this year, the line was full from the very beginning.


  I've heard that this happens at Comiket, but I wonder if the same thing happens at school festivals.


  "Thank you for waiting! I brought the ingredients!"


  When I entered the classroom next door, which was used as a back room, it had already turned into a battlefield.


  "Kakihara~! Can we serve the pancakes now?"


  "You can, you can! Ah, Hiyama, we are out of maple syrup!"


  "That's what Hashiba-kun bought......Look, he is back!"


  I panicked and took out the syrup from the bag I had bought.


  "Kakihara-san, this!"


  "Thank you!"


  Kakihara-san took the tube of maple syrup I handed him and poured it vigorously over the pancakes.


  "Ah, was the butter first?"


  I have confirmed such things after there was no point in turning back now.


  "Good! You can put it on later, it'll be fine!"


  "Eh, are you sure?"


  "If it goes into your stomach, it’s all the same, so get it out!"


  Slightly ...... No, pretty much in its own way, the pancakes, which were different from the finished sample, flowed toward the store.


  "Okay, I guess we'll wait for now. Sugimoto, where is Kiryu-san?"


  Hiyama-san asked,


  "Areh? He was here a while ago, but he doesn't have a camera, so he probably didn't take pictures of the inside of the store......"


  As he was saying it, Hiyama-san ran silently into the store.


  After a while, a short scream "Gyaa" was heard from inside the store. Probably Kiryu-san.


  "It's like, if she takes her eyes off of him for a second, he'll go off to take a picture of the inside of the store."


  Sugimoto-san said that with a wry smile.


  "Well, that's what happened last year, and I don't calculate him as much of a worker......"


  Kiryu-san is as frail as he looks, so he is not suited for work that requires physical strength.


  "No, but I thought it was pretty good last year, but I think this year's quality is definitely amazing."


  Tsurayuki looked at the inside of the store and muttered in admiration.


  "Well, that would be a topic of conversation."


  I totally agree.


  

  * * *


  When I went to see what was going on inside the store, I found that it was even more of a commotion than the back room.


  Shinoaki, Nanako, Saikawa, and Kawasegawa took turns moving around and managing the noisy store perfectly.


  "I'm sorry to keep you waiting, please go here to customer No. 3 ~!"


  The guide was Saikawa.


  Today, she was not wearing glasses, but was dressed in her own maid costume and was guiding customers in the waiting line to their seats in a familiar manner. Since she used to work part-time serving customers, her responses when asked about something were undisturbed and reassuringly level-headed.


  (It's the perfect position for Saikawa)


  When they arrive at the table, Nanako and Shinoaki come to take their orders.


  "Welcome~! Here's the menu. Please let us know when you've decided to order!"


  "Fruit parfait and shiratama anmitsu, right? Understood. Ah, I'm going to ask if it's okay to order shiratama anmitsu. Hiyama-san, is it okay if I order shiratama~?"


  Nanako was dressed as a princess knight and Shinoaki as a fox girl in kimono. Since this was a continuation of last year's event, their interaction with the customers and backroom staff was smooth.


  "Well, but."


  Tsurayuki grinned as he looked at the other waitress.


  "The highlight of this year's show, after all, is this one."


  I also nodded with a wry smile.


  "E-Etto...... I will repeat your order. Strawberry parfait, chocolate crepe, pancake, two straight teas and one hot coffee, is that correct? Eh, one straight tea and one milk ...... My apologies, milk tea correct."


  Kawasegawa Eiko repeats her order while looking somewhat awkward. In the lottery to decide which outfit she would wear, a sailor uniform was drawn for her. She was extremely shy and became a high school girl for the first time in three years.


  That alone was just adorable, but in addition to that, her hard work + her clumsy customer service made her the most popular in the cosplay café so far. I don't mean there is a popularity contest, but it was obvious that the customers' eyes were drawn to her.
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  (As for the person herself, I'm sure she's unwilling to do so.)


  If it were her usual self, she would want to act straight forward in this kind of situation. However, in addition to being nervous because of the unfamiliar clothes she was wearing, she was probably too nervous to behave as usual in a situation where everyone was staring at her.


  "Kawasegawa~ Good luck"


  When I called out to her, she glared at me and gave me a look that said, "Remember this". ...... I guess she must have been very nervous, because she was losing her composure.


  "Pupuh, just the fact that Kawasegawa is cosplaying and serving customers is insanely precious, so let's record it on video."


  "If you say too much, I’m afraid of what will happen next, Tsurayuki."


  Well, Kawasegawa herself seems to be enjoying it to a certain extent, so that's a good thing.


  

  * * *


  "If you keep making such lame jokes, I'll stop!"


  All the members of the club joined in to soothe her, saying, "Well, well, well well" The one who was angry was, of course, Kawasegawa Eiko, and the rest of the members were trying to calm her down.


  "Eh, but it's true that it's popular. There were people outside the store who heard the rumors and came."


  "Even on the Internet, people who came to the campus festival wrote that "the JK-like JD who was working hard at the cosplay cafe was really cute"." (Note: JK/Joshi Kousei= High School Girl. JD/ Joshi Daigakusei= College girl)


  Tsurayuki said that it was very well received.


  "That’s because those people are a little crazy!!"


  It was a very rude response, and she cut it off at the drop of a hat.


  During a break at the cosplay cafe, we talked about how good Kawasegawa was as a beginner waitress, and she thought we were making fun of her, and although she noisily protested, the boys calmed her down and the girls watched her with smiles on their faces, and the atmosphere was such that I was not surprised that she blushed.


  "Isn't that nice? Eiko, you were so cute, working so hard and flailing around."


  Nanako smiled,


  "I don't like that! I've made so many mistakes, and when I apologize to the customers, they don't even try to get mad at me, saying, "It's okay, this one looks tasty, too" If they had told me, I would have replaced it right away......"


  Although Kawasegawa complained, everyone in the room, except her, probably thought, "No, that's a huge gain."


  "Kawasegawa-san is cute and sweet~."


  "Shinoaki is 5 million times cuter than me. I'm just like a rare species, and I'm sure they'll get bored of me soon."


  "That's not true! I am always ready to jump into Kawasegawa-senpai's bosom, so please tell me as soon as you are ready!"


  "Saikawa, just be quiet. And don't get your face too close to me right away!"


  Kawasegawa rejected with both hands at Saikawa's come at her when the opportunity arises.


  "Well, it looks like we'll have no problem attracting visitors this time. This time, there will be an event by the Department of Film, so for now, the first and second days are fine, but on the third day, I'll have to think about when to close the store."


  I nodded my head in agreement with Hiyama-san's words.


  On the third and final day of the festival, the screening event will be held in the hall of the Department of Film. Naturally, the club members involved in the event will be heading there, so the cosplay cafe will be in "preparation" for the event.


  At this point in the conversation, it was being suggested that the store could be closed as is, considering the hassle of changing clothes back on again.


  (I see, it's only two days left.)


  The campus festival is held for three days, which means that there are only a little more than two days left until the screening of the films. As one would expect, no team has been dragging out production until this point, so most of the films have already been completed and are just waiting to be shown to the public.


  Naturally, Kuroda's team will be doing the same. I don't know the content, of course, but I'm sure they will have created something amazing.


  "Then, after lunch break, we'll rotate the rest of the shifts. Some of you might want to take a look around campus."


  "Ye~s! I want to take a look around~!"


  "This is your first school festival, right, Saikawa-chan? You can use my break time as well, so I hope you can have fun."


  "Eh, are you sure......?"


  "That's right. You've been working hard since we opened."


  Saikawa happily raised her hands in the air and said, "I understand."


  "H-Here! It's my first time at a university festival, too, and I'd love to go and take pictures~!"


  Kiryu-san raises his hand smiling and holding up the camera. Hiyama-san gives him a cold stare that could not be any colder.


  "If you really want to do that, fine, but let's talk about it later, okay?"


  "...No, I'll do my chores."


  Kiryu-san shrank down further and retreated to a corner of the room. According to what I heard earlier, Hiyama-san, who was fed up with his uselessness, had sentenced him that if he kept on fooling around, she would consider his future as well.


  (Good luck, Kiryu-san)


  I guessed that "future" probably meant a relationship, so I sincerely wished him well.


  As Hiyama-san was applying pressure on Kiryu-san in front of him, the sound of an alarm echoed in the back room.


  "Ah, then it's almost the end of break time, so let's go back to shift."


  Hearing Hiyama's words, "Ye~s!" echoed through the room, and everyone stood up from their seats at once.


  "The shift is ... Saikawa-chan will take a break, and then maybe Hashiba-kun and someone else will take a break. Who wants to go first?"


  When Hiyama-san was about to say it, she raised her hand,


  "Me! I'm going to take a break~!!"


  She gripped Hiyama-san's hand tightly with both of hers, and her voice was very powerful,


  "It's okay, right?"


  "Yes, it's fine, Nanako-chan......"


  Nanako Kogure smiled and nodded,


  "Kyoya, let's take a break."


  She turned to me and smiled with an unusual atmosphere.


  "Have a nice day~"


  As always, Shinoaki was waving with a smile on her face.


  

  * * *


  "Ha~, This is the first time since our trip the other day that Kyoya and I have been alone like this~."


  "Y-Yes, that's right."


  The moment we stepped out of the back room, Nanako, without saying a word, took my hand firmly in hers. I let out a faint "Ah" at that moment, but Nanako, who was standing right beside me, glanced at me with a powerful expression, and we walked away with her hand still in mine as if nothing had happened.


  "You know, Nanako, that."


  It was dangerous to ask her what was wrong, as I expected, so I thought I would ask her what she was really thinking through a casual conversation.


  There was only one thing that came to mind. If at all possible, I want to avoid the subject and safely avoid upsetting her feelings. I want to live peacefully.


  That's why I was trying to be careful with my answer.


  "Ne~ Kyoya"


  "Yes."


  "Did you enjoy your date the other day?"


  Suddenly, a straight ball was thrown at me, and I was at a loss for words.


  "A, aaah, eeeh, the stingray is, you know, uhm"


  I try to remember what I have seen at the Kaiyukan. I would have remembered a lot more, but as it turns out, Shinoaki's story was so impressive that I could only vaguely recall everything else.


  "I-I-I-It was so much fun. There were huge fish. Whale sharks were amazing."


  After a moment of panic, I just answered the question like an underdeveloped civilized human being,


  "Hm~hmm, it was fun, I'm glad you did."


  I got some kind of cold shoulder.


  (Bad, this is definitely a continuation of what happened the other day.)


  A sudden invitation for a date from Shinoaki. Well, it didn't result in this or that between a man and a woman, but Nanako, who saw the invitation scene right in front of her, looked at the scene with an incredible expression on her face.


  (I wonder if she's angry)


  I stole a glance at her face, but she didn't seem to be angry or anything. However, she didn't seem to be amused either.


  "You know, Kyoya."


  "Yes!"


  I ended up replying like a soldier.


  "Go on a date...... with me too, just a little bit."


  "Eh?"


  Her expression, which should have been pressuring, had changed to a reserved and embarrassed one.


  "Is it ... not good?"


  Nanako looks up at me with an upward glance.


  Under this situation, there was no way I could say no.
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  "No, it's okay, let's take a look together."


  Nanako is jumping with joy,


  "Hooray! Then let's go, we only have a one-hour break!"


  Pulling on our linked hands, she darts vigorously outside.


  While I was being pulled along as it was, I was thinking about Nanako.


  (I was told that I didn't have to answer for now.)


  Judging by the state of things, that's just the maximum compromise that can be made.


  (I guess it's never too early to say...)


  I felt as if I was being pressed for answers, including what had happened in my room the other day.


  

  * * *


  "Wah! There were so many people outside? Isn't it amazing?"


  Nanako, who has been serving customers indoors, is surprised by the number of people outside.


  "Earlier it was more. I think it's a little less now."


  Naturally, the flow of people is not yet organized for a while after the event opens, which makes it easy for crowds to form here and there.


  Compared to before, there are still more people in the area now. The density seems to have decreased as the number of people has dispersed.


  "Somehow, I feel like I'll be nervous the day after tomorrow with so many people around."


  Of course, the day after tomorrow that Nanako is talking about is the screening.


  Usually, school festivals are dominated by stalls and stage events, and events such as screenings are usually sparsely attended, ...... so they are not so popular. However, this time, the event was co-sponsored by Nico Douga, so it was announced well in advance and attracted a great deal of attention.


  The hall where the films were screened could hold about 200 people, including standing room only. Since we were about to witness the reaction to our work in the hall, nervousness was inevitable.


  "But this is just the starting point for this event."


  "Eh, what do you mean?"


  "The real thing comes after that, after we upload it to Nico Nico, and that's when we get the reaction."


  Immediately after all the works are shown at the screening, they will be uploaded all at once to Nico Nico Douga. From there, points such as the number of views are added up to arrive at the final result.


  "I see, the reputation there will be the deciding factor."


  "Yeah, but of course, it would be better if the reaction at the screening was good."


  In general, films that receive a good response at screenings are more likely to be well-received as videos as they are. The feedback from the screenings will be immediately available on the Internet, and there is a great possibility that the highly rated films will make a strong start and cross the finish line with a great deal of momentum.


  "...... I feel like my stomach feels sick just thinking about it."


  "Kyoya, you're thinking too much! Come on, for now, just look around the stalls! Hey!"


  Apparently, I'm starting to become somewhat aware of the screening ahead of time.


  The stalls lined the main street from the top of the hill to the area around Building No. 9. As in previous years, all kinds of stalls were lined up, including snacks, refreshments, mini games, fortune telling, portrait drawing, life counseling, art, raffle drawings, and other unimportant things.


  "Excuse me! I'd like two grilled squid please!"


  "Ye~s, thank you very mu~ch!"


  Squid girl ...... No, it's a girl wearing a hat that looks like a squid, happily grilling squid and dipping it in sauce repeatedly. If you're dressed like that, you would be letting people eat your brethren, is that okay?


  (Well, there are some places that sell fried chicken, saying that chickens are "fairly tasty," and that's okay.)


  It's a common story in this kind of stall.


  "Please wait a little while until it is browned!"


  So, we ended up waiting in front of the store for a while.


  There was a bench right next to the stall, so we decided to sit there.


  "I'm looking forward to it ~ it's going to be baked."


  "Right," when I said in response,


  "Did you hear that? The work of Kuroda's group"


  "Eh, did he do something again, that guy?"


  Just a few meters away from us, we heard two students from the Department of Visual Arts talking to each other. From the content of their conversation, they seemed to be the same second-year students.


  (Eh, this is)


  Nanako seemed to notice as well, looking at me and nodding.


  The two people talking were apparently discussing the work of Kuroda and his team.


  "No, this time it's not that they did something bad, it's simply that the quality is terrific. You know, they made an animation in a previous production."


  "That was amazing. Only one work was mixed in with professional work."


  "It's a sequel to that one, but they're still working on it today. Moreover, they're trying to improve the quality."


  "Seriously? It's not like it's not finished, it's amazing."


  "Wha? Even though we were trying so hard to complete it, those guys are really crazy......"


  The students left, saying it was strange.


  Once they were out of sight, Nanako spoke.


  "It's amazing, they've put so much effort into it."


  "Yeah......"


  I feel like I'm being shown how much Kuroda is willing to do whatever it takes to improve the quality of their work.


  Of course, since this is nothing more than gossip, it is dangerous to take everything seriously.


  However, there is no doubt that there are rumors of something mysterious going on, even among students in the department who are not directly involved in the project.


  (They're a formidable foe, so formidable that it makes me shudder)


  This time, I planned a strategy. I seriously studied the conditions and other factors, and after thinking about what content would win and what kind of moves would be made, I put together a plan and produced it.


  Thanks to everyone's hard work, and above all thanks to Tsurayuki who was completely responsible for the basis of the story and setting, our work became solid.


  There is no doubt about that. There is not, but.


  "Kyoya, what's wrong? Are you a little worried?"


  Before I knew it, the squid seemed to be cooked, and Nanako was looking at me with concern, holding a squid skewer in each hand.


  "Ah, no...It’s nothing."


  I couldn't let Nanako worry me, so I hurriedly made a smile.


  I did the calculations.


  The work was done properly.


  The results of the research I did beforehand also confirmed that it seemed to be okay.


  But still, the anxiety is growing.


  After all, what Kuroda and his colleagues are creating is far beyond the level of what students would create, and it's work that could become legendary in 10 years.


  "Hmmm, I see."


  When Nanako stared at my face,


  "Kyoya, open your mouth for a moment."


  "...... Mouth? Okay, but A~......hn, gugu?"


  I did as she was told, and a piece of grilled squid was shoved into my mouth.


  "Ah, it's hot hot hot! Ah, but the squid is delicious."


  The sudden sensation of surprise, taste, and touch made me react like a child.


  "Yeah, as long as you think it's delicious, it's still okay."


  "...... Eh?"


  "We already can't do anything about it now that we've come this far, so let's just enjoy this festival now!"


  Nanako stared at me,


  "I told you it's a date, right......?"


  And she smiled.


  "Right, thanks. Indeed, it is as you said, Nanako."


  I should not be discouraged by information of dubious origin. Especially when I have to be so cautious about such things.


  Moreover, Nanako was looking forward to hanging out with me like this.


  "I am anxious too, but well, whatever, I am confident that we made a great work together, right!"


  "Yeah, of course."


  I get up and go back to touring the stores all together.


  She was no longer the same Nanako who had been afraid to go on stage.


  (Somehow, I feel like I'm the only one left behind.)


  Both Shinoaki and Nanako had become firmly independent long before I knew it.


  

  * * *


  "Thank you very much......"


  I send off the customers who leave with a smile and bow my head.


  And at the same time,


  "Haa~~~"


  A huge sigh accompanies it.


  I had never served customers before, and even if I did something like that, I had never experienced even a millimeter of high-level customer service, like taking orders and talking.


  And yet, everyone said that Kawasegawa could do it, and made me do cosplay and waitressing, they are so sadistic, or rather, what do they think I am?


  (Well, it's certainly a valuable experience, but...)


  It had been a while since I had worn a uniform, so it was fun, and for some reason it was nice to have people pay attention to me and give me compliments. Shinoaki, Nanako, Hiyama-senpai, and even though I hate to admit it, Saikawa, while doing their own work, would call out to me in any way they could, and that helped me to relax. Now, I don't feel that I don't want to do it anymore.


  But.


  Even so, I will not forgive Hashiba for just calling out to me and leaving me alone when I was having a hard time. If he told me to hang in there, he could have said something like, "Let's go around the event together". I don't blame Nanako for pulling him away, but he could have asked me if I wanted to go out with him tomorrow. I didn't have any plans with anyone. I would never have made any other plans if he had told me. I won't forgive him. I won't forgive him, I won't forgive him, I won't forgive him.


  "I'll definitely complain about it to him later."


  At first, when he talks to me, I'll just be cold. I'll respond only when he says, "Are you mad at me?". When Hashiba is a little troubled and looks at me, I like that look on his face. Because I want to see that again today......


  "Wait, what am I thinking?!"


  I ended up shouting loudly in the store. The stares from customers were painful. I quickly bowed my head and quickly moved to the corner of the store.


  Mou! Mou mou! This and that are Hashiba's fault. I wonder if he thinks I am his secretary or assistant. He casually asks me to do research using a computer, forgetting that I'm not very good with machines.


  (Well, but I'm kind of looking forward to the smiles when it's all over.)


  Hashiba is good at giving praise. I think he is really good at giving feedback about what has been done in the team. He praises the specifics well, which encourages the people who are doing it.


  And, as usual, I have been brainwashed by the praise. I am glad I asked Kawasegawa because only Kawasegawa can do this kind of thing, and that kind of thing is, really.


  Haa, mou. There's no point in thinking about Hashiba all the time, so let's focus on customer service.


  "Kawasegawa-senpai, we have a new customer~!"


  Saikawa's voice echoes through the room.


  "Welco..."


  I tried to respond with a smile, and in an instant it turned into a serious face.


  "Hihih, you look like you're having fun, Kawasegawa."


  I didn't expect it to be Kuroda.


  Since it was so unexpected, and since it was an unwanted guest, I placed the glass of water on the table in a rather rough manner.


  "Why don't you just drink some water and go home?"


  "Don't be so cold. Give me a hot cup of coffee."


  So he asks properly.


  I thought he was just going to do something provocative and leave, so it was surprising to hear him say that. After placing an order for hot coffee in the pack room, I faced Kuroda once again.


  "If it's Hashiba you're looking for, he's not here. And Shinoaki is in the back room right now, baking pancakes."


  "Shino is cooking, huh? I hope it's not going to be a big deal."


  This guy also knows that Shinoaki is bad at cooking.


  "How do you know about Shinoaki's cooking?"


  "Once, she said she was going to cook hamburgers in our production room. It became legendary in the production room. That was horrific."


  That's how you figured it out.


  However, since Shinoaki was willing to cook, I think the atmosphere in the team was so good. It was hard to believe, since I had heard so much about the previous film team.


  "Well, I don't really have any particular business with Hashiba, either."


  "Then why did you come here?"


  "I'm not here as a spy, so don't be so harsh. In the first place, aren't you already finished with your work by now?"


  "Some team has been making it until this evening, and the first-year students in the department were talking about how great it was."


  "They're just not good at drawing up a production schedule. It's nothing great."


  I know I can't speak for others, but I really wish this guy could speak with a little bit nicer.


  However, I can understand the feeling of pointing out sloppy schedule management rather than praising a team that is working on something long and close to the deadline. If praising and glorifying such things becomes too much, the company and everything else will become black, and those who live honest lives in decent times will suffer.


  In the end, I think we are similar. The strong insistence on rationalism and the departure of those who are unwilling to do anything is something I can relate to, as I was continuously disappointed before I met Hashiba and his team.


  And those who are similar to each other are naturally like-minded and hate each other. I don't know if Kuroda hates me, but no one would like me in the first place.


  "Your team all trust Hashiba so much, don't they."


  "Right. Well, we all know he's always struggling."


  "I see. It's his typical way to earn your trust by showing you how he's sweating."


  I wonder if he came all the way here to be sarcastic.


  As expected, I'm not going to go along with something like that.


  "Are you trying to tell me that making things with a friendly team is making you disgusted?"


  Kuroda didn't react, quietly took the cup and took a small sip of the coffee.


  "Hihih, sorry, I didn't mean it that way. I'm just born with a mouth and a personality that's not very pleasing."


  He looked like he was grinning somehow, but he seemed to be talking seriously.


  "I really didn't have any intention. I just had some free time and thought I'd have a cup of tea, and then I remembered that those guys run a coffee shop. Just curious, that's all."


  I don't really care whether what Kuroda is saying is true or not, but what he just said seemed to me to have no lie in it.


  "Well, if you really mean what you say, then I have nothing to say."


  "Yeah, no one's going to want to have a nice chat with me anyway, so that's fine."


  It was frustrating, but I still thought we were similar.


  And I found myself getting a little bit interested in what he just said.


  "Can we talk a little bit?"


  "Hihi, I don't mind."


  Kuroda folded his arms and looked up at me.


  

  * * *


  I looked around the stalls with Nanako and found that the line of stalls ended at Building 9.


  "Ah, I guess that's the end."


  Where we reached, we found a tent that the campus festival committee had set up as a base for their activities.


  "Everyone seems busy. Areh"


  There was a familiar face inside the tent, and I couldn't help but shout and point at him.


  "Isn't it Hikawa? Were you a member of the organizing committee?"


  "Oh! Isn't that Nanako and Hashiba? What's up, are you on a date!"


  I can't help but be at a loss for words.


  Well, this straightforwardness is a good part of Hikawa.


  "Anyway, why did you become a member of the organizing committee? You said you were too busy practicing for the Shinobi Club's stage production and had no time at all?"


  Hikawa was a member of the Ninjutsu Study Club, a well-known club at the university, and as a second-year student, he was supposed to be so busy teaching younger students that he unusually blurted out that he did not have enough time to spare.


  And yet, how in the world did he end up joining the school festival committee, which is also famous for its busy schedule?


  "Well, I honestly thought it wasn't going to happen either! But the committee has been so helpful to us, so when they asked us to help them out because they were short on staff, I thought it couldn't be helped!"


  "I guess that's what they call a human sacrifice......"


  The Ninjutsu Study Club holds a large-scale stage event outdoors during the school festival.


  On that occasion, the school festival committee members were in charge of the security of the place, checking in advance, cleaning up afterwards, and so on. Indeed, it is not surprising that the relationship between the two parties was one of "thank you for your help, and please do not hesitate to ask for anything".


  (Or rather, if I put it that way, we have to do something, too.)


  Putting aside his circle, Hikawa has become a human offering in a sense.


  "Hikawa, you're great~. You're willing to help the circle."


  "No, well......yes."


  Hikawa seems strangely unable to get a word out.


  "Hikawa, maybe there's another reason?"


  "N-N-N-N-No, t-there is not!!"


  "I've never heard 'No' that talks about 'there is' with such full force before!"


  I questioned Hikawa, who had given up on the idea,


  ""Miscon!?""


  "O-Oh! I heard that there will be a Miss Contest this year! That's why I applied!"


  "...Aah, now that you mention it."


  I remembered that Kiryu-san had talked about that.


  "I was wondering if I could have a chance to meet some really cute girls! Also, if she's not in a circle, I'd love to have her join ours as kunoichi!"


  I see. I was convinced completely.


  "But I heard the other day that they are having a hard time finding candidates."


  "That's the pointt!!"


  Hikawa was complaining in a voice that sounded like he was crying.


  "For the time being, I had a good idea of who would participate, but there were a lot of girls who would only participate if the others participated, like an answer for a drinking party, and I was worried that there would be no one available on the day of the event!"


  Well, if they're in that mood, it's as expected.


  Moreover, the stage event of the MissCon will be held on the evening of the last day of the event. Especially if they are girls from the stalls, there is a big possibility that they will end up going straight to the party. I think the staff is not very happy about it.


  "That's why I've been asked to get additional participants in case of an emergency......"


  Hikawa said that and glanced at Nanako.


  Nanako instantly understood the intent of that gaze,


  "I-I won't do it, I said I won't do it!!"


  Nanako shook her head about 30 times from side to side and refused the request from Hikawa.


  "Come on, if it's Nanako, you'll be a finalist for sure! I guarantee it!"


  "T-That's not what I meant! I'm definitely nervous, and I'm afraid I'm going to say something weird, so that's no good!"


  "Is that so? Last year's stage was good, and I think you can do it."


  "I-I only did it because it was a real emergency!!"


  And well, as expected, Nanako would not take on this matter.


  "Well, if there is anyone out there who would be willing to try it, please let me know!"


  That's what Hikawa said to me when we parted ways, but I think it will be tough.


  "Hopefully it will be held without incident."


  "Well, right. I guess I'll just have to make sure to contact them on the day of the event."


  I don't know what the awards or prizes would be, but it would make some difference if there were participation prizes or something.


  For now, we need to focus on the screenings, which will be held at the same time.


  

  * * *


  Can we talk a little bit? But then I froze for a moment, wondering what there was to talk about with this man.


  Well, there's no point in talking about my favorite movie at this point. Kuroda is a studious person, so of course I'm sure I'll hear some interesting stories, but right now I only have one topic to talk about.


  "Do you have any guesses as to what our team's work will be this time around?"


  I wanted to ask him.


  I was sure that this man, who had created a lot of buzz with the strong tone of the late first-year students' works, must have created his works based on a solid strategy and analysis.


  So I was curious. How does he view Hashiba and Team Kitayama, and what kind of work does he see them creating on that basis?


  "Yeah, of course. Well, I'm just guessing. I'm sure I'm off."


  It was half true and half false. Considering our previous work, he should have been able to predict to some extent, and it was hard to believe that Kuroda was incapable of doing so.


  "However, if it turns out as I expected, I might start to despise that guy."


  "Despise? Why?"


  "I don't know if this will come across well, but I'm just saying, if that's what you want to do, then you're probably not in the right place."


  Kuroda's eyes were serious. There was no sign of mockery or joking around, and his use of the strong word "despise" was probably not an act of inflaming or exaggeration but his true feelings.


  Somehow, I felt like I understood what he was trying to say.


  I think I have been briefed by Hashiba more than any other team member regarding this project, and I think I have a good grasp of what he is talking about.


  While I wonder how he came up with this kind of move, I also wonder what the result will be of this win or this loss. For someone like Kuroda, who sees creation in a certain direct way, this is a story that he can understand but not agree with.


  (Well, but he's really stoic, as I've heard.)


  I have heard that the Department of Film and New Media has a high percentage of students who come to the university with the proper intentions. Still, I despaired of my surroundings. I am fortunate to have good friends now, but otherwise I don't know if my student life would have lasted long.


  But Kuroda, who has no one he can truly call a comrade or friend, is now finding his own way in this way. In a way, he is stronger than any student.


  "Why are you so......"


  I was about to say something, but then I stopped myself.


  That's stepping too far. Don't do to others what you don't want done to you.


  "I'm sorry, I'll stop now."


  Kuroda laughed with his usual hihi laugh.


  "Fine, well, I'm not going to answer that, but I know you don't want to hear it."


  Then he quietly got up from his seat and left the coffee money on the counter without change.


  "I'm looking forward to seeing how serious you guys are."


  After saying that, he left without looking back.


  "Serious ... huh."


  It was a nostalgic word.


  

  * * *


  When Hashiba and Nanako returned, I told him that Kuroda had come.


  "I see, yeah... it's possible."


  It didn't seem like he was that surprised.


  "But I'm a little relieved."


  "What do you mean?"


  "No, I think Kuroda is also quite anxious."


  Hashiba's view was this.


  By saying ahead of time that it is not a hostile action, in other words, it is true. The reason he acts as if he knows everything in response to my question is that he is more than a little afraid of the consequences of his prediction.


  "Well, of course, this is just a guess."


  Hashiba smiles shyly.


  I remembered Kuroda's words from earlier again.


  "Serious, huh—"


  Last year, this place was exactly the stage for the campus festival.


  I was hitting a girl with those words, and the "result" was vividly shown to me. I was very happy, and at the same time, I felt as if I was being asked a question to myself.


  (What about you?)


  That's what I felt she said to me.


  Of course, in real life, she would never say such a thing. She is so cheerful and sunshine-like that I wonder why she befriends a cynical person like me, and she lives honestly with what she likes.


  Laughing a lot, crying a lot, and getting angry. She shows her emotions and makes things up. And she gets stronger and stronger.


  It's purely a matter of respect.


  (How do you deal with what you like?)


  If I were asked that question, how would I respond?


  I don't have the answer right now.


  "Right. It's serious."


  Will he show me the answer?


  When I heard about the plan, I immediately asked him, "What kind of future do you see?".


  He laughed and said. I'll tell you after the results are out.


  "—I'm looking forward to it, Hashiba Kyoya."


  "E-Eeh? Ah, yes."


  I smile when I see him as usual.


  The scenery outside the window was tinted red. The first day of the school festival was about to end amidst the hustle and bustle.


  

  * * *


  During the campus festival, the laboratories of each department are generally idle.


  No, of course, the research students and assistants are busy, but the professors are out exploring the campus or sleeping at home, as if they had a good day off. Of course, it depends on the department.


  Here in the Department of Film and New Media Lab, all the professors were on break, and it was a quiet space. In the other room where I was, there were no visitors, perhaps because of the "in preparation" sign on the front of the room.


  However, work was still being done indoors today. Or, to be more precise, it was a different kind of work from the original one.


  "Well, that's why I want a day off too."


  When I told him this over the phone, he gave me a wry smile.


  "No, I understand. Kano-sensei really works hard. To be honest, you are much more diligent than I am."


  "Horii-kun, stop that tone. It's making me itch."


  "Hahaha, I'm sorry, I unintentionally."


  The two of them laugh out loud together.


  Horii-kun was a fellow game creator who had been with me since I was a student. Unlike me, who dropped out and stayed at the university, he went straight to work for a major game company. Although our positions have changed, we still share the same passion for creating things. Therefore, when I talk to him, he immediately becomes like this.


  It's so loud that I can't do it in my usual lab. Because there are no people around, we can talk like this among friends.


  "So, what do you think? I think it's about time for second year students to warm up."


  Horii-kun's voice sounds like he's happy.


  "Yes, there are a few people I'm looking at right now that look interesting."


  Spread out the materials on the desk.


  The file, labeled Succeedsoft Projects, contains documents with profiles of the students. However, this file also contains information that is not school-approved.


  Some of the points I have independently considered. Judgment, ideas, planning, and such parameters are divided into 10 levels and assigned a score.


  The highest score was a total of five categories, with a maximum score of 50. As it was indeed time-consuming to grade all the students in the department, we narrowed the list down to six candidates based on their performance and behavior during their first year.


  "I'll send you the list later, but for now I'll read it out loud. Okay?"


  I picked up the top of the document where the students's name was written.


  Kuroda Takayoshi.


  Kogure Nanako.


  Rokuonji Tsurayuki.


  Kawasegawa Eiko.


  Shino Aki.


  "And lastly, Hashiba Kyoya. I'll send you the documents mentioned before, and you can judge the rest, okay."


  "Roger, thanks for the help. No, we are really in need of people because of the next generation support. I'm grateful that you can introduce me to talented students like this."


  "Oi oi, I'm telling you, this is not a slave list that I'm going to send over there right away. You have to understand that I'm just talking about looking ahead to the future."


  I heard laughter on the other end of the phone.


  "Of course. By the way, your company continues to be a treasure of human resources. I see that you are able to cover not only the visual field, but also various types of jobs."


  "That's the interesting thing about the general arts."


  In fact, there is always something to do once you enter the Department of Film and New Media. Therefore, there are many people who have gone on to become professionals in different fields, such as design, illustration, or writing.


  "But if you put out a recruitment, you can get as much as you want in the middle of the year, right?"


  "Well, a few will come. But, honestly, you know ...... what kind of talent we can pick up there, right?"


  Well, I understand. If we could hire talented people there, we would do it from the beginning.


  "That's why I was asking for your place to give me a promising new candidate, and this is a tough one to return the favor."


  "A promising new candidate? Not exactly, is it?"


  I speak with a wry smile.


  "Sounds like a reckless, forward-thinking candidate for retirement, to me."


  The voice on the other end of the phone is laughing.


  "Give me a break. From my point of view, I'm trying to make this a dream come true."


  "The words of someone who became the manager of the 1st Development Department at such a young age are different."


  "...... We are both survivors, aren't we?"


  Right. Yeah.


  When I think about it, a lot of people left before us.


  And I'm sure the same thing will happen again in the future.


  "I'll hang up the phone."


  "Yeah. See you next time. Until then, I hope you're well."


  Even though the audio cut out, I still held the receiver.


  Since I have been in this position, I have already sent a number of students into "the world". All of them are having a fun and enjoyable creative life ...... is, of course, a pipe dream.


  Most of them are forced to restart their lives halfway.


  Even though their talent was recognized and their efforts were rewarded, and they made a spectacular debut in the industry, the rest of their career did not last at all, and they retired due to mental problems.


  Or, even if they sprout and become active, they retire because they can no longer stand the scorn and slander.


  Or retired due to unavoidable family circumstances.


  Or retired due to circumstances with a friend or with a dating partner.


  Without any such reason, and without any major trouble, but somehow, they retired.


  They ran out of money and retired.


  In despair of everything, they retired.


  There are dozens and dozens of times more examples of things that went wrong in this industry than there are beautiful success stories. And most of them disappear without spreading to the world. Success stories become dramas, but failure stories do not please the public. Therefore, only beautiful stories are told.


  I really think this is hell.


  Innocently, as they talked about their work and its themes, I was not so eager to tell them the reality, for they were given a four-year reprieve in exchange for money, which I thought they should celebrate as their right.


  But as expected, my heart just couldn't take it. When I became an assistant professor, I was able to have some say in the matter, and I decided to give a speech every year at the orientation for first-year students.


  It's hell here, but it's interesting depending on how you live, I said.


  Perhaps because of that, more and more students seem to be putting on a serious face these days. Especially this year, there are many of them.


  "But it's still, well, empty words."


  There will be a good harvest this year. No, I knew it would be a bountiful harvest.


  It seems to me that the only thing left to do is to figure out how to move those rare species around.


  "Well, I wonder what I should do"


  Maybe I can call them up and talk to them after the results are announced. I don't know what they will look like, but I don't know when. I'm sure they will think it over and make a decision that will lead to the future.


  
    [image: ]

  


  


  After all, he's who he is.


  "—I'm looking forward to it, Hashiba Kyoya."


  E-Eeh? Ah, yes ...... I laughed, as I could hear his usual slightly bewildered voices.


  The hustle and bustle of the campus festival has subsided, and the night has fallen.


  Now, it's about time for a new curtain to rise.


  


  


 
  


  Chapter 4 - There Are Various, Many Different


 
  On the last day of the school festival, Kawasegawa Eiko showed up wearing a blazer uniform.


  A surprised Nanako is the first to speak out.


  "Eh, what happened to that?"


  "I'm sure we didn't have a costume like this in stock, but ...... I mean, isn't this fabric insanely good! It's like the real unif......"


  Saikawa, who was about to say something, then gasped and stopped speaking.


  When I looked, I saw that Kawasegawa's face was very flushed.


  "I-I'm sorry I brought out my high school uniform. Well, you know, the customer who came told me that a blazer would look good on me, so"


  Kawasegawa did her best to say those words, and then she gasped and looked at everyone's faces.


  All of the staff at the cosplay cafe were looking at Kawasegawa with grins on their faces, and she just noticed it now.


  "Uuuuwh~~~~~!!"


  With the cutest groan I have ever heard, Kawasegawa ran off somewhere.


  "Eiko, is she okay, will she come back?"


  Nanako was giggling and seemed concerned, at least.


  "It's okay! Kawasegawa-senpai is already completely addicted to cosplay, and she even asked me about the event yesterday!"


  "Event! Really?"


  Uhm, Kawasegawa, who at first got angry just by being seen in costume......


  "It's true! But when I asked her if she wanted to join us, she said, "Don't be silly!" I was a bit hasty with that. From the way she reacted, I thought if I pushed her, she'd fall right away."


  Saikawa nods and tilts her head. No, that probably only needed one more push.


  "Today is the last day and Kawasegawa-san is very popular, so it looks like a lot of people will be coming~"


  At Shinoaki's words, Hiyama-san nodded heavily.


  "No, really, I know that it will be a tough day for everyone, so if you find it a bit hard, just tell me straight away and take a break. If necessary, I'll even put the shop on hold while you get ready. It's a festival after all, so let's enjoy it without overdoing it!"


  Everyone replied, "Yes," and the last day of the school festival finally began.


  As expected, or perhaps more than expected, the cosplay café was a great success.


  Following the success of last year's maid cafe, there was a surge in other circles doing OO cafe type events this time, but there were no blind spots for Art Club, which had firmly upgraded and made use of the learning from its mistakes.


  However, the success of the shop openings means that, as a matter of course, the frontline is all the more outrageous.


  "Ye~s, customers No. 3 to 7, thank you for waiting! Let the customers thro~ugh! Eh, we can't let them through yet? Sorry, sorry! Customers 3 to 7, please wait over here~, ah, please don't sit down~!"


  "Welcome! This is the menu, wait? There isn't? Hey, where's the menu? Over there? I don't get it!"


  "Sugimoto~! I'm finished here, so go wash the dishes! Kakihara, go help with the line-up, and kick that idiot's *ss who's loitering outside and knock him inside!"


  "Sorry to have kept you waiting, this is the rich milk tea~, it's hot, so be careful...... Ah, this was iced tea...... I must have got it wrong, fufu."


  "Thank you for waiting for your order. Fruit parfaits and pancakes. Ah, you were here yesterday too...... Well, yes, hastily prepare a blazer ...... no way, this doesn't suit me......"


  "Oh, no, this waiting line is full, so I'll send the earliest people inside!"


  "Hey, you can leave the menu here, here!"


  "I can't stand it anymore! I'm going to slap Kiryu on the head a bit!"


  "This time, it's really hot~"


  "H-Haah? A swimsuit? There's no way I'm wearing it!"


  Putting aside to what extent the lessons learned from the previous event were put to good use, or rather, whether this huge success was because the lessons learned were put to good use, the noisy but fun Art Club cosplay cafe was apparently going to be a great success.


  * * *


  "Fuaah, I'm tired......"


  When the shift is over, the three of them finally take a break, and they all take a deep breath.


  "Kyoya, what time is the screening after this?"


  "It's 15:00. So I guess the store will close in about an hour."


  In the end, after discussing it with Hiyama-san yesterday, we decided to close the cosplay café early.


  "I see, that's a shame. If it had been open a little longer, Sayuri-nee would have wanted to come too."


  "Heh, I didn't know that."


  Sayuri-san ended up following Tsurayuki and started living with him.


  However, Tsurayuki is basically at the university or in the share house, and it seems that she has also vowed not to do anything that would interfere with the production, as she used to do before, so she rarely comes over anymore.


  So, Sayuri-san, who had some free time on her hands, decided to attend university again, in the form of a transfer. It is a well-known school for young ladies in Osaka, and she goes there every day in a chauffeur-driven car.


  "Well, if she came, she'd say she wanted me to wear this dress too, and it would be a hassle, so I'm glad to hear that, yeah."


  It is very easy to imagine.


  "I'm glad that things seem to be going well...Tsukiyuki..."


  "Kawasegawa, when you say that with your tired face and voice, it sounds like you're on the verge of death, so cheer up a bit more, okay?"


  Indeed, Kawasegawa, sitting deep in her chair, staring at the ceiling with her mouth half open in a daze, had lost all her usual aura.


  "Don't be unreasonable ......, on top of all the things I'm not used to, I'm confronted with words I wouldn't normally say, so my brain can't handle it......"


  If I kept being told that I was cute, beautiful and asked to have my photo taken in an unfamiliar waitressing role, I thought, surely my brain would explode.


  "Well, it's almost over, so let's do our best......Oops, it's a phone call."


  An electronic tone from Tsurayuki's mobile phone made him sit up.


  "I'll leave my seat for a moment. Hello."


  He left the room, leaving me alone with Kawasegawa.


  "What? .....Are you laughing at me too?"


  "I just look at your face. I am not laughing"


  With a wry smile,


  "By your looks, should I ask you about the research later?"


  The moment I said that,


  "Wait a minute! The sooner the better, I'll do it now."


  Kawasegawa, whose soul had almost gone out of her mouth a moment ago, suddenly opened her eyes with a snap and came back to life quickly.


  Apparently, what Kawasegawa needed was a task, not a rest.


  (She's going to be a workaholic when she becomes a member of society.)


  Or rather, that's exactly what she looked like 10 years later when I saw her before.


  Even if she were living in a world line that didn't involve me, I feel like she would always be groaning and worrying about her work.


  "Etto, then, first of all, could you please show me the data for the entire period that I requested?"


  Kawasegawa nodded and took a paper document from her tote bag.


  "Yes, this is the whole period. From the pages after that, it's details every other day, so just pick up what you want."


  "Thank you."


  The document I received contained a list of recent NicoNico videos.


  I pick out a few videos by genre, and I also ask her to attach a graph showing the number of views, comments and My Lists for each of them.


  "...Looks like it could work"


  I checked the overall trend and confirmed once again that my 'strategy' was correct. Now all that could be done in advance was done.


  "Looks like that. It was exactly what you were aiming for."


  "Thank you, Kawasegawa. I'm sorry for asking you so much."


  "Nothing special......It's okay, I'm used to this kind of thing."


  "Hmph," Kawasegawa replied casually as usual.


  Just then, Tsurayuki returns to the room after finishing the phone call.


  "Sorry, I had to leave my seat suddenly."


  "Your errands, were they all right?"


  "Yeah, it was just a wrong call. So? What is that document?"


  I also explained it to Tsurayuki.


  "That's amazing, Kyoya, you even prepare for something like this."


  "It was Kawasegawa who arranged it for me. I only asked for it."


  "It's amazing that you even think about doing research. No need to humble yourself."


  I thought it was a Kawasegawa-like way of saying it.


  "Now all we have to do is wait for the screening."


  Despite what I said, I still felt anxious.


  If the work of Koroda and his team was so full of charm that it kicked off all the petty tricks...


  All this data and whatnot will end up in vain.


  (I guess it's like this all the time before you release your work out there.)


  I thought I could understand a little bit why producers had stomach problems and relied on alcohol.


  There are only 3 hours left until the screening.


  * * *


  I had seen most of the school festivals, so I came to the screening venue first.


  It was a good place to take a nap, with nice chairs, good air conditioning and the occasional boring film as a lullaby.


  However, I have to watch it with my team today, and there's a noisy person next to me, so I can't sleep.


  "It's finally today, I’m looking forward to the screening, dude."


  Morito was more excited than usual.


  When this guy is in this state, it's a sign that something not so good is about to happen.


  "All I see is a win with a full house of people applauding! Right, Kuroda."


  "How many times do I have to say it before you understand? Don't be too optimistic, don't let your guard down, never."


  "M-My bad."


  I knew it was a bad habit.


  "It's not just about winning and losing, of course, but also about making sure that our work is really good, and that the other teams' work has a charm that ours doesn't have, the people on the production team have to watch it carefully before they can move on to the next stage."


  When I explained the obvious, Morito made a face like "Hou...".


  "You're amazing, Kuroda."


  "It's obvious. I mean, what kind of eyes have Morito been watching so far?"


  Morito scratched his head,


  "No... It was like interesting and boring eyes, I thought"


  I want to hold my head in my hands.


  Well, maybe I was wrong to ask too much of this guy. Morito looks like this, he keeps the schedule properly, reports are good, and he is also good at creating excitement and can be a motivator for the team.


  During the first production in my first year, I saw that this guy was making a phone contact chart even though no one was saying anything, and I checked that he was a guy who could do that kind of movement, so I called him out.


  (That said, the whole point of making the contact network was so he could get the girls' contact details...)


  When I found out his true intentions, I thought about strangling him, but I decided that many of the people who are aggressive against the opposite sex are monsters of communication, and I shouldn't let them do it within the team.


  "Well, watch it while taking notes, because you never know what's going to happen."


  "Oh! Leave it to me."


  Even though there were still three hours until the screening, Morito quickly began to unfold his notes.


  Let's just say that this kind of dumbness is part of his charm.


  "Oh, what's going on, are you planning something before the screening?"


  As expected, bad things happened.


  "Ah, Kanou-sensei, chi~ssu!! You're looking very erotic today!"


  (This guy......Should I have killed him?)


  Morito gave a greeting that could not have been more flirtatious on a global scale.


  "Shut up, Morito, don't talk like that in other departments, okay?"


  The teacher also smiled bitterly and dismissed it as something that didn't matter. This unlikability of Morito must be a natural thing, I'm sure.


  "Hello, sensei."


  "Good work. As expected, getting to the venue three hours in advance is a bit early, isn't it?"


  "Hihih, I don't have anything in particular to do, so it's okay."


  "Yeah, this is a good place to take a nap."


  So you used it too, I thought to myself, almost commenting.


  "Well, don't do anything bad."


  Sensei said that and walked away, waving her hands.


  "Ha~, I knew she was sexy, Kano-sensei. Don't you think so too, Kuroda?"


  "I think you're the only one who looks at that teacher that way."


  "Seriously! She's beautiful, has big breasts, isn't she the best!"


  Without any irony or anything, I think life would be fun if I could live like this.


  * * *


  The break time was over, and it was decided that all the staff would come out to the store.


  The situation was so bad that we had to make a sudden change in our schedule because it would have been too much of a burden if we had continued to work the same shift.


  While everyone else was working at a hectic pace, I became the person who did nothing but cleans up afterwards.


  (But it's a lot of work.....)


  All I had to do was clean up the empty dishes, wash them and serve them, but it was hard because the amount of dishes was just overwhelming and the dishes were not replaceable, so I had to be careful not to break them.


  Anyway, let's focus on what's in front of us now. The next moment I made that decision,


  "Oh, Hashiba! Can I talk to you for a second?"


  Hikawa, wearing the armband of the executive committee, burst into the back room.


  "H-Hikawa? Is it okay if you don't stay in that tent over there?"


  "No problem, I'm just looking for someone! Don't you remember three girls in school uniforms coming in here?"


  Not only do I have no recollection of it, but there were so many customers with such combinations.


  "I don't know, maybe they were here, but I have no idea when."


  "I-I see, my bad! Good luck then!"


  With a pat on the shoulder, Hikawa quickly flew off somewhere.


  "Maybe they're lost or something......"


  I was a little curious as to what the purpose was, but forgot all about it as I washed the dishes.


  The last 30 minutes of the event was a real rush, and the mixed-cosplay cafe ended with an even greater success than last year.


  "Thank you all for coming!"


  At the end, the entire staff bowed while the last customers applauded to a splendid grand finale.


  Closing the entrance door, Hiyama-san looks around the store, which is now staffed only, and praises everyone.


  "Well, good work everyone... Let's have a big party~."


  Everyone, perhaps exhausted, replied with a smiling but weak voice, "Yey".


  "Everyone was so cute this time too. It was nice to watch."


  Shinoaki says happily.


  "A-A-Aki-san, could you please call me one last time in the style of a fox girl......"


  Saikawa clung to Shinoaki and pleaded.


  Shinoaki smiled and nodded, giving her a soft angelic smile.


  "Minori-chan, why don't you take a good rest with me-noja......"


  Saikawa wrapped herself in Shinoaki's big tail, which was attached to her hips, and soothed her with the "noja" words that she had practiced and gotten so good at.


  "Hiiiiih...... I-I'm so happy......"


  Saikawa has already sunk. She strokes Shinoaki's tail over and over and is completely spoiled by her.


  "Nanako's costume, it's good... It's cool and cute."


  Touching the princess knight's armor, Kawasegawa repeatedly admired it.


  The silver plate part was so textured that it was hard to believe it was made of styrofoam, and the bright red skirt was solidly made of high-grade fabric.


  "Right! She nailed something that would normally be cheap."


  The girl in question was moaning happily as she was wrapped around Shinoaki's body.


  "Well, there's no doubt that Saikawa has a talent in this area."


  Kawasegawa seemed to have no choice but to admit it honestly, and she evaluated her with a sigh.


  "No, but this time, you know?"


  Nanako looks at Kawasegawa and grins.


  Before long, the eyes of Shinoaki, Saikawa, and Hiyama-san also turned to Kawasegawa.


  "I-I didn't do anything special! I was just trying to make the customer happy with my unaccustomed behavior......"


  She still tried to make excuses, but I guess she realized it was futile.


  "Fine, I'll accept it now that we've come this far."


  The hem of the skirt that she brought on her own is arranged in a cinched position,


  "It was a little, or rather, quite fun, cosplay café."


  It was the moment when everyone was excited.


  Although Kawasegawa herself suggested it, at first I wasn't sure if she would enjoy cosplay in the first place. Now, however, it was confirmed by her own mouth.


  (I'm glad you enjoyed it, Kawasegawa)


  At first, she resisted so much, but now she is able to say so, so I'm glad I did.


  "Senpai! I was sure you would join in! Anyway, there is an event called Cosplay Square Autumn Festival at Ontex Osaka in December, and there is still time to apply for participation."


  "I'm not going! Saikawa~~~~~ It looks like I need to give you a little education later!"


  Kawasegawa's angry hands began to pinch Saikawa's cheeks.


  "Ahih! Ouch, ouch! Byut, byut, byut, if shenpai have awakened to cosplay, this much pain is nothing, hyaa!"


  Even though Saikawa was in pain, he was smiling in ecstasy. Female Kiryu......When I call him that, I guess I do feel sorry for him, after all.


  "However, I'm a bit tired, and I can't even raise my arms anymore."


  "I know. I have sore muscles too."


  Tsurayuki and I both smile bitterly.


  "Well~ But everyone looks so tired! I'm not that tired, but I guess that's the difference in physical strength!"


  "You just don't work!"


  Kiryu-san and Hiyama-san are performing a familiar couple manzai.


  "More importantly, everyone in the film department is about to attend a screening, right?"


  Kakihara-san's words were met with a startled reaction from the members of the film department.


  "Right, we have the last big one coming up."


  Tsurayuki stood up with a tired look on his face.


  "Alright, then let's all go together. Will Shinoaki go together too?"


  "Yeah, I'll go with Nanako and the others ~"


  "Ah, I’m in a different department too, but I’d love to!"


  "Saikawa is a staff member, and there's a seat for you, so don't worry."


  I still wanted to bask in the afterglow of the cosplay cafe's success a little longer, but it was time to head back to the venue.


  "Then, let's go. Let's go change our clothes......"


  The moment Kawasegawa said that, her cell phone rang.


  "Hello......? Ah, yes, you're here now. Okay, I'll be at the entrance later, yes."


  The call ended quickly, but,


  "I'm sorry, it seems that the contractor who arranged for additional ingredients is coming to the venue, so I'll just say hello to them."


  "Right, well, we'll go ahead and wait for you."


  So, the members of Team Kitayama △, with the exception of Kawasegawa, were the only ones to head to the venue.


  * * *


  At that time, inside the tent of the school festival executive committee, a scene of chaos was unfolding.


  "What's the matter! You said you were supposed to come, but you never came!"


  A man with a mohawk wearing a committee chairman's tag was yelling with a bit of anger.


  "I knew we had to get them into the venue at noon and keep them."


  "I think they are already excited and added alcohol, probably."


  "If it had been a Miss Drinking Contest, she wouldn't have been absent, would she?"


  Laughter erupted, but it died down when the chairman glared.


  "Chairman, this is bad. I couldn't find them anywhere!"


  Just then, Hikawa returned to the tent and gave his report.


  "I guess it's no good after all... It can't be helped, we have no choice but to move up the number of candidates by one and hold the event."


  "Right......"


  Although they managed to secure participants for the Miss Geidai contest, this year's contest was rough from the start, with some participants who could not be contacted and others who suddenly had to withdraw from the contest.


  Nevertheless, they managed to get 15 people to participate in the event, but on the day of the event, cancellations occurred. The phone calls were not answered, and the only information they had was that they were dressed in school uniforms on the day of the event, so they were completely screwed.


  "Well, it's not impossible to do it with 14 people, but we had originally set up a timetable with the full number of people, so please give us a break from doing something like this."


  The chairperson of the committee who planned the event is disappointed and shrugs his shoulders. The event itself may have a jokey atmosphere, but the people running it are well organized. It would be sad if people thought it was a joke.


  "Somehow, is there anyone who can take her place or something......"


  "We've only got about 30 minutes left. As expected, we're just about to start."


  Just as they were about to despair, a student from the music department unexpectedly raised his hand.


  "Ah, we can go! A first year student from my department is willing to participate! She's just dressed up in her school uniform, so she can appear as she is in her profile!"


  "Are you serious!"


  Everyone present involuntarily stood up.


  "Ah, but I can't go because I have to go to the venue now, can I ask someone to go get her?"


  "What about you, Hikawa?"


  "Excuse me, I'm going to the screening in my department."


  "Alright, then Mizuno and Saito, you guys can go for a minute. The first-year students have cell phones, right? Do you have the number?"


  "Ah, since it's not right for me to tell you without her permission, I'll ask her what she's wearing and what she's like."


  * * *


  "I wonder if this place is okay for a meet-up......I hope they know."


  I had come to the main entrance of the university, in front of Building 11, to wait for the vendor. I wish I could have specified the location more precisely, but the vendor's cell phone was having trouble connecting, and when I called back later, it stayed disconnected.


  Well, if they don't show up after waiting 10 minutes or so, I'll go to the screening venue first.


  Still, I feel like I've been getting a lot of stares since a while ago. Is it because of this uniform?


  "I never thought of it in high school, but I guess uniforms do have that effect."


  I've seen on the internet that just wearing it increases the value by 50% or something like that. As for the person in question, I didn't really like it because I thought it was easier to move around in plain clothes.


  "Now that I look at it, it's cute, isn't it? ......"


  If I met myself back then, I felt its appeal again, so much so that I would like to talk somewhat about this good thing. So I no longer think anything of wearing a uniform at a cosplay cafe, and in fact, I am glad I had the opportunity.


  "I think I'll tell Saikawa as well......"


  Maybe not right away, but maybe after a little more time, it would be nice to attend such an event. I didn't have really any hobbies to begin with.


  "Uhm~ Excuse me"


  "Yes......?"


  While I was thinking about something, a voice suddenly called out to me.


  Two young-looking boys were staring at my outfit.


  (I wonder if they like uniforms)


  Although they are looking at me and trying to check the notes in their hands.


  As I was wondering, one of the boys tilted his head,


  "You're the one who made the appointment, right?"


  "Oh, yes...... I do."


  Finally, they came. I don't have much time, so I just have to say hello and hurry.


  (Areh......However)


  They are oddly young for vendors, but I wonder what this means.


  Also, I'm pretty sure the voice on the other end of the line was an old man's, but is this his son or something?


  "See, I knew it. She's wearing a uniform and it's a blazer."


  "Right, but that doesn't sound like the characteristics we heard, does it?"


  What on earth are they talking about?


  The moment I was about to open my mouth to check again,


  "Uwah, we don't have much time, let's go!"


  "Uhm, where exactly are we going?"


  "I’m sorry, but please hurry!"


  "Eh, ah, yes!"


  I wonder what it is, maybe it's about payment or something.


  I followed them as they ran around the venue, not understanding what was going on.


  * * *


  The screening venue was already filled with people.


  In addition to the staff and related seats that had been prepared earlier, there were several guest seats on both sides.


  To one of them, there is a fat man sitting,


  "I didn't expect you to come. Thank you for your hard work."


  Kanou Misaki approached and called out to him.


  "Isn't it about time for you to be the moderator, sensei? Thank you for your hard work."


  The man complimented Kano in a soft, warm voice.


  "Well, I don't have much free time, but I'm still no match for Horii-kun. I read the article on PS Tsushin the other day."


  "Ah, about that. Well, I've already talked to President Matsuhira about letting me do as I please, and depending on how the conversation goes, the company may end up doing the same."


  "Are you quitting?"


  "I mean, that's a possibility. In any case, by the time the juniors there reach the top, the Japanese game will have changed."


  Horii said as he gently patted his head. Perhaps because of the hardships he has endured, his hair has become quite sparse in his 30s.


  This way


  "Junior, huh...... I guess it's Kou-kun. He's complicated too."


  "Well, enough about the company. I'm looking forward to today. It looks like we've got some good material for the first time in a while."


  "Yeah, I think you can look forward to it. Well then, it's time to go."


  "Yes, see you later."


  * * *


  Despite the large number of people inside the venue, there was a strange silence.


  The fact that there were many people from the general public, rather than just the usual departments, may have made the atmosphere more like that of a regular movie theater.


  "She is late, Kawasegawa."


  Although she said she would be there later, Kawasegawa did not show up in time in the end.


  Even though she could enter in the middle, I thought it was not like her.


  "I wonder if she had some kind of incident."


  Nanako tilts her head.


  "It's that Kawasegawa that knocks on a stone wall, breaks it down, and builds it herself. I'm sure she's doing it carefully, and I don't think there's any danger."


  "Oh, I think so too! She's an ironclad woman!"


  I don't understand what Hikawa said, but I didn't think there was any incident either.


  "Well, maybe she's caught up in a long conversation with the vendor. Ah, it's started."


  The venue became even more silent.


  A familiar-looking woman in a black suit appeared on stage and spoke with a microphone in her hand.


  "Thank you all for taking the time to visit us, to all of you who are free. Welcome to the screening of the Department of Film and Visual Arts!"


  It was a comment that was more moderate than usual, but the audience seemed to laugh at it.


  "This screening will be part of a video production class for second-year students in the Department of Film and Visual Arts. Let me give you a brief description......"


  The production period, production and screening of the first and second parts, and collaboration with NicoNico Douga. The things so far talked about have been confirmed once again.


  "Yes, you can view the films you saw here today on your PC browser as soon as you get home. It's a convenient world we live in now, isn't it."


  The venue was filled with voices of "Oh~".


  (And then, in a few years, there will come a time when you can watch it on your cell phone on the way home.)


  The first model of that iPhone will be released next year. From then on, the era of the smartphone will come in one fell swoop, from the PC to the smartphone.


  I am constantly reminded that we are living in an era of great change.


  "As for the work, if it is good, applaud, if it is bad, boo or not respond, or, well, as long as you don't shout dirty things, you are free to watch it as you like. However......"


  The teacher grinned and paused,


  "Your name will not be mentioned in the comments on Nico Nico Douga, so please feel free to comment as you like."


  The audience was shocked by this.


  Yes, there will be no reluctance or anything, and honest raw opinions will come out.


  (We'll see what the results are there...)


  I clenched both fists tightly.


  "I'm nervous."


  Nanako, right next to me, also had her hands clasped in her lap in the same way.


  "Ah, I guess so."


  I glanced at Shinoaki, who was sitting a bit in front of me.


  When she entered the venue, she exchanged words with the staff of the Kuroda group and joined them in the line. Now she was laughing as she and the female staff members talked about their work.


  (Can we finally see the work of Kuroda and his team?)


  Of course, I am looking forward to seeing the other works, but if it is limited to the competition, I have narrowed it down to two works: our team and the Kuroda team.


  "So let's begin. Let's start right away with the first work."


  With the announcement of entry number 1, the title of the work and the team name were announced, and the hall quietly went dark after the buzzer sounded.


  * * *


  At the venue, films were screened one after another.


  Surprisingly, and it would be rude to say this, the other teams' works had also generally improved over the past six months to a year. There were no longer any productions that had technical difficulties in terms of composition or difficult-to-understand dialogue, but rather, they had been brought up to the level of a pure contest of quality. In fact, there were many works that made me curious about the production process while I was watching them.


  (That's because everyone is people who have been chosen......)


  Right now, we and Kuroda team are more or less in the lead, but who knows what will happen over the next year or two as we continue to take classes and work on the project.


  If we are not careful, we will be quickly surpassed. This screening was a valuable reminder of that resolve.


  And the time has finally come.


  Even the people in the audience know what the next work will be. As a result, there was a lot of commotion compared to the reactions to previous works.


  "Entry number 9, a work by the Kuroda group, "Blue Planet"."


  An announcement was made, and the atmosphere in the venue became tense.


  * * *


  August. Production on the first film had finally settled down, and it was time to move on to production on the second work.


  "This is the theme for the second work. Everyone, please look at the materials at hand."


  In a conference room in the city, the only sound is the quiet turning of papers.


  On the paper, it was written, "Create a planet."


  All the staff look at me at once, wondering what I'm talking about.


  I felt confident and started talking about the subject.


  In the first work, we depicted a forest submerged in water. The main character is a girl who can freely move around in the water.


  Given the quality of the work, I expected to receive a lot of rave reviews. But what I was thinking about was the critical response.


  In short, by cutting other character descriptions other than hers, the work can be taken any way, it only gives out themes and does not give solid answers, it degenerates into a cliché as a post-apocalyptic ......, and so on.


  I thought something like that would come, and as expected, that kind of opinion came out. How difficult it is to show a video depicting water and how much message is packed into a 5 minute video, and it's the height of stupidity, interpreting all those things to suit your own criticisms.


  So, I decided.


  I wanted to use my ability to ridicule the kind of criticism that people would receive from the first work.


  The film depicts the existence of civilization, which was not shown in the previous film, and multiple characters. The main character, a half-fish girl, was given wings and made to soar in the sky. The time was extended from 5 to 15 minutes, and the director and I worked together many times to make sure there were no loose ends in any of the cuts.


  However, it goes without saying that Shino's presence was the most amazing thing of all.


  She was the one who suddenly said, "I want to do something different next time," referring to the water expression she had drawn in the previous work. Since I had originally planned to do something different, the conversation was quick.


  In the brainstorming session on what to draw, she suggested "density". In the previous work, she had considered how to lay out the work on a white screen, but this time she wanted to condense it.


  "There are many characters, and I want them all to move separately, so that none of them are the same, is that possible?"


  Since she was saying it like that, all I could say was, "Let's do it."


  However, considering the usual situation, if such a thing were to be done in animation, it would require the best animation and coloring staff in Japan. So I made a counter-proposal to Shino.


  "For the scenes you really want to do, I want Shino to do the coloring and even the animation."


  I knew that this was also reckless. Both the director and Morito told me it was not a good idea. But I was convinced. This work was only possible with Shino's presence. Therefore, I knew that I had to be prepared to die with her at the critical moment, or else it would never work.


  After much consideration, I persuaded the other staff members to make a proposal to Shino.


  "Okay~ And that's what I intended to do."


  As usual, she answered with a smile. Outrageous, I thought.


  I was introduced to a senior student at the university who worked at an animation studio in Tokyo, and we worked out the animation production flow, procurement of equipment, and a plan for marketing the film as a stand-alone project. That part was nothing special.


  Thus we made a big level up from the forest to the planet.


  This was a clear declaration of war against the cowards and those who only have a cynical view of everything.


  * * *


  At the beginning, a blue sky was displayed on the screen.


  The previous work was on the sea, and this time it seems to be in the sky, but from here on the stage changes rapidly. Uniquely developed maritime cities, floating gardens in the sky, winged humans. An exciting flood of visuals comes first, and then a story linked to the first work unfolds.


  The main character, a girl with fins on her legs, reappears and moves around in all directions this time. Moreover, this time it is not in the water, but in the sky. Flying all over the place, from the grasslands to between buildings in the heart of the city. The girl moves as if in a dream, as if foreseeing all the sensations of the viewer who wants to do this.


  The story of the previous game was not as dense, but this time it was well followed.


  A race of winged humans and a girl who is their chief. Her little sister, the protagonist, who had left the tribe in hopes of remaining free, returns to her homeland in a crisis of the species and moves around for the chief. The conversation between the sisters was short, sad, and beautiful.


  In the end, after everything is resolved, the protagonist returns to the sea again. She gave her older sister, who had held her back so many times, a jewel as a memento so that they would never forget each other. At the end, when they held it up to the sky together, the word "FIN" appeared in white letters in the sky.


  After the screening ended, the audience responded with thunderous applause. The applause continued for what seemed like endless minutes.


  Shinoaki shook hands with the staff around her and smiled and laughed the whole time. Without a doubt, this is one work that will greatly enhance her name.


  "......Eh, what's this......"


  Nanako's mouth was open with a stunned expression on her face.


  "Da*mn, this is crazy, I heard that it would be powered up from the first work, but they put something incredible...!"


  Tsurayuki looked frustrated and repeatedly slammed his fist into his knee.


  "What's this, Hashiba, do you know how they make this?"


  Hikawa seemed unable to believe that the same student had made this.


  And more than anyone else, the work made a strong impression on...,


  "Amazing......It's amazing, I... I'm glad I liked Aki-san and her drawings......"


  ...Saikawa.


  She kept sobbing and looking at the screen, which had already finished and turned completely white.


  She has strong feelings for Shinoaki, so it is not surprising that she was moved when confronted with this overwhelming level of perfection.


  (They've been so thorough that I wonder if they have to go this far.)


  Of course, we knew in advance that it would be of high quality.


  However, to be honest, I never thought that it would become something like this, where they didn't say anything, and attacked with their own strength.


  In the face of this overwhelming work, can we fight with our strategy?


  "Are we going to fight this? We're... not going to like it."


  Tsurayuki says, with a sullen look on his face.


  "How about you, Kyoya? As expected, you can't say anything?"


  I nodded,


  "Yes, I can't say anything."


  "Oi oi, what are you going to do with that? Then......"


  "So, it’s okay."


  "Eh?"


  "Well, just watch."


  Tsurayuki tilts his head and looks like he has a lot of "?" marks on his head.


  Yeah, well, that's true. I don't know how I could say it's good under the circumstances.


  But I was confident. Under these circumstances, under these conditions, we should be able to compete well.


  (The answer will come later......)


  Finally, the noise in the venue quieted down and the last work was screened.


  "Entry number 10, Team Kitayama △ (Try)'s work..."


  The venue announcement began to play. This marks the end of the long production period.


  "It's [The Song of the Starry Sky]"


  * * *


  What has been the biggest change in video production over the past 10 years?


  I have not studied it professionally, so I can't say anything difficult, but I can say one thing for sure.


  That is, the video has changed from "something that can be seen one-sidedly" to "something that can be seen, felt, and sympathized with."


  In the past, video was something to be viewed in groups. As the medium changed, it gradually shifted to the individual, and the distance between people became shorter and shorter. I think the extremes of this shift were smartphones and video sites.


  When I heard about this assignment, and the fact that it was supposed to be uploaded on Nico Nico Douga, I decided on a major theme.


  That is,


  "I'm going to drag everybody onstage."


  That was the idea.


  "But how do you do that?"


  Tsurayuki asked the obvious question.


  "Well, even though you said it was a stage, we can't even call it that."


  "Because they don't know that we call them."


  Saikawa and Nanako are also scratching their heads.


  I agree with all those opinions,


  "I think everyone's doubts are all true. There are no answers to what to do, and even if you say, "Come here,'' I don't think things will go the way you want."


  "So, what should we do?"


  Hikawa crossed his arms as he thought,


  "Hashiba is saying this after knowing everything about that."


  His usual sighs, and a wry smile.


  Kawasegawa says with a look of certainty.


  "Tell me what you plan to do, Hashiba."


  I nodded heavily.


  "I would like to mention one more theme. That is"


  This is the weapon.


  And as well as being a weapon, it can also be a deadly weapon that can cause harm to ourselves.


  Although it is a solo creative, but involves others to a large extent.


  For that purpose, a forbidden box whose content has not been opened until now.


  "It's —— empathy."


  * * *


  A world where everything, even the end, is lost.


  After continuing to walk and getting exhausted, she meets a diva and tries to sing.


  But she is trying to say something, but the words are not coming out.


  No matter how much she tries to imagine the scene, there is only a gray world in her mind.


  No color, no smell, no contrast, not even anything she can touch with her hands or feel on her skin, she has none in the first place.


  But still, she wanted to sing.


  Desire from nothingness comes out of her mouth as a cry, and she gradually regains her words.


  From "A" to "I". And then "Ai".


  The letters that are connected eventually become words and then songs.


  Little by little, really little by little, the world begins to regain its shape and color.


  It was us and everyone.


  A world where things often don't go as planned.


  What can we do, what can we say?


  This is what I tried to do with Tsurayuki once.


  We do this to a very large collective of consciousness.


  It is not intrusive, but piercing.


  This is a story, not a tale.


  Nanako created and sang a perfectly crafted piece of music that gradually transformed from faltering, fragile words into a song of utmost delicacy. Tsurayuki also put his own feelings into the words and fully expressed the world that was gradually being created.


  Creating the visuals was extremely difficult. Saikawa struggled over and over again to create an image that would eventually gain color from the gray.


  Our editing team took the best of the material and made it into a video. The song alone was 7 minutes long, and the entire video was 10 minutes long.


  I was a little worried about the first impression of the work, since it was after the Kuroda group's work, but the music created by Nanako firmly grasped the audience's hearts and minds. By the time 2~3 minutes had passed, the audience was completely drawn into the world of the work.


  (It's a great strength, Nanako, Tsurayuki, and Saikawa.)


  And the story reaches its climax.


  The girl who regained her singing with the songstress Meku,


  Eventually, she tries to revive the fullness of stars in the lost sky.


  If your prayers are answered, I'm sure the sky will be filled with stars.


  At Meku's words, the girl sings with all her might,


  Please bring the stars to this sky.


  As the song gains momentum, the development gathers to that one point.


  Now, the audience at this screening venue is also wondering what kind of starry sky they will see,


  With their hearts boiling, they waited for the final development.


  Come on, show me. The best development. The starry sky that the girl thinks of.


  As the chorus ended, the girl spread her arms.


  Then the camera was pointed towards the sky.
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  The audience was in an uproar.


  The climax of the work, which should have been so perfectly set up and foreshadowed, was so unexpected and, dare I say it, "exactly the opposite of what I expected."


  "It's the flow that will bring out the starry skies, but no matter how you look at it"


  Some people continued to watch the screen in silence, wondering if the stars would appear by surprise.


  Some people checked the pamphlet to see if there were some kind of tricks.


  But there was no sign of any movement on the screen. Despite the firmly built-up music, the sky was eerily black.


  "Eh, is this the end?"


  The audience, who at first murmured in confusion, gradually became louder and louder, and by the time the end mark went out, they were leaking out in clear dissatisfaction and complaints.


  "This concludes the screening of Team Kitayama△'s work, "The Song of the Starry Sky"."


  As the buzz gradually spread, the video ended and the place brightened.


  The applause sounded, in passing, to a degree of concern. However, compared to the applause of the Kuroda group earlier, it was obvious to everyone that there was a clear difference.


  The spectators, craning their necks, stood up from their seats. Unsatisfied with the mysterious work shown at the end, they opened the heavy doors of the hall and left outside.


  I quietly stood up and gathered the team together, while voices of dissatisfaction could still be heard around me.


  "Thank you for your hard work, everyone. Well done."


  Everything went according to plan.


  * * *


  "What is that, it was good until the middle, but at the end, what is it? Is it unfinished?"


  Morito was tilting his head next to me the whole time.


  "Well, with this, we're already guaranteed an overwhelming victory. That's right, Kuro......"


  I didn't say anything and just kept staring at the screen.


  "Kuroda, what's wrong?"


  Morito asks worriedly.


  "Hey, you should be more happy! We took the top spot, you keep telling us we're going to beat Hashiba's team......"


  As if to interrupt Morito's words,


  "There's got to be something."


  "Eh?"


  "I don't know, what did you do, Hashiba?"


  Morito tilted his head,


  "No, this is just as we saw it! It's unfinished, they couldn't give everyone what people wanted, that's why it ended the way it did, right!"


  "............"


  I didn't say anything more.


  I stood up and said,


  "I'm going home."


  "Eh?"


  Leaving Morito with his mouth hanging open, I walk to the exit of the hall.


  "W-Wait a minute, Kuroda!"


  In a hurry, Morito followe.


  "What is wrong with you, seriously, we won, we won overwhelmingly, so say something to the team, dude!"


  Morito has been yelling right next to me the whole time.


  But I didn't want to talk to anyone right now.


  * * *


  "I see."


  Horii, who was watching all the works in the visitors' section, nodded broadly after the screening of the last work.


  On the pamphlet handed out to them, a review of each work was written, and the two final works in particular were checked in detail.


  "That's something like that. It must have been quite interesting."


  Kanou Misaki approaches again and calls out to Horii.


  "Yes, it was quite interesting. Especially the last two."


  "Well, those two, so which member are you interested in?"


  Horii pretended to think for a moment,


  "Is it as an individual or as an employee?"


  Kanou smiled wryly,


  "Well, let's hear both."


  "Okay, so the ones circled in blue pen are individuals, and the ones circled in red pen are company employees."


  Horii took out two pens and circled each of the last two works.


  He then thrust a pamphlet in front of Kano's eyes.


  "What do you think?"


  Kanou smiled wryly again.


  "Hou~, Mm, this is like you."


  Then she laughed, louder this time.


  * * *


  "So, how was it, Kyoya?"


  Tsurayuki asked in a quiet voice.


  "Hmm, right......"


  Just as I was about to answer,


  "I'm sorry! I'm so late...... the screening has already ended!?"


  At the entrance of the venue, I saw that someone had come.


  "Kawasegawa, thank you for your hard...... work?"


  The reliable main member of our team was wearing a cheap crown on her head and a sling over her shoulder that read "Miss University of Arts". Perhaps having run in such a hurry, she was completely out of breath.


  "A-Aaaah, this is, uhm, you know, there's a lot of things I'd like to explain, but first!"


  Kawasegawa approached me, looking like she was annoyed at having to speak.


  "......So, how did it go?"


  I nodded silently.


  "It's okay, it went well —— everything."


  


 
  
    Chapter 5 - Creating and Showing 


    



 
    Thus the event screening works by second-year Visual Arts Department students came to a successful end. 


    As announced beforehand, all of the works screened were uploaded to Nico Nico Douga under the title "Autumn Break Homework, Part 2," and were available for everyone to view on the evening of the screening.


    Among the students in the department, there was a lot of talk about the new work by the Kuroda group.


    The fact that a university student had created a full-fledged animation and that it was as good as commercial works brought up a trend reminiscent of the old Guybucks, and the number of students who wanted to create something like that increased dramatically, regardless of their year of study. Some students even asked if they could change their major to animation in the middle of their studies.


    The work of ours, Kitayama team was rarely talked about in the department.


    If there was, it was about the music by Nanako or the graphics finished by Saikawa, not about the work itself. As far as I could tell, there was no mention of any major impact on the university.


    After five days had passed, and by the time the 10th had come and gone, the students' interest had already shifted to the next project and to themselves. Most of the students who had been talking about wanting to make animation, as if they were suffering from a fever, had come to grips with reality and returned to their normal routines.


    Two weeks later. An event that could be called the culmination of all the excitement was quietly held in the small hall of Building 7. There was a general review of the contest held the other day. 


    The results had already been posted on the Internet. Most of the people who had gathered at the event knew the results and had gathered here.


    



    Not everyone was here to find out the outcome.


    They all had only one thing on their minds. 


    "How did it come to this?"



    * * *


    "You want to ask me... something?"


    Once again, I asked Kuroda back.


    "Yeah. I was curious to know what Hashiba's thinking was in creating that work, given that it ended up this way."
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    "He~e...... So what will happen depending on my answer?"


    "I will despise you. For the rest of my life."


    I took a deep breath and looked at Kuroda.


    That unique way of laughing and that relaxed vibe were both toned down today.


    "I see, I don't want that to happen."


    I was sincere in my words.


    "But before that, can we talk a little about this project?"


    Kuroda nodded at my suggestion.


    "Yeah, it's easier for me to tell you what I'm thinking. Sounds good."



    * * *


    "Before I explain, let me first summarize the results."


    With a remote control in her hand, Kanou-sensei projected a single image.


    At that moment, a murmur of "Oh!" arose from the audience.


    Ten films were screened at the event. They were displayed in a ranking format, from No. 1 to No. 10. 


    Almost everyone in the room was paying attention to the first and second place works. 


    Everyone expected that the first place would go to that work by the Kuroda team. Team Kitayama's work, which had been seen as a rival after achieving such a high level of quality, was also disappointing at the end. Almost everyone in that screening room must have thought that it was unnecessary to dare to look at the rankings.


    That is why everyone was surprised at this result.


    



    No. 1 Team Kitayama Try "The Song of the Starry Sky"


    No. 2 Team Kuroda "Blue Planet"


    



    The image clearly showed.


    The work by the Kuroda group was in second place, and the work by Team Kitayama was in first place. 


    This was the reason for the buzz in the hall. The work that everyone expected to take the top spot came in second place, and the work that left some questions unanswered came in first place. 


    It was no surprise that everyone was confused.


    "That's really strange, sensei!"


    Morito, a member of the Kuroda group, spoke up again.


    "Morito, you're full of energy again today. You seem a little different than usual though."


    Morito did not respond to sensei's jokes,


    "This ranking ... is wrong after all, isn't it?"


    "No, it's correct. I calculated each point properly as of 10am this morning."


    "That's weird! Why, it was our work that was the most popular and well-received at the venue that day, so why are we in second place?"


    "Calm down, Morito."


    "There's no way I can calm down! I mean, those guys came out with such an unfinished work at the end!"


    Tsurayuki stood up at Morito's words.


    "Oi, what do you mean our work is unfinished!"


    "Isn't it so! Everyone is expecting a starry sky, and you put up such a pitch-black screen! You're disappointing the audience"


    Morito shouted.


    The work he had worked so hard to produce was not being evaluated fairly. Nothing could be more frustrating. And not to mention that Morito was in charge of production and the mood-maker of the entire team. For that reason, he could not accept this unreasonable result.


    "Well, I understand what Morito is trying to say. If you put so much effort into a work and it loses, you might be tempted to complain. Besides."


    Sensei looked at the screen displaying the results.


    "As Morito said, Team Kitayama Try's work was unfinished."


    At Kanou's words, the students began to buzz again.


    "L-Look, isn't that right? After all, that work is unfinished!"


    Morito shouted again, but Kano said quietly.


    "Calm down, Morito. It's true that the work was unfinished. At the time of that screening, that is." 


    "Eh...? What do you mean?"


    Morito stared dumbfounded at the teacher's face, as if he had no idea what she was talking about.


    In the meantime, the hall went dark and the screen showed the desktop screen of the PC. 


    "At that point in time, you know. At that time, that work was completed by uploading it to Nico Nico Douga."


    Morito and almost all the other students looked as if they had no idea what was going on.


    Kanou connected the screen to the PC and launched Nico Nico Douga from the browser, displaying Team Kitayama's "The Song of the Starry Sky". 


    "Let me explain. The mechanism behind this work is—"



    * * *


    "To be honest, I thought we had no chance of winning if we fought head-on."


    Of course, I knew better than anyone about Shinoaki's incredible drawing ability.


    I moved her to that side, and moreover, Kuroda produced the work. My original intention was to create a mechanism for Saikawa's growth and Shinoaki's motivation, so I thought it would be meaningless if the work itself was evaluated and compared.


    "But Hashiba accepted the challenge. That's because this contest had a unique judging method. Am I wrong?"


    I nodded heavily.


    "You're right. That's the only way I saw a chance to win, uploading to Nico Nico."


    High-quality, full-color animation is an easy genre to score points in. In contrast, the music videos we are trying to make are subject to different tastes and preferences, and it is difficult to draw a line between the evaluation of the song and the evaluation of the video. 


    However, with Nico Nico Douga, the story is different.


    The MAD culture is strong on Nico Nico Nico, and videos using Meku are overwhelmingly popular, so interest in music videos is high to begin with, which has the advantage of making it easy to increase the appreciation of both the song and the video, as well as the synergy effect. 


    "On Nico Nico, where the creator can become the viewer and the viewer can become the creator, videos that are closer to the viewer tend to be preferred over professional works that are too far away. Is that also the aim?"


    I see, so Kuroda has read this far.


    Then how...That's the question, but let's answer it first. 


    "That's right. Empathy and participation, that's the theme of our videos."


    Kuroda lets out his usual hihi laugh.


    "So that's how it all came together. Ah, I see. So that's why you made the story closer to the heart of what everyone is feeling, lowered the target age a little, and made it easy to understand."


    "Right. I didn't say anything about the details, but the development of the video itself was done almost exactly as I wanted it to be."


    The first video was full of riddles, and the second one is the solution. 


    A series of difficult to read and difficult to understand words. However, they should not be necessary to know them, and they are more fun if you do.


    I touched everything I could think of that could be used to set up some kind of trap, such as the video description and profile. I set up a mountain of them, thinking that it would be fine if they exploded, but it wouldn't be a big deal if they didn't.


    These 'bombs' were already in effect the first day they were uploaded. Mysteries are mysteries, and these kinds of things are easy to discuss and fun to talk about anyway. We put in a lot of things that people can figure out if they watch them over and over again, so more people watch them over and over again, and the number of views and My Lists grows.


    And the discussion took place in the comments section as a matter of course.


    Of course, the number grew dramatically.


    "On the other hand, our work... has no reason to be talked."


    Kuroda seemed to understand that point as well.


    "Yes. So on the day of the screening, when I heard that it was so amazing that there were no words to describe it, I was convinced that I could win."


    High-quality works are more likely to be discussed and talked about in award competitions and by critics, for example.


    However, that is only limited to films that have been released in theaters.


    When it comes to a film on such a large scale, everyone is engrossed in it and finds it hard to type a comment. They end up just saying things like, "It was amazing," or "It was interesting."


    I think this is the reason for the difference in scores between the two works. 


    "That's what I thought of as a production, is that all, right?"


    Kuroda nodded,


    "Last"


    "Eh?"


    "The last scene. When did you come up with that?"


    "Ah, that one......"


    The last big gimmick, the scene that I thought would be a success if it worked.


    "That has been from the beginning. This project started with that scene." 


    "From there, you say......?"


    I felt that there was a little agitation in Kuroda's tone.



    * * *


    "What the hell is this......?"


    Morito, who was watching the screen, looked even more stunned than before.


    "This is the real climax of this video."


    Kanou said and turned her gaze back to the screen.
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    At the time of the screening, that sky scene was indeed pitch black.


    However, the video playing on Nico Nico Douga, which is now playing here, definitely depicts a sky full of stars.


    "It's obviously not right to say that there are no stars in this scene after all the work that has been done up to this point. But viewers who empathize with the video know that they can create that missing element themselves. And it spreads endlessly."


    Kanou said to Morito and all the students.


    "Yes, all of these stars are depicted in the comments of the viewers."


    ASCII art with symbols, letters, and combinations of them.


    Everyone was using their own techniques and expressions to make stars appear in the sky.


    Indeed, they may be more crude than the well-crafted images.


    However, viewers, who until now have only been “on the viewing side,” will feel a lot of emotion when they are able to participate in the production and paint something on a pitch-black canvas.


    "There are two gimmicks in this scene."


    The teacher stopped the screen and looked around.


    "One was a proposal for a participatory video that would be completed with the participation of viewers. The other was the number of comments, which was the subject of scoring this time."


    Several "Ah!"s echoed from the audience.


    "The number of stars is enormous. Stars are born and flow one after another. The latest 200 or so stars are displayed as comments on Nico Nico Douga. In this video, a flow of commenting on the riddle has been established, so naturally, the flow of stars is also reborn from time to time. In other words, the comments are continuously being generated one after another."


    The total number of comments will accumulate, so a huge number of comments will be added at the same time they are replaced.


    "You can already see that, can't you? This work was optimized for this scoring system. In order to win the competition."


    Morito looked disappointed and sat down in his chair.


    "Is that ... possible."


    Kanou let out a small breath and said,


    "Well, to be honest, if we talk only about the degree of perfection of the video, the work of the Kuroda group was outstanding by far this time. I have no objection to that. However..."


    With a serious face, she looked at the students,


    "In this industry, no, in this world, the best and the brightest are never the best in everything. All of these factors, plus luck and time, play tricks on each other, and hits are born"


    Kanou sat down in a chair, stopped the video, and rolled up the screen.


    As if making sure the hall was bright, she continued calmly.


    "We started this task with the aim of making everyone understand that. The video medium is going to change drastically in the future. The norm of going home and watching it on TV may not be around for years to come."


    The students all held their breath and listened to the teacher's talk.


    "It's not just about the content. Think about the media. And create it. That's all for today's lesson."



    * * *


    "Nico Nico is a medium in which viewers not only receive, but also participate, and the audience is highly motivated to participate."


    That is why we decided to include the most exciting scene at the end, the one in which the viewer can actively participate. No, we worked backwards to make that the most exciting part.


    "Other than that, there were many depictions in Meku's gaze and lyrics that made it seem like she was conscious of the audience. I think that was also a hint for the ending, right?"


    I nodded.


    "Kuroda, did you realize everything when you saw that scene?"


    "No, I didn't realize it right away...... I only realized it later. When I saw the number of views, My List, and comments, I knew you would come up with a mechanism to dramatically increase the number of views, My List, and comments. So when I realized it, it made sense."


    He said he thought about it after he finished watching it and realized it on the way home.


    "I went home and played it, and it was an hour or so up, and there were already stars in the comments on that scene. So I knew the game was over."


    "......I see."


    Was he competing against an opponent who knew that much?


    I knew Kuroda was a tough opponent, but I was still curious about something.


    "On the other hand, can I ask you a question?"


    "Yeah, sure."


    "Why did Kuroda include scenes and gimmicks that were conscious of Nico Nico in our work, even though you knew that much? You could have included them anywhere in the second work, not to mention the first one."


    Yes, he understood the general framework of what I was going to do, but why didn't he use it against me?


    Animation is a genre in which it is difficult to move the flow from the middle of a project, but even so, if he had known in advance, he would have been able to take some action.


    "Yeah, that's true, I could have done that."


    "Then why?"


    "I couldn't."


    "......Eh?"


    Kuroda's face became incredibly serious.


    "Hashiba, I have a question for you."


    His expression made me stiffen up as well.


    "You.....How much of the future of video work did you put into that work of yours?"


    I felt a rumble in the back of my throat.


    Because I sensed a clear danger in the blade that was thrust at me.


    "When I work as a producer, I put enough effort into every work that I create to make it a masterpiece. This is because I believe that this is my mission as a person living in the content industry. No matter how bad the conditions are or how unfulfilling it is, if you are aware that there is even one person who will think something when they see your work ... you can't do it half-heartedly."


    I was at a loss for words.


    It was as if the words were directed to the person I used to be before I came to the past, or to the person I used to be when I was making doujin games.


    "The creators create what they want to create without any limitations. The producer decides only on the framework, and only corrects the course when the creators stray from it. However, when an external factor tries to harm the creators by overstepping the framework, it is the producer who protects the creators, even at the cost of his own life. Am I wrong?"


    "......Right. It's as you say."


    "I'll ask again. I agree that Hashiba and his team's work is an incredible piece of work. But I also think it's a distorted piece that leans too much towards the media. Are you okay with that? Can you proudly say that this is what you wanted to do?"


    It was a terrifying question.


    It was a powerful question that challenged my very way of life.


    There's no doubt that Kuroda would never forgive me for running away. Even if the price I had to pay was his contempt, which would cause no actual harm, I understood better than anyone that this contempt could lead to a denial of my way of life. 


    What would I think?


    How would I respond?


    How would I live?


    The answer to Kuroda's question would also be the answer to how I would live my life and get around as a producer in the future.


    I thought for a long time. I remained in the same position for a few minutes, thinking. Kuroda, too, watched my every move, not moving an inch. 


    And then I answered.


    "Kuroda, I — want to take all the talented people around me to the top of the professional ranks, without missing a single one."


    "If you think so, you shouldn't have made that work, should you?"


    "No. It was necessary."


    I said it outright.


    "Nico Nico Douga medium is immature. But because of that, it has a lot of momentum right now. Most of the people who come there are in their teens."


    This was back when Nico Nico was still a young media.


    The rules and morals were a mess, but there was also power in it.


    "If we ignore such a medium, which has developed abnormally only in terms of enthusiasm, because it is immature, it will surely dull our creative precision and, in a bad sense, fall into the category of something that is not relevant to the times. That is how I see it."


    Just as the once-popular film industry was buried by television. 


    And television was pushed aside by the Internet, which even launched negative campaigns. 


    There is a good chance that at some point, the Internet will also be replaced by something hot. 


    I believe that creators are free to take whatever attitude they want as long as they just make things.


    If you are creating through commercial media, you must always be aware of where you are presenting your work and what the rules and regulations are.


    We have seen what happens to creators who don't do it because they are lazy or give up. We have seen it too many times.


    "That's why it was necessary. I wanted to show people that the tremendous quality of the work created by Kuroda and his team could be surpassed by considering the possibilities, including the media, and being creative."


    I cut the subject off there.


    I said everything I wanted to say. 


    "—That's it."


    Kuroda continued to stare at me in silence even after I finished speaking.


    It was a long time. It seemed as if he was going to stick around for as long as I was thinking.


    (Was it no good......?)


    Is this length of time a sign of NO? While I was thinking about it, Kuroda finally said,


    "Hihi, you're really a disgusting guy, aren't you?"


    Suddenly, he spoke back his words in his usual way of speaking.


    "I don't like what you do, and I don't like the results you get. I don't like the way you use words to wrap things up in smoke, and I don't like the things you make."


    Apparently, it was no good.


    I guess my thoughts and ideas didn't reach him.


    "But the speech just now, honestly, worked."


    "Eh?"


    "It's because I don't have that. I hated the media anyway, and I had decided to use them, but never to get too deep into them. I'm not going to go into too much detail, but I've known people who were so immersed in it that it poisoned their entire body. I thought it was the right thing to do, to leave my feet firmly planted in the content and touch it only when I needed to, rather than discover the poison's delicious taste."


    Kuroda's words spoke of the difficulties of being a producer.


    Creating a work is an internal process, and other ethics and righteousnesses will affect the way it is spread outward. If we are too stubborn, we can push our work into the minor, and if we are too open, it will be covered in the poison that Kuroda describes, and not even the creator's bones will remain.


    "But you knew that, and you dared to let your team touch it. You knew it was poison. I thought you were crazy, but after listening to your story, I realized that it was necessary."


    "I'm still feeling my way around. I don't know anything, so I think about it endlessly every time."


    "Hihi, you're right. It's a producer's job is to use their head Once you start getting things done through experience and connections, it's better to just let them be a decoration."


    I thought the stubbornness had disappeared from Kuroda's expression.


    "Ironic, isn't it."


    Kuroda gave a forced smile, as if mocking himself.


    "I wanted to take revenge on the masses, but as a result, I lost with the power of the masses." 


    "Revenge......?"


    "It's just my story. Don't worry about it."


    Kuroda spread his hands dramatically and made a disappointed face.


    "Well, at least it looks like I don't have to despise you. That doesn't mean I like you though."


    "That's good."


    I looked disappointed as well.


    "I have respect for you, too, but I don't really like you, Kuroda."


    After a short pause, we both burst out laughing. 


    Thinking about it, it was the first time that I'd ever felt this way since we met.


    Perhaps this is the kind of thing we only came to understand each other after fighting each other.



    * * *


    After I finished talking with Kuroda, I had visited the film studies lab by myself. 


    Even though participation was pretty much voluntary, I felt that I needed to offer some apology since both team leaders had so blatantly skipped the entire class. 


    "When I started class, I looked around and immediately thought, “Oh, if those guys aren't there, they're probably having a fight somewhere”."


    "I'm sorry, really."


    "Well, that kind of conversation is much more important in life than classroom study. So, how was it, did you actually fight?"


    I smiled and said,


    "Yeah, to the point where we don't bleed each other." 


    "I see, that's good."


    Sensei was in a good mood, and was smiling the whole time.


    After roughly making the coffee as usual, she placed the cup in front of me with a casual gesture. 


    Then she sat down in front of me,


    "Where did you learn how to do that?"


    She asked.


    "There is no “where”. When I saw Nico Nico, I thought that there was a certain style here, and that doing something for that style would lead to a hit. So I found my own theme, and that was the result."


    "Hou?"


    "If you're going to use the Internet to put out your work, I think you'll have to be aware of the fact that it's a mechanism to get people to react to it."


    In the past, there was a way to react to video works in a way that was commensurate with them.


    Movies had critical media, TV shows had topics of conversation at school and at work. Games had the same, and since the birth of the Internet, there is even less of a place for it. 


    However, I think that these were still things that could only be observed from afar. They didn't take full advantage of the characteristics of the Internet, and they lacked real-time capabilities. 


    However, as lines became faster worldwide and the video media itself became available on the Internet, the fusion of the two quickly progressed.


    I believe that Nico Nico Douga, including its unique commenting system, was born as it was meant to be born.


    "So, in the sense that it was a work that could only be made at that time, I believe it was a meaningful work."


    Sensei only replied, "I see."


    Then, after thinking for a moment, she opened her mouth.


    "What we teach in our department is all about producing video on media that is packaged and played back. That has been the norm until now. However, the work you have created this time does not fit into any of those categories, and I dare say that it is something like a game or CG art, something that changes things fundamentally."


    "......I understand."


    "Frankly, I'm having a hard time. From a teaching point of view, Kuroda and his team's work is worth a perfect score. It has been my usual way to give high scores to them. But if I think about the future, I end up with your work. There's no doubt about that."


    Sensei's eyes were fixed straight on me, piercing through me.


    "So I want you to show me your potential. I want you to make what you have created this time so that it will become a standard for the future of video, not just a stepping stone to win a contest. I know you can do it."


    Yes, I nodded.


    Now I can't make that yet. That is why I was able to create a work with such a distorted mechanism.


    But I knew that one day, by working with them together, we would be able to realize that dream. It was because I believed this that I called Tsurayuki back and confronted Shinoaki.


    Everything should be connected to the future.


    "So, what are you going to do from now on?"


    "What do you mean?"


    Sensei sipped her coffee.


    "As you probably know, Shino and the others will get a chance to become professionals by putting this work out into the world. But that's just the guys who have some skill as creators."


    The hand holding the cup was gently pointed towards me.


    "After everyone has spread their wings, the only person left will be the person at the center. Hashiba, what are you going to do then? Are you going to follow them or live as a student?"


    "That's......"


    I couldn't say anything back.


    Tsurayuki's words resurface. Everyone becomes a professional. They decide on a path and walk away.


    I was encouraging them to do so, but the important thing is that I can't decide my own path.


    "I don't know yet."


    That was the only answer I could give.


    "—Think about it."


    Sensei said it calmly.



    * * *


    I walk down the street in the evening, when the sun has completely set, toward the share house. 


    "Ugh......It's getting a little cold."


    Some time had passed since the school festival ended, and it was beginning to feel more like winter than autumn.


    As I realized it was about time to get out my winter clothes, I began to think about what lay ahead.


    There was a mountain of things to do. About the future of all the staff, and about myself. 


    Even after one production was over, I already had to think about the next one.


    "I guess it really ...... only takes a little bit of time off to bask in the afterglow after you've made it."


    I heard there's something called a refreshment holiday in the professional world, but I wanted to ask how many people actually take a break from it. 


    "What are you going to do from now on, huh?"


    If I were to be a normal student, this would be the time when I would start worrying about choosing a course in my third year and then start thinking about finding a job. 


    But I didn't put much importance on that. Shinoaki, Nanako, and Tsurayuki are gradually finding their direction and starting to move. How will I face this? Will I find a way to walk together and call everyone there, or will I enter a phase of training myself in preparation for the reunion?


    I have a goal. But there are many ways to achieve it, and I'm not sure what to do.


    Right now, I've been struggling in a whirlpool of thoughts like this.


    Because I was walking while thinking, before I knew it, I was getting closer to the share house. 


    "Areh......?"


    It was after I noticed someone standing in front of the house.


    "Hashiba-san, thank you for your hard work."


    It was Saikawa who bowed her head.


    "Saikawa, what are you doing here?"


    It was an unexpected person.


    To begin with, I don't often have the chance to talk to Saikawa alone. The only time I had that chance was during the stalker incident.


    Since we are now in the same share house and there is always someone there, it is impossible for us to be alone in the first place. 


    And yet, she went out of her way to create that situation.


    Unless there is something unusual going on, there is no need for her to do such a thing.


    (Really, what is it? What kind of business is it?)


    Just as I was wondering about this, she spoke up.


    "I just wanted to talk to you, Hashiba-san. Can I talk to you for a moment."


    "Eh, fine, but here? If you want to change places, I am fine with it."


    "No, it's fine. There's absolutely no problem here."


    Nodding her head, Saikawa took a deep breath. 


    "U-Uhm, me too......!"


    She had a worried look on her face.


    "E-Eh?"


    C-Could it be.


    What happened with Nanako came back to me in an instant.


    No, but I wasn't that involved with Saikawa in the first place, and I thought this girl was more interested in the girls. In fact, I don't remember her ever talking to me about anything other than production.


    But this flow is very, very much like that! I mean, is it okay to say such a thing in a place like this where you don't know who is watching!


    "S-Saikawa, um."


    "I want to make anime too!!"


    "...............Eh?"


    Both Saikawa and I stopped moving, as if time had stopped right there. 


    "Anime......is it?"


    "Y-Yes......"


    The only sound echoing through the countryside at night was the silly whoosh of the wind.


    



   


Epilogue - From Now On, From Then On

  "I was suddenly stopped and taken to a place I didn't know, then given a plate with the number 3 on it. When I said, "Excuse me, I'm in a hurry," I was told, "We'll let you go as soon as the event here is over, so please", I told them many times that they must have mistaken me for someone else and I asked them to double check. But they got down on their knees and said that since I had come to this point, there was no other choice but for me to appear, and then I said, "Well, I don't really know much about it, but I'm only going to say things that will get you eliminated in the first round of selection, is that okay?" and they said it was fine, so I stood on the stage and said, number three, Kawasegawa Eiko. To be honest, I think beauty pageants are silly, so I just want it to be over quickly and I can go home. When I said that my favorite food is sushi and my least favorite animal is a crocodile because it has a lot of teeth and is scary, all the judges kind of burst out laughing. I got angry and said, "What's so funny about that?" from the stage, but it was well-received and the audience was excited. I thought, "What are these people doing? Are they crazy?", Then, as I was about to leave, I was told that I had been selected as one of the three finalists, "Haaah??" I got mad and said "I didn't hear it" and they said "You've made it to the top so please just go and do it" and the final audition was singing, and I said that I didn't want to sing even though I wasn't serious like Nanako, "Please, somehow do it" they said, and I was told that it didn't matter if it was a nursery rhyme or whatever, so I decided to sing a song that my father used to sing? I sang it with all my might, and I thought the audience would be turned off, but it was a huge hit, and I was stunned when the MC said, "You've been chosen as Miss Daigeidai!" So I shouted, "Stop making fun of people!" and they gave me a huge round of applause. It was really tough!!"


  The above is a comment from Kawasegawa Eiko herself on why she was selected as Miss Daigeidai. 



  * * *


  The announcement of the results is over, and in a real sense, peaceful days have returned to the campus.


  We students of the Department of Visual Arts finally became aware of course selection before our third year. We have to decide on a major, such as film, computer graphics, or animation. 


  But as for me, my head was full of thoughts about everyone. I spent my days constantly thinking about and trying to think about what to do next.


  Let me take a moment to look back.


  First of all, there was the most recent case of Saikawa. In response to her wish to create an animation, I had first and foremost decided to consult with him.


  "So, what do you want?"


  The old cafetaria two has become the usual place. 


  I had called Kuroda.


  "Let's get straight to the point. What are you planning to do from now on, Kuroda?"


  "I'm going to quit school."


  He said, without hesitation.


  "There were some things I wanted to learn a little more. But I created a system that would allow me to do my job, and I developed a plan that would allow me to do a lot of things in the future. That's why I'm quitting."


  For some reason, I had a feeling that was the case.


  In a sense, Kuroda has done everything that can be done in the Department of Visual Arts, because he has created a work that is tens of orders of magnitude higher in quality than the animated graduation projects that third and fourth year students worked so hard to produce. 


  This would make it extremely unlikely that he would be able to do much on campus. Even if he takes individual classes in his major, Kuroda has no intention of developing his skills outside of production to that extent. So, what awaits him next is,


  "Well, I had no choice but to go pro. That's the kind of situation I was pushed into."


  "What do you mean, pushed into?"


  "They came to me with funding to turn it into a studio and make anime. The production company that originally funded us to make the series of works the other day saw what we had made and made a decision. A production committee has been set up with an agency involved, and the goal is to release the work in theaters at the end of 2008."


  In a way, I think Kuroda won. It's not just about winning or losing the numbers on that spot, but also about the development that followed.


  In fact, that work is gaining popularity, including among the general public. This may have led to this investment.


  "So, I told you what I'm going to do. And what is your business?"


  I took a piece of paper out of my pocket.


  "You remember this, don't you?"


  It was a pledge made when the two of us made a bet when production was nearing its climax. 


  Listen to anything that is realistically possible.


  In the end, I won, and it was the price I'd earned from the bet.


  "Hihi, so you remembered after all. You haven't brought it out in a while, so I knew you'd bring it out somewhere when you wanted to use it."


  "Well, I'll use it without hesitation. Do you know there's a girl named Saikawa on our team?"


  "Yeah, of course. I knew that she was an art student, and that she painted a challenging picture." 


  "I want her to be on your team."


  Kuroda's face twitched.


  "That's my request to you."


  He thought for a moment, then spoke.


  "I thought Saikawa was ... to be raised at your place, Hashiba?"


  "Yes, there was a time when I thought about that. But there is nothing I can teach her now."


  And most importantly, Saikawa herself wanted to make anime and asked me to introduce her to Kuroda.



  * * *


  That day, she told me she wanted to make an anime.


  I was once again discussing with her in order to hear more details.


  Then, out of the blue, she mentioned being introduced to the Kuroda Group. 


  "Are you sure?"


  When I asked, Saikawa answered “Yes” without hesitation.


  "I mean, they don't have Shinoaki on that team anymore, you know? Do you still want to work with Kuroda and the others?"


  Once again, Saikawa nodded, "Yes."


  "I enjoyed the work I did with Senpais this time. I learned a lot and I think my world has expanded. I realized how difficult it is to create something with the viewer in mind."


  Saikawa cut off her words there,


  "...... But Kuroda-san and his team's work had a greater impact."


  Saikawa stares into space as if recalling their work.


  "I felt as if I had been beaten to the pulp. But I realized that a work that has been pushed to the limit of quality can be so impressive that it makes me tremble."


  Even after that screening, Saikawa watched Blue Planet many times.


  She did not particularly say anything to anyone about her impressions. I am sure she was mulling it over on her own, understanding it, and observing it closely as a guideline for what to do next.


  "And then I thought, this is what I want to do next."


  Pursue creativity with all your heart. For her, who has been painting alone for a long time, it must have been a stage that seemed attractive. 


  "I'm sorry, even though senpais invited me."


  "No, it's only natural for a creator to feel that way."


  As I have said many times, in terms of simple creative power, I could not match the work of Kuroda and his team.


  If Saikawa had carefully and unbiasedly viewed the work before making her decision, I thought that was a good thing.


  "I love both Aki-san and the things she makes. Even now, that has not changed at all. But if we were to make something together, I'm sure I would just keep looking at Aki-san's back."


  Taking a deep breath, she continued.


  "I think there's a difference between loving someone and wanting to be with them and talking to them, and making them your goal. When I saw Aki-san's work, I honestly felt a huge distance between us. I felt like we had gone really far away."


  She looked into the distance, then back at me.


  ".......That's why I wanted to run for a while without looking at her back. I don't think I'll be able to get there easily, so I wanted to go somewhere where I can run without looking at anything."


  I approached her to be a competitor to Shinoaki.
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  The aim was spot on. But Saikawa had grown so much that she was no longer satisfied with just that spot.


  So fast that I didn't even notice.


  "Saikawa......You."


  She was a much more splendid creator than I thought.


  "Okay, I'll give it a go then."


  "Thank you!"


  Her face was beaming as she answered.



  * * *


  "......That's how it is. Once again, I'm requesting you to take care of her."


  "Hihi, that's not interesting. Things are going too much the way you want them to."


  Kuroda laughed and wrinkled his brow a little.


  "Sorry, but I have to take advantage of you here."


  "Fine. But, my team is strict. We won't push her too hard, but we will make unreasonable demands." 


  I was convinced.


  Kuroda is, in the truest sense of the word, an excellent producer.


  And pairing him with Shinoaki was extremely meaningful when it came to thinking about the future.


  "If Kuroda had won... would you have wanted Shinoaki on your team?"


  He replied without pausing for a moment.


  "It's not worth asking, that's for sure. You know it when you see it."


  That answer was enough.


  Shinoaki has grown up wonderfully. She has become a creator to the extent that she can make Kuroda say this much.


  "Hey, Hashiba."


  At the end of the talk, Kuroda said as if to add.


  "In your opinion... what kind of creator is Shino?"


  I was startled.


  Those words made it clear that even in Kuroda's eyes, Shinoaki did indeed occupy a special place.


  "She's—strong. I dare say she's that kind of creator."


  She has overcome her family, her own problems, and everything else through painting. What I felt was her strength.


  "I see. I agree with you."


  Kuroda nodded at my words.


  "But, you know. Shino should probably be so fragile as proportionally to how strong she is."


  "Fragile?"


  "Yes. I don't know what the trigger is, but there's no way that someone who can concentrate and execute to that extent can have all the resistance. People with extreme stats always have some weakness."


  Exactly, I thought.


  "I think Shino is an incredible creator. I'd like to create something with her again someday, so Hashiba, please protect him."


  "......Mm, I get it."


  "But it's kind of weird for me to ask that. Forget about that. See you later."


  Kuroda shook his head and walked away.


  It was the first time I'd ever seen Kuroda like that, but that just shows there's something special about Shinoaki.


  "Fragile, huh?"


  A future in which she had stopped drawing. I didn't think it would happen, but it was something that could have actually happened.


  Maybe one day, such an opportunity will happen to her again.


  When that time comes, what can I do for her? Right now, I don't know.



  * * *


  The person in question, Shinoaki, had been in a state of panic due to the mountain of messages she received from various places ever since the production of the Kuroda group finished.


  "Shinoaki, what's the situation, it looks like it's not good."


  When I entered the room, I found Shinoaki facing the computer with a half-crying expression.


  "Uwh", she groaned as she tried to reply to emails, which made no progress at all.


  "I'll take over for now. I can just reply from here, right?"


  "Mm, thank you~ Kyoya-kun. You're a lifesaver, seriously."


  Finally, Shinoaki looked relieved.


  After the release of both Blue Forest and Planet, Shinoaki received a huge number of comments and fan mail from people of all ages, younger and older, of both sexes.


  She could not reply to each and every one of them, so she kept them all for the time being. So I was helping her with the replies. 


  "Well, thank you for contacting us. We are very sorry, but we are currently receiving many contacts and we are replying to them in order. We apologize for the inconvenience, but we would appreciate it if you could wait a little longer for our reply......"


  And although still sparse, job requests were beginning to come in.


  Despite her outstanding drawing ability, she was still young, so perhaps they were just taking a wait-and-see attitude. However, if she could make even a single accomplishment with this, she would be flooded with requests. 


  "I guess I'll just reply to this one for now."


  Sort the folders marked "work" into the ones that are clearly recognizable.


  At the end of the reply to the job request e-mail, I also wrote that if they wanted a quick response or strongly desired to work with us, sorry, but they should let us know that separately. This should bring additional contacts from those who really want to check it out right away, or those who really wish to make a request to Shinoaki.


  "I need to decide how to respond."


  Shinoaki was still undecided about how to respond to this matter.


  Even if we say we love to draw illustrations, there are many people in this day and age who will abuse that feeling without a care in the world. Even if Kawasegawa and I can filter out the blatant ones, it is difficult to completely deal with those who put on the skin of a legitimate company. 


  (And......)


  Above all, there was also the question of what Shinoaki herself would do in the future.


  She has never worked commercially as an artist, so if she does, she'll be dealing with outside agents and companies.


  Will she do it herself or will someone else come in between?


  "Okay, I've sent the ones you've already read."


  "Thank you, then I'll read the ones I haven't read yet."


  I switch seats in front of the computer with Shinoaki again, and she opens the e-mails one by one with a pen-tab. 


  First, Shinoaki looks through all the e-mails like this. Then, she would check the ones she was interested in and respond to the ones she was not, as she had done earlier, in the form of a reply for the time being.


  "I'm getting messages from all kinds of people."


  The clicking of the tablet's buttons echoed throughout the quiet room.


  I asked a question, careful not to disturb Shinoaki.


  "Shinoaki, do you want to continue working as an artist?"


  I wondered if this was a question that would take a long time to answer,


  "......Mm, I think so."


  The answer came surprisingly quickly.


  "A while ago you said it was still too early to tell what would happen, but has that changed?"


  "Well, I've been thinking about it since then, and I've decided on it this morning."


  Shinoaki's words were gentle, but strong-willed.


  "I made a work with Kuroda-kun and others, and uploaded it to a place where many people were watching it, and many people were very happy. At first, I wondered why I should be the one to do it, but then I felt very, very happy."


  The icon on the pen tab moved to a slightly different location and jumped to the Nico Nico Douga address where Blue Planet was uploaded.


  Although it wasn't as flashy as a barrage of bullets, each scene was well-marked with comments from people who seemed to truly love the work.


  "I thought, “Maybe there is something I can do by drawing, too,” and as long as people want me to do it, I think I can do it. So I'm a little embarrassed, but I'm going to give it a try."


  From outside the window, I can hear the sound of the wind blowing through. Since yesterday, the weather has been forecast to be a bit stormy.


  As the window frame creaked faintly, Shinoaki's simple and unaffected speech spread through me like a permeating stream.


  "I agree. I'd like to see more of Shinoaki's art."


  "Thank you, Kyoya-kun, for always saying so."


  Mm, of course I do, and that will never change.



  * * *


  From the e-mails and requests Shinoaki received, she decided to do a one-shot illustration job for a magazine. She actually responded and is already communicating with the people at the publication.


  "So how's it going? If any editors say anything weird, I'll yell at them!"


  "It's fine, I talked to Kanou-sensei and she said it wouldn't be a problem, and she also said it would be easy to communicate with Shinoaki."


  "W-Well then......It's good."


  Nanako breathed a sigh of relief.


  "More importantly, what are you going to do, Nanako? You need to decide on the song soon."


  "Uwh........ You're right, this time it's this."


  Nanako was also beginning to feel the effects of the work.


  The songs she had released were gradually becoming a topic of conversation, partly due to the effect of the Music Videos, and she was receiving many comments as well as those of Shinoaki. 


  She received several invitations to collaborate, such as “I wrote this song, so please sing it,” “Please write a song that fits this world view,” etc.


  Many of them were free, but some of them were popular vocaloids. Among them, there was one request that I thought she should accept, so I recommended it to her,


  (Maybe I shouldn't have said popular......)


  Knowing it, the pressure seemed to be growing.


  "U-Uwwweh...... I feel like I'm going to throw up."


  So, since a while ago, we have been in a situation where she has been appealing that she is going to vomit like this all the time.


  "You are about to release a song, so you shouldn't vomit! Release not vomit, please."


  "B- Because! Because! I was just working part-time at Dawson's last year and doing bad karaoke to get myself in the mood, and now this......U-Ueeeeh."


  Has Nanako developed a habit of throwing up when she gets nervous?


  "Hey, I don't know if it's too late to say this, but I really think this PV production was made possible by the fact that Nanako's music was so good."


  "R-Really......"


  "Yes, if it weren't for that, the viewers wouldn't have participated so much in the comments."


  In fact, it was a great accomplishment not only for Nanako's outstanding singing ability, but also for the fact that she was able to demonstrate so much in terms of composition and arrangement.


  N@NA was highly regarded as a singer-songwriter. Nanako is gradually approaching that figure. It was a work that made me think so. 


  "If Kyoya says that much... I think I'll give it a try."


  "Mm, I think it's not a bad idea to give it a try."


  Nanako nodded her head,


  "Kyoya, that......"


  "Hmm?"


  It was almost no time after I replied, Nanako hugged me by the neck from the front.
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  "Eh, wai...... Nanako ......!?"


  "......Don't worry, I won't kiss you now. But just a little."


  The hug became even stronger.


  "Just let me stay like this for a little while."


  "M-Mm."


  As I am subjected to it, I feel Nanako's body strongly.


  Her soft skin and hair are in close contact with my body. Her breath tickled my ear. And most of all, everything was very, very hot, even the parts that were not touching.


  (Nanako......)


  As much as I know her feelings, I feel very sorry for myself for not showing any action.


  But I didn't have any confidence. I was worried that if I shifted my feelings to romance now, I'd regret it when I was finally able to do what I really wanted to do.


  (So sorry about now)


  Eventually, Nanako's body slowly moved away.


  "Ehehe, I feel like an idiot."


  Nanako laughed, then wiped away something that had come into her eyes with her hand. 


  "Nanako, uhm."


  "Kyouya, you can't. No matter what you say right now, I'll just start crying." 


  When I hear that, I shut up.


  "As for the collaboration, I will ask them to wait a little longer. I'm not ready for it like Shinoaki, and I don't have the confidence that it's the right thing to do, but I'm going to think about how I can expand it while I'm still having fun singing."


  "...... I see, I get it."


  I thought it was about time, so I quietly got up from my seat and left Nanako's room. The time has come for everyone to think about something and move on. I was very happy, but at the same time, I was feeling a little lonely.



  * * *


  On the day it was decided that Shinoaki would make her professional debut early next year, I was at the Spade Cafe on campus, listening to a certain girl's complaints together with Hikawa.


  To be precise, I was listening to the complaints by myself, and Hikawa, who was passing by, got dragged into it by me, but that's about it. 


  "So, as Miss Daigeidai, what kind of activities will you be doing from now on, ow ow ow ow?"


  In the middle of saying this, she pinched me on the cheek with all her might.


  "Next time you say it, I'll tear off your cheeks!"


  "Please stop trying to settle things like you're an underworld figure, Kawasegawa-san."


  It seemed she twisted it pretty hard, causing a reddish mark.


  "Well~ Even so, I was surprised, when I went to the screening after hearing about the lack of participants, I didn't expect Kawasegawa was participate in the event! That was the biggest surprise of the year!"


  "You know, I didn't participate in the contest, or rather, they made a mistake and fooled me! You should have corrected that statement!"


  Kawasegawa indignantly sucks her melon soda through a straw, gulping it down until it makes a slurping sound.


  It seems she must have been very unhappy about being selected as Miss Daigeidai, as she visited the organizing committee multiple times to request that it be revoked.


  "But every time I did that, I would get some kind of candy or an interesting book......I've been placated so well."


  I feel bad for the person in question, but I almost burst out laughing here. Even with that in mind, Miss Daigeidai may have made a wonderful selection.


  "So, are you going to appear at an event next week? Something about regional revitalization."


  "It seems so. They're going to invite the Miss winners from five private universities in Osaka and they'll be handing out flyers and pamphlets and stuff like that."


  She said, and took out a printed document from her tote bag.


  A white hat, a red jacket, and a white skirt, a very official event companion's outfit were on the cover.


  "Are you going to wear this?"


  When I asked her honestly, Kawasegawa got angry for some reason.


  "Of course I'm going to wear it! You know what I'm talking about, right!"


  Apparently, she was embarrassed.


  "More than that, what about Nanako?"


  Naturally, Kawasegawa and the others were well aware of Nanako's issue, as I had already discussed it with them.


  "Mm, I think I'll let Kawasegawa know about it, maybe she'll ask them to wait a bit for an answer."


  "Hmmm, she's very high-minded in that way."


  While fiddling with the ice through the straw,


  "She's being recognized in a field she loves, so why not take it as a positive thing."


  "I think Nanako is scared too. She said she doesn't have a solid confidence in her singing yet."


  "It will be weird if someone has complete confidence in that."


  Kawasegawa pursed her lips as usual,


  "If you try as hard as you can and you still don't have confidence, it's a sign that you have a strong desire to develop and grow, so you should keep trying new things with the intention of gaining experience. If you start to have such a certain confidence, you will be a big star if you are good, but if you are bad, you will be a person who has stopped growing. Nanako is not like that."


  Kawasegawa is always analytical, serious, and eager to create.


  It is both ironic and amusing that she is still undecided about her career path.


  "I mean, I ended up becoming Miss Something even though I didn't want to! Compared to that, those girls are definitely better than me!"


  Both Hikawa and I were struggling to hold back our laughter.


  (Well, but Kawasegawa definitely will never run out of food, right.)


  She works hard at everything she does, and is a lovely character when properly involved, and although she may not be willing to do so, she is definitely the type of person who has a place in the world.



  * * *


  "I'm home."


  We ended up talking a lot, and it was well into the night when I returned to the share house. When I turned on the light at the entrance and entered the living room, there seemed to be no one there.


  "I see, everyone is on business......"


  Saikawa was helping Kuroda and his team at their new company. When it came to the final work, she sometimes stayed at a business hotel.


  Nanako was out in Umeda for a meeting about the collaboration. By the way, it seems that she will go back to her parents' house and stay for about two nights. 


  And Shinoaki was also on her way to Tokyo for a meeting to discuss illustrations for a light novel. I guess she should have arrived at the hotel by now, but like Nanako, she was going to stay over there for two nights. 


  It had been a long time.


  In an empty house, I sprawl out in the living room and stare up at the ceiling.


  "Really......There's no one here."


  Come to think of it, the first time I came here I was alone like this too. 


  I fell asleep then, and before I knew it Shinoaki had arrived, crawling into my futon......


  "I remember Nanako and Tsurayuki giving me the dreadful stares......"


  It was also nostalgic that Nanako was a little wary of me.


  Tsurayuki even asked me which one I preferred. 


  We all met here, and we all thought and created things together, and now we are all slowly walking down different paths.


  It has been less than two years, but it feels like a long time ago. 


  It makes me so happy.


  From the despair of that rainy day, from a future with a bad ending, we can finally pave the way that leads to the future.


  What I am doing is not wrong. It should not be wrong.


  But the further things go, the lonelier I become. 


  "But this is fine."


  That's because I'm not a creator.


  Sensei told me that everyone is a creator.


  But I am fundamentally different from those who can create something out of nothing with their own hands. 


  I'm the person who looks at people and boxes, and packs and moves them appropriately.


  They are the ones who get the spotlight. 


  That time was fast approaching.


  I rolled over and looked at the ceiling again. 


  "It was fun......"


  After finishing production, exhausted and tired, I would often sleep here instead of going back to my room. 


  Whenever I did so, someone would wake me up.


  From right above me, instead of the ceiling, they looked at me with concern.


  So I woke up and said the same thing as usual.


  "It's okay, we can do it."


  My consciousness and vision became hazy, taking me to a place where I couldn't tell if I was dreaming or something else.


  "......i, ......ya."


  Areh?


  This is not a dream, someone is obviously there.


  I muster the strength to open my eyes from the comfortable world of sleep. 


  There is,


  "Chi~ssu. Oh, Kyoya. What, is there no one else here?"


  "Tsurayuki......"


  There was the face of my best friend who had been here for a long time.


  "I brought the CD I borrowed from Nanako, but she's not here, so I thought I'd leave it here. Is she working part-time today or something."


  "No, it's regarding the recording I told you about before."


  I told Tsurayuki about the meeting.


  "I see, so she's able to do something like that all by herself." 


  Come to think of it, that's true.


  In the past, whenever she was involved in negotiations or meetings with outside parties or with people she did not know, she would always make sure that I was present.


  Now Nanako does it all by herself. I may have encouraged her to do so, but it is an impressive growth. 


  "You know, Kyoya really likes sleeping here."


  Tsurayuki laughs happily.


  He looks exactly the same as before.


  "Yeah, nothing's changed since before."


  "Well, somehow, I happened to be like that too."


  Tsurayuki then looked around the house.


  "But, well, everyone's getting busy, really." 


  "Mm......"


  That is, until just a couple of months ago, someone was doing something here every day. 


  We often cooked meals together, and it was fun to go to the convenience store during our breaks.


  But now, it's so quiet that it feels like a lie.


  "This is kind of... depressing. Is it just me?"


  Tsurayuki says in a somber tone of voice. 


  "No, I was thinking the same thing."


  "I see, then I'm glad."


  He chuckled shyly,


  "It was kind of like everybody was going to get ahead and I'd be the only one left behind, right now."


  I see, so that's why I felt left behind earlier too.


  I felt so... lonely. 


  "Well, I don't have any offers, so I'll just enjoy my student life at a leisurely pace and keep writing!"


  Perhaps trying to brighten the mood, Tsurayuki crosses his arms and laughs out loud.


  (Maybe he's just trying to cheer me up.)


  I had a feeling that this was the case, given the timing of Tsurayuki's words.


  "Hey, we haven't had a drink together lately, how about now?"


  "Oh, that'd be great...! We haven't been able to do that at all."


  Tsurayuki seemed to be concerned about me after all.


  Seeing my gloomy expression, he must have realized something.


  A little while after he had returned to college, sensei once asked me to watch Tsurayuki.


  The words were intended out of consideration for the fact that Tsurayuki might be having a hard time getting used to college life, but now, on the contrary, Tsurayuki was concerned about me. 


  (Thank you, Tsurayuki)


  In my heart, I gave my greatest thanks to my best friend.


  "Okay, I'll leave my bike here! And I'll go to Dawson's at the intersection and get some snacks and some drinks......"


  The most fun part of any drinking party is probably the moment before you start drinking.


  That moment when we were deciding what to buy,


  "Areh, Tsurayuki, your phone is ringing."


  Tsurayuki's incoming call suddenly rang out.


  "What's this? I'll hang up the phone. I'm going to have a drink now......"


  Tsurayuki tries to hang up the phone immediately.


  "W-Wait a second, let's see what's coming in. It might be an emergency."


  "Kyouya is so serious even at times like this. Well, I suppose so."


  Tsurayuki laughed and checked his cell phone display. 


  And,


  "Eh, eh, wait a minute, are you serious?"


  His expression changed in an instant.


  There was no doubt that the call was coming from some incredible person.


  "I'm sorry, can I answer the phone?"


  "Of course, quickly."


  Tsurayuki gulped, then gently pressed the incoming call button.


  "Hello......This is Rokuonji."


  Tsurayuki's voice was clearly tense.


  For a while, the conversation consisted of only "yes" and "okay," and then,


  "Eh......Eeeeeehhhh!! A-Are you serious!"


  With Tsurayuki's loud voice, the natural, Tsurayuki's voice turned into a lively one.


  "T-Thank you so much!"


  Over and over again, Tsurayuki thanked them over the phone.


  "Y-Yes, of course, it's okay! I'll be right there, the day after tomorrow, ye!"


  Tsurayuki's voice remained hoarse until the end of the call.


  He took a deep breath, repeated it, and finally for the third time.


  "Kyoya......I did it, I did it......"


  In a hoarse voice, Tsurayuki said.


  "W-What's happened......?"


  I had no idea where the call was coming from or what it was about.


  However, judging from Tsurayuki's reaction, it was certainly not bad news.


  Tsurayuki clutched his cell phone tightly,


  "The call was from Gakuoukan."


  It's a huge publisher that everyone knows.


  It is not only a publisher of general literature, but also focuses on light novel labels, and as I recall, the original Kawagoe Kyoichi made his debut there as well.


  (Eh, that means...)


  So in other words.


  "I've been sending them out, all this time. Whenever I had time I'd write a piece and send it in for a new writer's award. Lately I'd been getting rejected in the third round, but this time I made it to the finals......"


  "C-Could it be."


  "Yeah, the award has been decided! It's the Rookie of the Year Award, the Grand Prize, me! With the name you gave me, Kawagoe Kyoichi is going to be a writer!"


  Tsurayuki's voice exploded. It was the most joyful voice I had ever heard.


  "Rookie......Awards"


  Tsurayuki takes my hand and is overjoyed.


  "Thank you, thank you so much Kyoya! If it weren't for you, I might have stopped sending them! But... I'm really glad I continued!"


  Oh, thank God.


  What Tsurayuki had been pursuing for so long finally took shape.


  "That's amazing, Tsurayuki. Today is a great day to celebrate."


  "Right! I'll treat you to a drink today! Let's drink a lot!"


  Mm, really......Congratulations. 


  As I thought, you guys were different from me.


  You were the leading creators of the platinum generation.


  (I guess it's that time of year already.)


  I wondered if I was able to match up well with Tsurayuki's beaming smile.


  I wondered if I looked particularly lonely? 


  That was the only thing I was concerned about.



  With the battle concluded, with no winner, the warriors were invited to move on to the next battle. 


  From now on, each warrior would fight alone. 


  To remake themselves.


  


  E-Book Bonus Newly Written Short Story


  The Three Major Stories: Sephirot's Tree/TRPG/Map

  Since we are students at a school where we study a wide range of entertainment-related subjects, we are willing to try anything related to so-called “fun,” whether we like it or not.


  So, when Saikawa, looking strangely excited, invited us to join a TRPG, we accepted without any particular resistance. 


  "Well, I'll be the game master, and you all will be players!"


  The map was unfolded, the dice were prepared, and the living room of the share house was instantly transformed into a stage for adventure. 


  "This is my first time playing it, how do I create a character?"


  Naturally, Nanako looked confused.


  "Ah, I do it regularly so I can teach you. First, let's start with the ability values."


  Let Nanako roll the dice and write down the STR and other values. 


  "Minori-chan, what kind of job do we have here?"


  "Anything is fine, since this rule is not limited to fantasy. But it would be nice if Aki-san dressed as a White Mage...... No, no, I can't give up on the Bard either."


  The conversation had changed a bit, but in any case, it seemed that the job had been decided without any problems.


 
  "Saikawa, have you been playing TRPG before?"


  "Yes, because that's part of my club in high school."


  I agree. In high school, anime, games, computers, and art-related clubs almost always play TRPGs. Board games too. 


  "In the past, my seniors taught me how to write replay novels, and I used to read those a lot, too. But the one that had the greatest influence on me was “E”."


  "Wait, wait a second, wait a second."


  That is something you shouldn't say.


  "But now my hobby has shifted to cosplay, so I've given all the goods I had back then to my friends and juniors."


  "Eh, but you still have all the dice and stuff."


  Today's tools were all prepared by Saikawa.


  "No, it's natural for an otaku to have these things."


  I guess I'm an otaku myself, but Saikawa seemed quite exceptional.


  "There was also a special bed sheet. It was a red cloth with a large Sephiroth tree painted on it, and it was quite something."


  "That's pretty good......"


  I've only seen that in the opening of Air. (Note: Maybe anime Air)


  Once again, I was surprised at how much of an otaku Saikawa is. 


  


Afterword

  Content has changed dramatically over time.


  In the past, it was only live performances. Eventually, with the advent of media to record and screen these performances, content evolved into something packaged and viewed.


  And now, the reactions to these videos have evolved into content. The real-time nature of Nico Nico Douga, as depicted in the film, and its concept of videos created by everyone, has greatly changed the way videos are produced since then.


  In this book, I wrote about those transitions. I have tried my best to understand at least a part of what those works and their creators, who were in between times, were confused about and decided to create. We hope that those who know about those days and those who don't will enjoy reading this book.


 
  We are pleased to announce that “Bokutachi no Remake” has been launched and will proceed with a TV animation project. I don't think it is a coincidence that we received this news at a time when the state of the media and future trends were being hinted at. I believe that this is the culmination of the end of many things and the parting of ways. 


  This work, which was once driven to the point of cancellation, has finally reached the pinnacle of its media mix, thanks to the efforts of readers who have enthusiastically supported it from the beginning and the efforts of all parties involved. I am very happy, but at the same time, I cannot deny that I am anxious about how this work will move forward in the future. However, I see this as both a stimulus and a turning point, and together with Kyoya and the other characters, I would like to take a fresh look at this story.


  ...... Somehow, the afterword has been heavy as of late. This may be unavoidable considering the recent development of the main story, but I hope that this atmosphere will change a little around the next volume. The story will move a bit again, so please look forward to it. 


  Special thanks. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Editor T-san for leading us to the anime adaptation, to Eretto-san for his consistent and sincere efforts since the beginning, to Natsume Eri-san and Usamari Mari-chan for their support through comments and encouragement, to Lim Koro-san for the costume collaboration, to the listeners of the stream, and to everyone involved in the anime industry, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to all the listeners, anime-related people, and readers.


  Bokurime has reached the point of becoming an animated TV series, which had been a dream come true. Where will this work, which has made an exceptional leap forward, go from here? I myself am very much looking forward to it. 


  See you again in the next volume. Have a good day.


 
  Respectfully,


  Kio Nachi 
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