

  

    [image: Cover]

  



  

    [image: Color 1]

  



  

    [image: Color 2]

  



  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover

    
    	Color Illustrations

    
    	Chapter 0: A Sudden Dismissal

    	Interlude: Future Plans Written in Void

    	Chapter 1: No More Multitasking

    	Interlude: An Omen of Collapse

    	Chapter 2: Gender Doesn’t Matter!

    	Interlude: A Brilliant Engineer

    	Chapter 3: The “Just Try Harder” Argument Is So Outdated!

    	Interlude: Grudge

    	Chapter 4: To Each Their Own “Hello, World!”

    	Interlude: Final Turning Point

    	Final Chapter: Beyond a Pipe Dream

    	Extra: Why She Began Cosplaying

    
    	Afterword

    	Bonus Textless Cover

    	About J-Novel Club

    	Copyright

  



  
Landmarks


	Color Images

	Table of Contents







  

    

      Chapter 0: A Sudden Dismissal


      “Fired? But I maintain all the software!”


      As I sat at my desk in the systems management office, I could hardly believe my ears. The All-RaWi System oversaw all of our company’s internal processes, yet the department head—who rarely showed his face here to begin with—was telling me to pack my bags?


      After staring dumbfounded for a bit, I asked him to repeat himself.


      The furrow in his brow deepened. “Do you remember the man in the glitzy suit who came by for an inspection?”


      “Ah, yeah. He was standing in the back.”


      “I mentioned there was going to be a new CEO, didn’t I?”


      “Oh.”


      I immediately understood. I always wore cosplay while I worked. At the time, I’d been wearing...


      “It was my succubus costume, huh? The super sexy one.”


      “That’s right. The rest of us have gotten used to it, but it’s normally not safe for work.”


      “It isn’t against the company rules, though.”


      “Well, it seems President Arata didn’t approve.”


      Further probing made it clear that the new CEO was considering cost-cutting measures. In other words, this was a corporate reform—a reworking of business operations that was common in recent years, primarily at large companies. Many operations were based on old systems, leading to the idea that rebuilding them around new systems could improve efficiency.


      The new CEO had deemed several departments unnecessary. Thus, he’d downsized the organizational structure, resulting in surplus personnel. Most of these employees had been reassigned, but not all. The rest would be dismissed through a voluntary exit program. People didn’t necessarily want to “voluntarily” exit, though, so it essentially resulted in layoffs.


      So who got cut? First on the chopping block would obviously be the person whose work attire would be considered abnormal by most people: me.


      “Has he lost his marbles?” I asked.


      Currently, all internal processes went through the All-RaWi System, which I maintained single-handedly. Anyone could see that without a proper handover, several operations would break down.


      “I did tell him he was crazy—in a roundabout way, of course,” the department head said.


      “Oh, so you did argue back.”


      “No luck, though, so I’m on the job hunt now.”


      “Wow, you sure are a go-getter.”


      “It takes good judgment to succeed in management.” He gave a weary smile and fondly placed his hand on a nearby monitor. “This company has always tended to discount its engineers. Sure, automation allows us to cut man-hours and personnel. But...”


      The bitter look on his face made me think back to past events. Various emotions surfaced in my heart, but I couldn’t quite put them into words. All I could say was that seeing his sorrowful expression made my chest ache.


      “I’m sorry, Sato-san,” he said.


      “Don’t be! It’s not your fault, chief.”


      “But I failed to convey the efforts of my direct reports. I tried to be persistent, but at the end, he asked, ‘Is a job that can be handled by one person truly necessary?’” The department chief sighed and muttered, “I lost the will to reply.”


      As if reluctant to leave, he scanned the room, which once held more than ten employees. With each advancement in automation, the numbers had dwindled until only I remained.


      “Anyway, I decided to burn through my paid leave starting today, so I’m off,” he said.


      “Oh, okay. Thank you for all you’ve done.”


      And so, I became unemployed. Obviously, the law prevented the company from simply saying, “You don’t have to come in tomorrow.” For formality’s sake, there was a legal process—called resignation for personal reasons—that had to be followed. If I really wanted to, I could cling to the company...but I didn’t have that kind of passion anymore.


      Fired... Fired... Fired...


      It still didn’t feel real. Despite my disbelief, I was a little frustrated.


      I’d joined the company six years ago as a fresh university grad. At the time, my assigned department had been horrible. Late-night overtime had been typical, and sometimes that had meant sleeping at the office. The light in my colleagues’ eyes had faded by the day, while looking at my boss’s eyes had been like staring into an abyss. I’d eaten Cal*rie Mate three meals a day and drunk R*d Bull like it was water. I’d also gotten used to sleeping on three chairs pushed together.


      This had been the exact situation I’d wanted to avoid. That was why I’d chosen a company known for good work-life balance...only to become the exception to the norm.


      The most painful part of it had been having my personal time taken away. As a STEM graduate born in the Heisei era, I belonged to the digital native generation. I’d owned a smartphone in my adolescent years, allowing me to grow up with easy access to manga, anime, and self-insert fan fiction. Basically, I was an otaku.


      Normally, a healthy human life required three major nutrients: protein, carbohydrates, and fat. However, an otaku needed one more to survive: subculture.


      Subculture is great. It boosts your immunity. Watching a single episode of anime can even cure the flu. Source: me.


      This company had taken my anime away. My heart was withering at an accelerating speed.


      Before I’d known it, I myself had become anime, unconsciously making cosplay outfits. After equipping them, I could hear my favorite characters cheering me on in times of distress:


      “Hang in there, Ai-chan! You can do this!”


      “Yeah, I can!”


      Thus, I’d overcome entropy. That is to say, I started focusing on automation.


      Automation is a power that protects one’s life. Theoretically, any job done using a computer can be automated. A task that takes an hour by hand can be completed by a program in less than a minute. If one can automate every task, they no longer have a reason to work late nights and shorten their lifespan.


      I had accomplished this. With the help of my colleagues and favorite characters, I’d spent five years automating all processes. And what did I get in return?


      Fired. The most unsatisfying ending ever.


      In recent years, there has been a push for automation thanks to the government’s Work-Style Reform Act, which, among other goals, aims to regulate overtime. Managers may view the workplace in terms of numbers, but they must not forget about the engineers struggling behind the scenes. As soon as they say, “Is a job that can be handled by one person truly necessary?” those who sacrificed their lives to make it a one-person job—that is, people like me—can’t help but scream...


      “What the hell?!”


      * * *


      A month passed.


      Despite having over a month of paid leave left, I’d intended to keep working until the last minute, managing the system and preparing documentation. Technically, the latter already existed, but it was more like developer notes. It hadn’t been designed to be understandable to someone working with the system for the first time. As furious as I was with the company, neither the system nor my successor were at fault. I would fulfill my duties for their sake.


      But the company’s response to my request had been “Get out.” So I’d bitten my tongue and obeyed.


      For the first two weeks, I’d barely been able to think at all. I’d wake up, watch anime, and go to sleep. Rinse and repeat. Empty, meaningless days.


      I’d spent the third week consuming the manga, novels, and games in my backlog. It had been supremely blissful...at least, until night time. Once I’d go to bed and close my eyes, cruel reality would take control over my thoughts, refusing to let me dream.


      For the fourth week, I’d immersed myself in mobile games. I didn’t have much in the way of savings, but I think I spent about a hundred thousand yen in total. It left me feeling utterly hollow.


      That brought us to today.


      After squandering my money in Akiba, I stopped by a diner and gulped down a glass of my beloved melon soda. The restaurant was packed—I was sitting in a solo seat by the wall, and a man in a suit was seated next to me. Loud voices flew every which way. Listening closely, most of them were complaining about work.


      Something inside me snapped. Bolstered by everything I was hearing, a month’s worth of anger welled up within me and exploded.


      “What the hell?! You’ve gotta be kidding me! It doesn’t make any goddamn sense!”


      I became a crazy person yelling to herself. I felt bad for the guy next to me, but I just didn’t have the patience to be considerate anymore.


      “Oh? Is that you, Sato-san?” someone asked.


      “’Scuse me?! What’re you looking at, huh?!” I responded like a drunkard.


      “Ha ha ha. From the look of it, you’ve been drinking...wine, perhaps?”


      “Don’t lump melon soda with alcohol!”


      The stranger trying to hit on me looked confused. “You must’ve drunk quite a lot. Don’t you recognize me?”


      I processed the information at hand. Young man in a suit, fairly handsome...


      “Nope, go away!”


      “Aha ha. You don’t remember, then.” He glumly lowered his gaze.


      Seeing his expression conjured a vague image in my mind. “Wait, are you Suzuki?”


      “Be more specific.”


      “Suzuki, the kid who was always crying.”


      “Not how I wanted to be remembered, but yeah, that’s me. It’s been a while, huh?”


      Ohhh! It’s true! I can see that boy in his face!


      “Oh my gosh! It’s been forever! You look like a playboy now. What’ve you been up to?”


      “Ha ha ha, that hurts. I see you haven’t changed, Sato-san.”


      “Who are you calling Sato-san? Call me Ai-chan like you used to.”


      “All right. You can call me Ken-chan too.”


      It was a chance reunion with a childhood friend. We chatted so easily, one wouldn’t think we hadn’t seen each other in ages. When we were little, Ken-chan and I had played together every day. But after entering middle school and joining clubs, we’d had fewer opportunities to hang out, and by high school, we’d hardly seen each other anymore. That had been the extent of our friendship.


      Even so, there was no shortage of conversation topics. We talked about the clubs we’d joined in high school, where we’d gone for university, and so on. It turned out that Ken-chan had launched a start-up just a few months ago.


      “Wow, Ken-chan, you started a business? That’s so cool!”


      “Starting one is easy. Anyone can do that,” he replied with a vague smile.


      The idea of entrepreneurship seemed so foreign to me. I was curious, though, so I leaned in and asked, “What does it do?”


      “I’m afraid I can’t say. What about you, Ai-chan? What do you do for work?”


      “Me? Well, you see, I just lost my job.”


      “Oh...sorry for asking.”


      “Don’t be! It’s fine!” I gave him a smack on the back. Then I downed the rest of my melon soda. “I wonder why people look down on engineers,” I muttered to myself, lowering my voice. “I worked my butt off to learn tough subjects. Sure, being a skilled professional made it easy to land a job, but the pay wasn’t great, and I was constantly crunching. So I scrambled to automate everything I could, wearing down my body and soul, only to be fired ’cause they didn’t need me anymore. Isn’t that just cruel?”


      I was just whining at this point—the dull complaints of a loser who had lost her job to work-style reform, not the kind of things one would say to others. I knew I was supposed to be talking about happier topics, but I just couldn’t stop. My pent-up emotions had been seeking an outlet, and now that they had one, they kept spilling out.


      “I worked hard, you know?!”


      Words like “harsh” or “poor work conditions” didn’t do that workplace justice. It had literally been a life-threatening environment that had destroyed people’s mental health. The first time I’d cosplayed at work, people had only reacted with “Huh.”


      Still, we hadn’t given up. I’d ground away, automating every task, all for the sake of myself and my colleagues. And the moment I’d accomplished it was unforgettable. My usually quiet coworkers had rejoiced, clapped, and high-fived me. I’d felt the warmth in their hands. It was a memory that would surely stay with me for the rest of my life.


      “I really...tried my best.”


      Emotions I couldn’t put into words spilled from my eyes instead. My pride, my treasure, my memories, my achievements... The company hadn’t cared about any of that.


      It wasn’t as if I wanted anything from them. I didn’t have a burning desire for fair compensation, revenge against this faceless company, or even to yell at the new CEO who’d fired me.


      “It’s so frustrating,” I muttered. That was all I could say.


      “Um, Ai-chan...”


      “Sorry, forget I said anything. You’re busy with your start-up, right? So don’t even think of hiring me out of pity or anything. Okay?”


      Ken-chan closed his mouth and awkwardly looked away. I must’ve read his mind.


      A few minutes later, we paid the bill and left.


      “By the way, what company did you work for?” Ken-chan asked as we were parting ways.


      “A place called RaWi Corporation. It’s pretty big. Have you heard of it?”


      “Of course! That’s incredible!”


      “Nah, the work-life balance sucked. Anyway, see you.”


      “Wait, Ai-chan. Do you know Sato-san, by any chance?”


      “You mean me?”


      “Aha ha, you know that’s not what I meant.”


      “I’m just teasing. Hmm, was there another Sato besides me?”


      I’d been with the company for six years, but even though Sato was a common surname, I hadn’t encountered anyone else with it.


      “Have you heard of the All-RaWi System, then?” he asked.


      “Oh! You know about it? That was created by yours truly!”


      His eyes widened. Suddenly, he grabbed my hand and said, “I’ve been looking for you all this time. I want you.”


      “Huh?”


      Obviously, this was no marriage proposal. A start-up president needed a skilled engineer and was trying to recruit me. Nothing more, nothing less.


      “Uh, I’m not sure if I can work right now,” I stammered.


      “You’re the greatest engineer ever!”


      “Wait, why are you yelling?”


      “The All-RaWi System is a work of art. I’ve never seen a better system in my life. How could they do this to its creator? I would never let that happen.”


      I gulped and looked up. “Why are you crying, Ken-chan?”


      “Because I’m frustrated too.”


      My childhood friend had grown into a proper man. He still had the same teary eyes, but unlike before, they remained fixated on me.


      “What...?” I was the first to avert my gaze. My face and chest were burning up. I must have been yearning to hear these words all along.


      “I promise to change the world. I’ll create a place for you to shine.”


      Long story short, I accepted his offer. There were several reasons for my choice, but first and foremost was the fact that he assured me I’d be allowed to cosplay at work.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: Future Plans Written in Void


      RaWi Corporation was a publicly traded company that specialized in AI and information technology. Although automation of internal operations had contributed to improved profit margins in recent years, performance had remained sluggish due to failed investments and whatnot. The previous CEO had taken responsibility by resigning, and a new CEO had been appointed to take his place. President Arata had numerous achievements under his belt, mostly overseas.


      “This company will be reborn,” President Arata murmured, gazing out of his office window.


      “Yes, your skills are truly impressive,” his secretary replied. “The reorganization has allowed us to greatly reduce personnel costs while maintaining existing operations. Synergies within the new structure have also been perfectly optimized. It isn’t reflected in the numbers yet, but we’re bound to see two-digit growth in profit.”


      “Only two digits? I was aiming to at least double it.”


      “Considering the scale of the company, these are stellar results.”


      “Thank you.” President Arata smiled brightly and turned to his secretary. “With change comes problems, though. Have you heard anything of concern from the workers?”


      “Well...one of the dissolved departments has an unusually high turnover rate.”


      “Which one?”


      “Please take a look.” The secretary brought up the relevant data on her tablet.


      “Oh, this one.”


      “Do you know what’s going on?”


      “I remember it well. Some weird lady was wearing cosplay at her desk.”


      “Pfft, cosplay?” The secretary giggled at the unexpected word. “Ah, my apologies.”


      “It’s fine. I couldn’t help but laugh too,” President Arata replied cheerfully. “I looked into it, and apparently she was managing a critical system. But all of the real work was done by a single person, and the system itself was automated and fully documented.”


      “No wonder.”


      “Yes, it was truly wasteful,” he spat, shifting his gaze to the window once more. “I’ve seen many a worker with an inflated ego. They endure a little hardship and think they’re irreplaceable. In the end, they generate unnecessary expenses. Removing such people is what it means to cut costs. As CEO, it’s my job to grow the company, even if I have to take the heat from ex-employees.” Without turning, he asked his secretary, “Am I wrong?”


      “No, you’re absolutely right.”


      “Thank you.”


      His eyes saw nothing but success—a soaring performance graph and ever-increasing profit numbers.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 1: No More Multitasking


      I’m Ai Sato, age twenty-eight! I was just your run-of-the-mill employee...until the new CEO fired me, that is! Oh no! But then I ran into my childhood friend at a diner, and he asked me to work for him! What’s gonna happen to me now?!


      What? You say I’m too old to be a shojo manga heroine?


      Screw you.


      Uh-oh, gotta keep the murder vibes in check! ♪


      Anyway, after securing my shiny new job, I headed over to my new workplace—dressed in cosplay, of course!


      “You really did show up in cosplay,” Ken-chan said, his expression blank.


      “I wore normal clothes on the train, though. I got changed before coming in!”


      “That’s good. Well, let’s get the contracts out of the way first. Sit wherever you like.”


      “Signing contracts in a magical girl outfit! I’m a genius!”


      Ken-chan smiled stiffly and started rummaging through his desk drawer.


      Just an awkward look, huh? Oh well, I should’ve expected that reaction from him!


      “Aren’t there any other employees?” I asked.


      “There are two more, but they’re outside doing sales.”


      “A team of three, huh? You really are just starting out.”


      “Yeah. I ran into you at the perfect time.” He glanced at me and smiled.


      I suddenly recalled what happened the other day.


      “You’re the greatest engineer ever!”


      “I’ll create a place for you to shine.”


      Ahhh! Seriously, what the heck?! It’s so embarrassing! Jeez!


      “Here you go,” he said. “The employment contract and compliance agreement. You brought your stamp, right?”


      I stared at him. The Ken-chan in my memories had been a puny crybaby. But now...


      “What’s wrong?” he asked.


      “Cheeky brat.”


      “Pardon?”


      “Nothing!” I grabbed the documents. This must be the suspension bridge effect. Yeah, it has to be. “There isn’t anything fishy in here, right?”


      “It’s standard paperwork.”


      “Let’s see...”


      ————————————————————


      Marriage Registration


      Husband


      Name ____________________


      Address ____________________


      Wife


      Name ____________________


      Address ____________________


      ————————————————————


      “Uh...”


      “Is there something you don’t understand? It should all be stan—”


      A flash of light streaked between me and the “contract.”


      “The pages must’ve been stuck together. Here’s the real employment contract,” he said, giving me the correct document.


      I couldn’t get over what I’d just seen; the shock was too great. “Are you getting married?”


      “No. Unfortunately, I haven’t had any romantic encounters. The government office must’ve messed up and given me someone else’s documents as well.”


      How could something like that even happen? I thought, but part of me felt relieved.


      I smacked my cheeks to shift gears.


      “That scared me,” Ken-chan said. “Are you okay?”


      “Don’t mind me. It’s just a habit.”


      Something’s wrong with me today. Sure, it’s just me and my childhood friend, but I’m supposed to be signing important contracts.


      Automation, programming... My livelihood was in creating systems that didn’t exist anywhere else. Losing focus meant careless mistakes, and careless mistakes were a slow-acting poison. In the worst case, I’d have to remake the affected section from scratch. As such, I’d learned the art of instant concentration and mastered it over the course of many crunch periods.


      I scanned each document. I wasn’t suspicious of Ken-chan, but I was the type to check every detail anyway. Conclusion: These were standard contracts. After deeming them objectively unproblematic, I filled in the necessary fields and stamped them.


      “Thanks,” he said, skimming them over before slipping them into a brand-new folder. “Normally, this is when I’d tell you more about the job...but first, let me apologize. Sorry.”


      What?


      “I got a call just before you arrived,” he said awkwardly. “To tell you the truth, our very first client will be here in about thirty minutes.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I’m really sorry.” He buried his face in his hands and sighed. Apparently one of his employees had neglected to notify him of this meeting.


      “Don’t sweat it! Being busy is something to brag about.”


      “Thanks. You’ve always been so positive.”


      His honest praise made me blush.


      “What should I be doing?” I asked.


      “Well, in a nutshell, our business is a programming school.”


      “Oh, those are popular these days.”


      “I’ll explain the details later. Ai-chan—I mean, Sato-san—you should...” He looked at my clothes.


      “Shall I get changed?”


      “That would be against the contract. You can stay as you are. I’ll handle the client, so you can just sit next to... Or maybe go somewhere else... Actually, stay with me.”


      He was obviously conflicted. A programming school meeting with their first client in a magical girl outfit was probably unheard of. Social norms dictated that I should change into regular clothes. But Ken-chan was the boss, so I decided to follow his judgment. It definitely wasn’t because I didn’t want to lose my armor. Absolutely not.


      “You can just stay quiet most of the time, but if I can’t answer a question, that’s when I want you to step in,” he said.


      “Got it.”


      He took a deep breath. “Sorry, I need a minute. I’m so nervous; my stomach’s doing flips.”


      “All right. If the client comes while you’re gone, I’ll take care of them.”


      “No, you— Never mind, please do.” He stood up with a grim expression.


      Our first client arrived about five minutes later.


      * * *


      The man’s name was Shigeru Odawara. He was thirty-two years old and lived in a condo with his wife and their two children. He spent his days as a full-time employee involved in a wide variety of tasks. To put it bluntly, he worked for an understaffed organization that dumped all sorts of work on him.


      His calendar was crammed full of meetings. There was a never-ending stream of routine tasks. His colleagues were busy too—if one looked around during lunchtime, everyone was working while they ate. Attempts at casual conversation resulted in nothing but half-hearted responses and forced smiles.


      Meeting one deadline just meant having to face the next. New tasks popping up while trying to organize existing ones was a daily occurrence. Naturally, there was a lot of overtime. The company had been cracking down on it lately, making end-of-month adjustments a struggle.


      He was so exhausted that all he could do at home was sleep. He couldn’t even find time to talk to his kids. He got the feeling they were starting to hate him. On weekends, when he was zoned out on the living room couch, his wife—who’d been so sweet when they’d been newlyweds—would look at him as if he were an insect. Upon his reluctant retreat to the bedroom, she’d deal him a painful blow: “You never help around the house.” So he’d force himself to do some chores, only to be rejected with “You’re in the way. Go somewhere else.” Checkmate.


      At work, he caught himself spacing out and then saying, “Wait, what was I doing just now?” more often. Such was the life of a typical salaryman.


      Odawara had a single pastime. At work, he was too busy, and at home, he was treated like an insect. So the only place where he could feel at ease was the train. He found solace in holding on to the hand strap, staring into space, and emptying his mind. The fleeting time of happiness was followed by a depressing walk from the train to the office. To escape from reality, he would look every which way for distractions.


      This time, he noticed a new poster and stopped in front of it.


      “True Coding School?”


      The name was beyond tacky, yet he found himself reading the details nonetheless. The reason was simple: He’d been thinking about learning programming. The word “insourcing” had been floating around his company for the past few years. It was a push to switch an outsourced system to in-house production. This meant that even Odawara, who wasn’t a programmer by trade, would have to adapt. In fact, he was already starting to encounter it in his work. So he’d been thinking of finding time to learn.


      But there was nothing shadier than a coding school. First of all, programmers were in high demand. There weren’t many of them to begin with, and all of them were extremely busy. The best instructors such schools could offer were student part-timers or freelance developers who couldn’t land projects. And from a business perspective, it made more sense to teach superficial knowledge to many rather than deep knowledge to just a few. So there was nothing you could learn from these schools that couldn’t be found with a simple internet search.


      That was why the following sentences caught his eye.


      “No total newbies. We only teach people in need.”


      “That’s unusual.”


      As explained, in order to succeed as a business, a school needed to increase the number of students. He’d never seen one that deliberately refused the majority of the market.


      “Two hundred thousand yen...”


      The tuition certainly wasn’t cheap, but it was reasonable enough.


      “Oh, they offer a free demo session?”


      Japanese people were weak to the word “free.” Many had surely experienced casually downloading free apps only to lose their minds spending thousands of yen per gacha pull.


      This school was offering one free session per person. Odawara had initially been drawn to the unusual words of “no total newbies,” but it was the common phrase “first time free” that sealed the deal. He’d been meaning to use some of his paid leave anyway, so he took a half day off to claim his free trial.


      That Friday afternoon, he headed over.


      “Excuse me, is this True Coding School?” he asked, knocking on the door.


      “That’s us! Just a moment, please,” came a woman’s voice, followed by hurried footsteps. The door opened. “Umm, are you Odawara-san?”


      “Yes, I am...”


      The flashy cosplayer before him gave him pause. I made the wrong decision.


      * * *


      “Sorry to keep you waiting. My name is Suzuki, and I’ll be your instructor today.”


      “Ah, nice to meet you.”


      The office was located in a Tokyo condo. It looked like any other small business. That is to say, it was neat and tidy...but also barren. Behind the unused reception booth by the entrance were a couple of sofas and a table.


      Three adults now occupied these sofas: two men in suits and one magical girl. Needless to say, Odawara was baffled.


      “Let’s get started,” Suzuki said. “Odawara-san, have you ever felt that workshops are pointless?”


      “Well, yes, many times.”


      Is this really a coding school? the visitor wondered. A company with no track record is suspicious enough as it is, but their employee clearly has no sense of dress code, the table they brought me to has nothing on it but a pen and blank paper, and the first words out of the instructor’s mouth sound like the introduction to a scam.


      “Now, why do they feel pointless?” Suzuki continued. “Personally, I think it’s because what you learn isn’t useful right away.”


      “I suppose so, yes.”


      Odawara was on maximum alert. I have to be ready to flee at any moment.


      “So today, we’re going to solve one problem that you’re currently facing,” Suzuki said.


      “A...problem, you say?”


      “Yes. You answered this in the onboarding questionnaire, but let me ask you again: What made you want to study programming?”


      This person seems legitimate. His demeanor gives a good impression. I think I can trust him. So what’s going on with the person next to him? Her outfit is clearly abnormal. I can’t imagine a reason for her to wear that.


      Though bewildered by Sato’s presence, Odawara began to describe his situation. He explained that he didn’t have programming experience, but a recent undertaking by his company had increased his exposure to it.


      Suzuki’s well-timed responses kept the conversation flowing smoothly. Within just two minutes, Odawara was no longer nervously glancing at Sato. His conversation with Suzuki had his full attention.


      Huh, Ken-chan’s pretty good at this, Sato thought. Never mind that this was all her fault to begin with.


      When Odawara was finished, Suzuki nodded and said, “I see.”


      The client’s job didn’t require him to develop anything new. It was about using and modifying an existing tool. He found himself overwhelmed by the sheer volume of source code—each line felt like a magic spell. Deciphering even a few was a struggle, let alone over a thousand. It was a real headache.


      “In that case, you should just give up on reading it,” Suzuki continued.


      “Huh? Give up?”


      “You can use pen and paper instead.”


      “Really...?”


      “Yes. Your problem is not knowing how to modify the code, right? Specifically, there’s a program that checks several settings, and part of it isn’t working correctly. That’s why you want to modify it.”


      “That’s right.”


      “Can you give us a rough idea of the program’s flow?”


      “Uh, first, it stores the database and configuration info as variables... After that, it’s hard to understand.”


      Suzuki glanced at the person next to him. “Sato-san, based on that, what kind of source code comes to mind?”


      Sato was startled by the sudden question. Odawara, on the other hand, was flabbergasted that Suzuki would ask her.


      “This is just a guess, but it’s probably going through a ton of conditional branches to check the settings,” Sato said. “Like, I can see it having a wall of checks split up in weird places with comments.”


      “Oh, yes, that’s it.” Odawara was genuinely surprised.


      Suzuki began putting pen to paper. “So it’s like this, right?”


      He drew a circle and wrote “Load” inside it. Below it, he wrote “Check 1,” “Check 2,” an ellipsis, and “Check n” in a vertical column.


      “Ah, I see,” Odawara said. “It’s easier to understand in diagram form.”


      “This is just the beginning,” Suzuki said.


      “Oh?” Odawara raised an eyebrow.


      Maintaining his gentle smile, Suzuki explained, “This program has many lines because it’s performing many checks. However, it shouldn’t matter what order those settings are in. In other words...” He flipped the page over and drew another circle, again writing “Load” in it.


      The previous diagram had the checks laid out vertically, but in the new one, they were arranged horizontally.


      “Ohhh, I get it now.”


      The solution was exceedingly simple. Odawara had been struggling with a program over a thousand lines long. However, in this case, there was no need to understand everything. Suzuki’s diagram showed how to determine which part of the code had to be deciphered.


      “A drawing can make a big difference, huh?” Odawara remarked.


      “Exactly. People rely on visual information for most of their information processing. Plus, we’ve all been trained for at least nine years to learn things by writing them out by hand.”


      “You’re right. Come to think of it, I still use pen and paper when studying for certifications. Why didn’t I ever think to apply it to programming?”


      Suzuki put down the pen and looked Odawara in the eye. “I trust this solves one problem of yours?”


      “Yes, I feel much better now. I did ask a knowledgeable coworker for help once, but his explanations were so technical that I could only pretend to follow along. I never expected the solution to be this easy.”


      “I’m glad we were able to help.”


      “Thank you. I know this is rude, but at first...” Odawara glanced at Sato. “I was...surprised.”


      “Aha ha, believe it or not, she’s a brilliant engineer.”


      Sato glared at the grinning Suzuki. Excuse me? “Believe it or not?”


      “Why is she...? Actually, never mind.”


      Sato proudly puffed out her chest. “’Cause it’s cute!”


      The grown man’s reaction was as one would expect.


      “What?!” the twenty-eight-year-old magical girl protested. “Surely you recognize this! The show airs on the kids block!”


      “Huh?”


      “You know, every Sunday morning!”


      “I see...” Odawara smiled awkwardly and looked directly at Sato’s costume for the first time. “Oh, now I remember. My daughter watches that anime.”


      “Ooh, you have a daughter?!”


      “Yes, she turns five this year.”


      “That’s when kids are the cutest! Do you watch anime with her?” Sato barraged the poor man with questions.


      This time, Odawara’s smile was strained. “No, I don’t. Lately, I haven’t even had time to talk to her...”


      “Oh, are you too busy with work?”


      “Yes, I’m stuck multitasking. These days, I often find myself wondering what I’m doing with my life...”


      The mood suddenly grew tense. Fearing a turn for the worse, Suzuki tried to change the subject.


      Before he could say anything, though, Sato shouted, “I totally get you!”


      The two men looked at her in surprise.


      “At my last job, I had to do everything by myself.”


      “That must have been hard,” Odawara said.


      “I felt like the office mom. I already had my hands full with daily operations, but every single system-related ticket got sent my way too. I’d be like, ‘Oh, so-and-so is asking questions again? You’re not the only busy person here, you spoiled brat!’”


      “Aha ha, sounds like fun.”


      “Want me to refer you?” Sato asked, lowering her tone of voice.


      “Sorry, I’m tired of multitasking.”


      The two hung their heads in unison. Suzuki saw his chance to change the subject, but—upon sensing an impenetrable darkness—he failed to think of anything to say.


      “Well, there’s nothing wrong with asking questions,” Sato said wistfully. “I just wish they would’ve, you know, thanked me every now and then.”


      “Indeed, praise isn’t very common.”


      “Exactly. I think it’s wrong to take what we do for granted just because it’s our job.”


      “I agree.”


      Sato leaned forward. “But that’s a separate issue. You should watch anime with your daughter!”


      “Oh, uh, yes.” Odawara forced a smile, unsure how to respond to the abrupt suggestion.


      “Childhood memories are engraved into your soul! If you neglect her now, she’ll have nothing to reminisce on in the future. Please treasure her.”


      “Sato-san, don’t pry into our client’s personal life,” Suzuki warned.


      “But an innocent little girl is at stake!”


      Suzuki was visibly flustered. “Please, Sato-san, calm down.”


      “It’s fine,” Odawara said. “She’s right.”


      “Um, I’m very sorry about this,” Suzuki replied.


      “You don’t have to apologize.” Odawara didn’t seem bothered at all. “Are you two married?”


      Suzuki bit his lip to stifle a laugh.


      “No, we’re old friends,” Sato said calmly.


      “Is that so?” Odawara replied, amused. “Anyway, I’m afraid I have another appointment after this...”


      “Oh, is it urgent?”


      “Yes. Sorry, I’ll be taking my leave now.”


      “No worries. Thank you for coming.”


      Odawara stood up to leave. Suzuki accompanied him to the door.


      “We’ll email you a feedback survey later,” Suzuki said. “We’d appreciate it if you filled it out.”


      “All right,” Odawara said. “I enjoyed today’s lesson. Thank you very much.”


      “We hope to see you again.”


      Once Odawara left, Suzuki returned to the sofa and buried his face in his hands.


      Sato hesitated for a bit before cheerfully saying, “Reflecting is important, but first, let’s rejoice! He said he had fun!”


      “He was just being polite!” Suzuki heaved a sigh. “Sato-san, you need training.”


      “Huh? I thought I read the room pretty well.”


      “You can’t pry into the client’s personal affairs. In the worst case, they could file a complaint.”


      “You’re so uptight. In face-to-face situations, you have to show more empathy, you know.”


      Coincidentally, that was the word Suzuki valued the most: empathy.


      “Even business negotiations start with small talk, don’t they?” Sato insisted.


      “Well, it’s less about what you say and more about who says it...”


      Oh, he’s close to folding. Sato, fully aware that she deserved this scolding, grinned. “Exactly! What matters is who’s saying it!” She grabbed her wand. “Look! A magical girl interacting with clients! It doesn’t get better than this, right?”


      “Is that so...?”


      “It’s bulletproof!”


      “If you say so...” Don’t give in, Suzuki. You’re not in the wrong. “But can you be a bit more prudent next time?”


      “Fiiine.” Damn you, Suzuki...


      * * *


      Odawara woke up. It was Sunday morning. Normally, he’d be too unmotivated to do anything, so he’d go back to sleep. Then, before he knew it, it’d be noon. But today...


      “Oh! Good morning, daddy!”


      “Huh, you’re up early, Ayumu.” At least she still greets me, he thought, relieved.


      His daughter looked wide-eyed at him. “You’re never awake right now!”


      “Ha ha, I can get up early when I need to.”


      “Why do you need to?”


      His daughter was smiling at him. It felt like the first time in ages.


      “Ayumu, isn’t that show starting soon?”


      “Yeah, it is! How do you know?!”


      “Ha ha ha, you see, I met her the other day.”


      “Met who?”


      He had no idea what the character’s name was. Flustered, he averted his gaze—and it happened to land on a figurine.


      “That girl,” he said, pointing at it.


      “What?! Cyan-chan?! No way!”


      “It’s true.”


      “I don’t believe you!” His daughter giggled.


      Maybe she doesn’t hate me after all.


      “Let’s watch it together!” she suggested cheerily.


      “Yeah...”


      “Wait, really? Yay!”


      Odawara proceeded to watch anime with his daughter. Multiple times throughout the show, she’d beam and ask, “Isn’t it good?”


      Frankly, he didn’t find it interesting at all. He forced himself to smile back, but deep down, it was boring him to sleep.


      “Childhood memories are engraved into your soul!”


      Those exaggerated words suddenly came back to him. He found himself reminiscing about his own childhood. What was it like for me back then?


      “Hm? How unusual,” came his wife’s voice from behind him.


      “Oh!” his daughter exclaimed. “Morning, mommy!”


      “Good morning. Why is daddy with you?”


      “Guess what?! Daddy says he met Cyan-chan!”


      “Is that so? How amazing.” His wife flashed him an icy smile as if to say, What are you telling our child?


      “It was at a work event,” Odawara explained.


      “Right, work. Of course,” she muttered quietly so their daughter wouldn’t hear. “Well, do you want breakfast?”


      “Yeah!” their daughter replied.


      “Me too,” Odawara said.


      His wife nodded nonchalantly and headed to the kitchen. He tried to follow her, only to be stopped by those classic words: “You’re in the way. Go somewhere else.” People were incapable of instant change. It was hard enough for one person to adjust their habits, let alone two.


      “Daddy, what’s wrong?”


      “Hm? Oh, sorry. I was lost in thought.”


      His chest felt warm. True Coding School’s atmosphere had been truly nostalgic, like a high school club. It had been so different from the businesslike interactions he’d primarily had before then. Sato-san hadn’t conformed with the rules of the corporate world, yet she’d left his heart with a feeling that was the complete opposite of discomfort. He pondered the reason but couldn’t think of a good answer. But every time he saw the anime character moving and talking, he remembered her, whether he wanted to or not.




      Breakfast was ready.


      “Here you go,” his wife said to their daughter with a smile.


      “Thanks!” she replied cheerfully.


      “Here.” His wife placed his plate in front of him.


      He grunted in acknowledgment and picked up his chopsticks.


      “I just wish they would’ve, you know, thanked me every now and then.”


      A shock wave ran through his body. He glanced at his wife.


      “I think it’s wrong to take what we do for granted just because it’s our job.”


      “Hey, um...” he began.


      “Yes?” his wife replied.


      Since he’d spoken up unconsciously, the next words didn’t come to him. “Never mind. It’s nothing.”


      “Oh.”


      He knew what he was supposed to say: “Thank you.” Two easy words. No match for the code he’d struggled with for days. Even that problem had been solved with a simple diagram, and this one was nothing in comparison. Yet he realized he couldn’t do it. Those basic words just wouldn’t come out of his mouth.


      “Mommy, what’s wrong with daddy?”


      “Beats me. I’d like to know too.”


      “Oh, uh... Ayumu, that anime was great, huh?”


      “Yeah! I loved that episode!”


      It was an obvious attempt to change the subject, but their daughter was easy to fool.


      “Come to think of it, where’s Yuu?” he asked.


      “Sleeping,” his wife replied.


      “Oh, right. She’s only three, after all.”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      His wife’s responses were the same as usual. He’d thought he could keep up the momentum after chatting with their daughter, but his wife’s standoffish aura was too strong.


      He tried again on several different days, only to fail every time. He was shocked. It was just “thank you.” Why couldn’t he say those two simple words?




      “Hey, you’ve been trying to tell me something, haven’t you?” his wife said one night, after their children had gone to sleep.


      “Does it seem that way?” he replied.


      “Well, yeah. But all you ever say is ‘It’s nothing.’”


      The atmosphere was heavy, like one would expect right before a breakup.


      Odawara tried to think of a response. His wife waited for a while, but eventually, she gave up.


      “Forget it. I’m going to bed,” she said, annoyed.


      “Wait.” He stopped her on reflex. He had a feeling that if he didn’t say it now, their relationship would be broken for good. “My job...has been really busy.”


      “I know. You say that all the time. What are you getting at?”


      “They keep piling things onto me. I always have my hands full.” It was an awkward and roundabout lead-in, but once he started, the words flowed smoothly. “Do you remember what Ayumu said?”


      “When?”


      “About how I met that anime character.”


      “Oh, yes. You did make that claim.”


      “It was a cosplayer who told me she felt like the office mom and wished people would at least thank her. She said it wasn’t right that they took her for granted just because it was her job to help them.” He held his breath for a moment and looked into his wife’s eyes. “I don’t know why I can’t say it. I hate how pathetic I am.”


      Now that he was looking properly at his wife’s face, he realized she’d aged a bit more than he remembered. Huh? Was she always like this? She used to have a beautiful smile.


      His wife suddenly giggled.


      “What’s so funny?” he asked.


      “From the look on your face, I thought it was something serious. But that’s all it was?”


      His body burned with shame, indignation, confusion, and most of all, surprise. It’d been so long since he’d last seen his wife’s laughing face.
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      “Well, I’m going to bed,” she said. “Ahh, that was entertaining.” She seemed to be in a good mood.


      “Wait! Th-Thank you...for everything.”


      “Jeez, I know, okay? Tee hee, you really are funny.”


      “I’m being serious, you know?”


      “Yes, yes. You too, Shigeru. Thank you for all the hard work you do.”




      Time passed. There weren’t any dramatic changes, of course. Odawara still struggled to say “thank you,” but now, whenever he looked at his wife in silence, she would remember what had happened and burst out laughing. Their daughter would see that and ask, “What happened?” and he’d embarrassedly come up with an excuse.


      There were more smiles in his family now, and it was all thanks to that coding school and an engineer who wore bizarre clothes to work. None of it made any sense. It baffled him beyond belief. Why had such a simple thing been so difficult?




      A few days later, someone signed up for a course at True Coding School.


      At the same time, a review was left that criticized the instructor’s cosplay while praising her teaching. The final line said, “This school fills my heart with warmth.”


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: An Omen of Collapse


      “What’s next on the agenda?”


      “The HR department’s report on the survey results, sir.”


      “Ah, thank you. That’s an important one.”


      A month had passed since the start of the reform. Today, President Arata would face a critical turning point.


      “Where is it?” he asked.


      “Meeting Room F.”


      “All right. Let’s go.”


      His expression showed no sign of nervousness. Since he had full faith in his success, he merely viewed this event as a checkpoint to pass through. This arrogant mindset would later become his undoing.


      * * *


      The presenter aimed a laser pointer at the PowerPoint projected on the screen. “As predicted, many are disoriented. The most common complaint is insufficient manpower, followed by inquiries going unanswered, authorization requests not being granted, a lack of clarity as to where to direct questions, and...”


      The screen displayed simple pie charts and detailed tables. President Arata pondered to himself as he listened to the presentation. The manpower shortage would resolve itself over time. The inquiry situation, however, sounded chaotic.


      “Thank you, that was enlightening,” he said. “One question: Do you know why inquiries aren’t being answered?”


      “Yes, please see this document.” The presenter, having anticipated this question, brought up the relevant material on the screen and explained it. “Lastly, there were several demands to ‘bring back Ai Sato.’”


      “Sato?”


      “A woman who worked on our systems prior to the reform. She’s since left the company.”


      “Hmm...” President Arata stroked his chin.


      How mysterious. The presenter said “systems,” but there was only one department corresponding to that before the reform: the tiny systems management department with no divisions under it.


      Ah, I remember now. That ridiculous cosplayer.


      “Systems fall under the jurisdiction of the systems management department, yes? I understand the importance of the All-RaWi System, which is why I’ve moved four people there. Are they saying they still need more?”


      “I’m afraid I don’t know the specifics. I’ll look into it and update you later.”


      “No, it’s fine. I’ll go there myself.”


      President Arata recognized this as a major issue. At the same time, he was secretly enraged. It’d only taken a single oddball cosplayer to manage that system in the past. Why would operations stall when he’d assigned four workers there? Something was wrong, and he needed to find out what it was.


      * * *


      President Arata just so happened to have a thirty-minute opening in his schedule after the meeting, so he paid the systems management department a visit. There, he found two employees hurriedly tapping away at their keyboards, their eyes glued to various documents.


      “Oh? It’s just the two of you?” he remarked.


      “Hm? Um, do you need something?” one of the employees asked.


      “No, it’s nothing urgent. I just heard you were struggling a lot.”


      “Oh, um, yes. Sorry.”


      “There’s no need to apologize. Can you explain the situation to me?”


      The employee eagerly took this opportunity to list out his woes. He insisted that managing a system of this scale—in addition to their other duties—was impossible for just two people and desperately pleaded for help.


      “Two people? Aren’t you a team of four?”


      “The others left. They’re currently using up their paid leave.”


      “What?” President Arata’s face twisted into a slight scowl.


      “Please, we need more people. We can’t possibly manage this system by ourselves.”


      President Arata thought this employee was bullshitting him, but he couldn’t let it show in his attitude. “Very well. How many do you need?”


      “At the bare minimum, ten.”


      Are they stupid? “That would be difficult. I do want to help you, though. Ah, what if you focus solely on the All-RaWi System? Then the two of you would be enough, right?”


      “No. We’d still need eight people in that case.”


      “I understand how you feel. However, this system used to be managed by just one person.”


      Disgusting. The creatures known as engineers are always quick to complain that something is “impossible.” But that’s a lie to avoid doing more work. I know for a fact that once I order them to do it anyway, it’ll turn out that it was possible all along.


      Naturally, he would never say those thoughts out loud. Instead, he patted his employee on the shoulders and said, “You’re talented individuals, so I know you can handle it. Do your best.”


      The employee bit his lip, stifling a whirlwind of emotions. He forced himself to say, “I understand, sir.”


      “I have high hopes for you.” Satisfied, President Arata turned to leave.


      “Excuse me!” the other employee called out.


      “Yes?”


      Ignoring the first employee’s warning glance, he declared, “Please ask Ai Sato-san to come back.”


      “All right. I’ll look into it,” President Arata said with a smile, resisting the urge to sigh.


      Obviously, he wasn’t going to consider it. This promise would be forgotten within seconds.


      Behind his smile, he thought, This is utter foolishness. There’s no way two people can’t handle what was previously one person’s workload. And they claim they need at least eight? Absolute idiocy. I can see the laziness on their faces.


      After turning his back to the employees, he scowled and left the room.


      * * *


      “Senpai, do you think Sato-san will come back?”


      “I doubt it. Companies are probably lining up to hire her.”


      “Yeah... It takes a monster to be able to manage this solo.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Most large companies made use of multiple systems. These would be developed by different organizations, each with differing approaches. That made them hard to link together. It was like trying to get an American person, a Russian person, and an Osakan auntie with a thick accent to work together without an interpreter.


      Created by Ai Sato, the All-RaWi System integrated all of the company’s systems. This enabled automation in areas where it would normally be impossible.


      Automation wasn’t some kind of magic that made machines complete everything on their own, though. Humans still needed to command them. While there were situations that didn’t require human input, there were also decisions that couldn’t be made purely programmatically. These decisions were incredibly complex.


      “Sato-san must have a computer in her head,” the junior employee said.


      “Yeah, with a 128-core CPU.”


      All of the company’s systems passed through the All-RaWi System. Thus, if the All-RaWi System halted, everything else did too. Sato had been managing it all by herself, but it had only been possible because she was the original developer. President Arata had laid her off without making her train a successor; he’d assumed the job could be done by anyone so long as there was documentation—a foolish decision that was now having major repercussions.


      “I wonder what’s gonna happen to this company,” the junior employee mused.


      “Don’t we all?”


      “A lot of people are changing jobs.”


      “Yeah. Maybe we should run too.”


      The junior employee’s eyes widened. He hadn’t been expecting his senior to agree.


      “I’ve actually talked to Sato-san a few times before,” the senior employee said.


      “Really? I’ve only heard the rumors. Is it true that she cosplayed?”


      “Yeah, she even wore kinky stuff sometimes. I used to seriously wonder why she never got fired.”


      “That’s wild.”


      “But once I talked to her, I could tell she was really nice,” the senior employee said in a nostalgic tone. “Not only was she a genius, but she also cared about her coworkers. Everyone adored her.”


      “Someone like that was forced to quit?”


      The senior employee nodded. “Rumor has it that her colleagues all left too.”


      “All of them?!”


      “Technically her former colleagues, since they were reassigned first. A friend in another department told me all about it. Apparently they were furious.”


      “Uh, does the CEO know that?”


      “Of course he does.”


      “Then why did he get rid of her?”


      “Meeting him just now made it clear—he’s the kind of person who only looks at engineers in terms of man-hours. We’re just numbers to him.”


      “I see... You know, I was an agency temp before this.”


      “Oh, I didn’t know you were a mid-career hire.”


      “Really? Well, anyway...I had a hunch.” The junior employee sighed. “I figured it’s guys like him who’ll ruthlessly give us the boot or shove us around teams willy-nilly. Just when I finally got a full-time job...”


      Unable to think of a response, the senior employee merely gave him a strained smile.


      “Argh, now I’m mad. We aren’t just numbers!”


      “That’s the spirit. You’re totally right.”


      “You can’t judge our workload if you never even touch the server! Ugh, is there any company out there that gives engineers the recognition they deserve?”


      “Good question...” The senior employee fell silent.


      The junior employee was at a loss too, hanging his head.


      “Hey, got any recommendations?” the senior employee asked.


      “For what?”


      “An employment agency.”


      The junior employee froze in shock for several seconds. Then, he burst out laughing. “You bet. I’m an expert on those!”


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2: Gender Doesn’t Matter!


      “Hello there,” the man said. “Are you a student?”


      “Oh my god...”


      I’m Ai Sato, twenty-eight years old! Today, I’m cross-playing with my trusty legal mic in hand! I put myself in the mindset of a hunk, but the moment I entered the office, I got turned back into a girl!


      “Oh, that name tag... Sato-san?”


      “Yah...”


      “You’re Kenta’s childhood friend, right? Nice to meet you.”


      “Yah, dat’s me...” He’s sooo hot! What the heck?! How can someone be this handsome?! “Um...you...?”


      “My name’s Tsubasa Otosaka. I went to university with Kenta.”


      Even his name is super cool! Is he an otome game love interest?! I can totally see him as one!


      “Good morning, you two,” Suzuki said, appearing from behind me. “You’re early today, huh?”


      The moment I saw him, I regained my ability to speak coherently. “Good morning!” Suzuki, you’re the best. Your presence is so calming. Please stay like that forever.


      “Is something wrong, Sato-san?” he asked.


      “Heh, it’s nothing.” I casually rested my elbow on his shoulder. His confused face puts me at ease too.


      “Kenta, the app,” the hottie interjected.


      “Which app? Oh, Sato-san’s?”


      “Yeah. It only took two hours, right? That’s amazing.”


      “Oh, it’s no big deal,” I said, scratching my head. He’s making me blush.


      “Is this your first time meeting each other?” Suzuki asked.


      “Yes, we introduced ourselves just now,” the hottie replied before turning to me. “That outfit is incredible. Did you buy it?”


      “I...made it myself,” I said.


      “So you can make apps and clothes? You’re like a god.”


      “Oh, not at all...” Okay, now I’m really blushing. I rubbed my cheeks with my hands.


      “Kenta, how do I install it?”


      “Just connect your phone to the laptop,” Suzuki replied. “It’ll only take a second.”


      Suzuki led the hottie to his laptop, then followed my instructions to install my app onto the hottie’s phone. In other words, my app had been inserted into a hottie’s phone, which was basically the same as saying that I’d penetrated a hottie.


      “That really was fast,” the hottie said.


      “Yeah, we were right to choose Droid,” Kenta replied.


      “Epple won’t work?”


      “Apparently, it’s a bit more annoying.”


      From their casual, friendly tone, it was clear that the two men felt comfortable around each other.


      “Is this the app?” the hottie asked.


      “Yeah. Give it a try, just in case.”


      The hottie began testing out the app.


      Wait, stop! Don’t poke me so much, I jokingly thought, attempting to distract myself from my nervousness.


      It was a simple notes app that linked up to a map. Although there were high-quality options on the market that offered the same functionality for free, we didn’t want to let other companies have control over our data. I’d rushed to create our own, and while I was confident there weren’t any bugs in it, it was still nerve-racking to have it tested right in front of me.


      “Yep, it’s perfect,” the hottie said. “I’m impressed.”


      “Right? You wouldn’t think it was made in two hours,” Suzuki added.


      Aw shucks...


      “Make sure you don’t lose your stylus,” Suzuki said.


      “I won’t,” the hottie replied.


      “I don’t believe you.”


      “Here, I’ll attach it to a string.”


      “Good.”


      Ahh, they’re so precious. Gentle x Busybody? This ship will feed me for days.


      “I’ll be off now.”


      “All right. I’m counting on you.”


      The two men bumped fists as they said goodbye. Meanwhile, I lay down on the sofa, feeling stuffed.


      Suzuki walked up to me and said, “Thanks again for the app. Tsubasa was satisfied too.”


      “It was a piece of cake, really,” I bragged. “Anyway, that guy sure was handsome. Is he a former voice actor?”


      “A voice actor?” Suzuki chuckled. “Why not an idol?”


      Hey now, there are some superhot voice actors these days!


      “But I see... You’re into guys like him, huh?”


      “Absolutely. I was head over heels.”


      Suzuki hummed and turned away.


      “Why are you sulking?” I asked.


      “I’m not. Anyway, let’s talk shop.”


      “The thing you asked me for is going well. I think it’ll be done next week.”


      “You really are fast.”


      I proudly puffed out my chest. Gone were the days of acting humble when praised.


      “Now then, Sato-san, I’m going to explain our current project to you. It’s extremely important—our company’s future hinges on its success.”


      Hmm, this sounds serious. I’d better pay attention.


      “Basically, it’s a large-scale event for engineers. Tsubasa and Ryo are currently recruiting participants.”


      “How large are we talking?”


      “Two thousand attendees per day, for three days in total.”


      “Whoa, that’s a lot.”


      As far as events for engineers went, the first word to come to mind was a hackathon—a collaborative event for tech professionals—but those rarely had more than a hundred participants. I couldn’t think of anything with over a thousand people aside from company-wide gatherings that were held regularly by large corporations.


      “Will we be able to find that many?” I asked.


      “That’s one of the coding school’s goals. In fact, the review we received has gotten our name out there. Bookings for the free trial are trickling in.”


      “All thanks to me!”


      Suzuki, probably thinking back to the scathing criticism of my cosplay, said, “Uh, sure, let’s go with that. Anyway, a good reputation bolsters sales. The reverse is also true. So, starting today, you’ll be undergoing thorough training. I never want to see a repeat of what happened last time.”


      “Wait, how did this conversation lead to scolding me?!”


      “What did you expect?”


      “How about I just don’t interact with clients?”


      “I considered that, but your technical skills just barely outweighed the risk.”


      “Heh, I’ve broken down the wall of societal norms yet again.”


      “Therefore, I’m going to teach you,” Suzuki replied seriously, ignoring my joke.


      I’m from the lax generation that doesn’t like Japan’s stuffy, formal traditions, though. I threw away the tiny amount of societal norms I had left when I was in crunch hell. It’s too late to ask me to learn them now.


      “Don’t worry, Sato-san, it’s never too late.”


      Did he just read my mind?! Well, it doesn’t matter! I don’t want to rehabilitate! I like it when people think I’m annoying!


      I vowed in my heart to resist with all my might. Then, a miracle occurred.


      Riiing! ♪


      A cheerful electronic chime rang out.


      Suzuki turned away from me and looked for the source of the sound. “Huh? What was that?”


      “The intercom,” I replied. “I installed it a little while ago for convenience’s sake.”


      “You make it sound so easy. Well, I’ll go answer the door.”


      “Have fun!”


      Suzuki stopped in his tracks. “Don’t say anything to our visitor unless I ask you to.”


      “’Kaaay.”


      “Repeat what I said.”


      “I will not say anything unless you ask me to.”


      “Good,” Suzuki muttered before opening the door.


      A woman was standing outside.


      “Hello, do you have an appointment?” he asked.


      “No, I was hoping for a walk-in,” the woman replied. “Is that okay?”


      “Yes, of course. Please come in.”


      The woman fell silent. She seemed to be glaring at Suzuki.


      True, he does sound like a scammer. He’s a good guy, though. You can spare him from your glares.


      “Um, do you have any female staff?” the woman asked.


      I jumped in my seat.


      “Men make me uncomfortable,” she continued.


      “I-Is that so?” Suzuki replied.


      I stood up, needlessly fluttering my jacket behind me.


      “Uh, Sato-san...”


      I didn’t turn around. I promised not to say anything until asked to, after all.


      “I need...your help.”


      As much as I wanted to say “I can’t hear you,” I did have some basic decency. Besides, when I was in cosplay, I was my own idol. I couldn’t do anything that would disgrace the character.


      “Okay, coming!” Embodying best boy’s soul, I went to greet the client. “Welcome, kitten. I’m your host, Sato!” I said, placing my hand under the woman’s chin and winking at her.


      “What...?” The woman tilted her head.


      Uh... Right, yeah, I’ll get on my knees and beg for forgiveness. Look, it’s just...that’s the personality of the character I’m cosplaying, okay? I’m sorry, Suzuki-san, please don’t bury your face in your hands like that. I’ll do the training later, I promise.


      “That’s a Hifu cosplay, right?” the woman asked.


      “You know him?!”


      “Your characterization is a bit off, though.”


      Who would’ve thought miracles could happen twice in a row?


      “Well, it’s better than dealing with a real man,” the woman continued. “Thank you for having me today.”


      Suzuki was rendered speechless. Meanwhile, I welcomed our client into the office, feeling eternally grateful for my best boy.


      * * *


      “Do you really think this gets the point across?”


      I hate men. Especially my shitty manager.


      “I guess this is as much as I can expect from a woman, though. Forget it. I’ll fix the rest myself.”


      He always looks down on me because I’m a woman. You wouldn’t believe he could get away with that in this day and age, but he uses office politics to shut down all of my complaints. It’s the only thing this shitty manager is good at.


      “That concludes my proposal,” I said.


      I worked for a game development company. Having graduated from an informatics program, I’d originally wanted to become a programmer. The company had assigned me to planning instead, though, with their ridiculous reasoning being that “women have unpredictable leave schedules.” I’d immediately considered finding a new job, but ultimately, I’d decided to stay because I didn’t want it to look bad on my resume.


      It was a horrible work environment with horrible people, but coming up with ideas for my beloved games was fun. That in itself was rewarding.


      I had a competitive personality and gave my work my all. I had been pretty confident in this presentation, but in the end, it was rejected. It didn’t receive a single vote. A veteran employee’s nonsensical proposal was chosen instead.


      After that farce was over, my shitty manager approached me.


      “Hey, Honma. Nice presentation,” he said sarcastically. “Well, you got the result you deserved. You completely failed to convey the concept.”


      “Is that so?”


      I brushed him off and resumed my work. Since the senior employees were constantly dumping tasks on me, I could barely finish everything within working hours as it was. I didn’t have time to listen to my shitty manager’s harassment.


      “How about I show you the ropes?” he asked.


      “No, thank you.” I swatted away the hand he so brazenly placed on my shoulder.


      “What the hell? Watch the attitude.”


      I paused my work and looked at my shitty manager. As expected, he was glaring at me. So I glared back and said, “This is sexual harassment. Are you trying to get canceled?”


      “What?!” he spat, his face turning beet red. “You women cry sexual harassment for every little thing! As your manager, I’m just trying to coach you! Got it?!”


      “Now it’s abuse of power. Are you sure you passed your management training course? Anyway, you’re interrupting my work, so please don’t talk to me.”


      “Why, you little...!”


      The shouting prompted other employees to come and break up the fight.


      “Honma-san, show some restraint,” a male coworker said in an admonishing tone.


      “I was just stating the truth,” I replied.


      “Well, I know the manager isn’t a stellar person. But you could’ve phrased your responses better too.”


      I ignored him and resumed my work.


      “Phrasing.” That’s my most hated word. I mean, it just doesn’t make sense. I’m obviously in the right, but you want me to smile and get along with that sleazeball? I refuse. It’s simply impossible.


      “I’ll only tell you this since it’s relevant, but your presentation normally would’ve won,” my coworker continued.


      My hands froze.


      “You’re not a kid anymore,” he said in a bored tone. “Get a clue.”


      Office politics. That shitty manager’s one and only skill.


      “So you watched but didn’t help?” I asked, clenching my fists.


      “I mean...what’s in it for me? Aren’t you gonna quit soon anyway? Oh, almost forgot. Take care of these for me.”


      My asshole coworker left a huge pile of documents on my desk and walked off. Obviously, these documents weren’t supposed to be assigned to me. But if I ignored them, it’d look like I was neglecting my work. That was the kind of environment that had been fostered. I bit my tongue and got to work.


      That day, I missed the last train.


      When I finally got home, I sat in a corner of my room, hugging my knees, and muttered, “I wanna quit so bad.”


      These days, I was constantly putting up with this bullshit. I was sick of it. I’d already endured a full year and had planned to quit the company as soon as I entered the second year, but my job hunt remained fruitless. I wanted to get out as soon as possible, but I didn’t have the financial leeway to do that without a new position lined up. Until then, I had no choice but to grin and bear it.


      “I won’t give in.”


      This is a battle.


      “I’ll never let them defeat me.”


      I’ll grit my teeth, close off my heart, and face tomorrow.


      Days went by, and still no luck. Every time I saw the word “rejected,” it felt like my very existence was being denied.


      There’s always next time. Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.


      Rejected again.


      After a thorough analysis, I realized that no one needed me. There was no place that wanted me. It wasn’t that my company sucked, but that I sucked too much to get hired anywhere else.


      I...won’t lose...


      The burning flames in my heart began to die down.


      Just then, I saw a poster. True Coding School?


      The name was beyond tacky, but it caught my attention. My lack of skills was surely the reason I couldn’t find a new job. If I studied hard and improved my skills, I’d definitely get different results.


      I read the details. No total newbies. Free trial available. The location is just a five-minute walk away. I headed over on a whim. I didn’t have a specific goal in mind. I was just grasping at straws.


      Years later, I would continue to remember this as the decision that changed my life.


      * * *


      There were two figures on the sofa: Sato, cosplaying as some kind of host, and a petite woman—Yuri Honma—resting her head in Sato’s lap.


      After Yuri finished telling her story, Sato gently whispered in her ear, “It must’ve been tough for you.”


      That short phrase touched Yuri’s heart. “Yes...it was. I worked so hard! I couldn’t talk to anyone about it. I didn’t want to lose to them, though, so I kept toiling away, all alone!” After spilling the words she’d held back for so long, she burst into tears.


      “There, there. Good girl. You’re strong, and you did your best to endure,” Sato praised her. Despite being dressed like a host, in Yuri’s eyes, she had the healing presence of a saint.


      “I want to crush them!” Yuri screamed, releasing her pent-up frustration.


      “That’s right. Show ’em who’s boss.”


      “I want to put them through every kind of despair known to humanity!”


      “Believe me, I know the feeling. You wanna throw them into a den of muscular brutes who’ll take anything that has a hole, make them stay there till their sensitivity’s been raised three thousand percent, then put them back into normal society. You’ll offer them comfy lives, just to make them realize their bodies can no longer be satisfied with ordinary lifestyles, right? And after that, send them to a war zone, where a lawless gang will use them as toys till they become empty husks. Then, you’ll have them be miraculously saved, and they’ll finally regain their emotions after a long time, only to be betrayed the next second. That’s the kind of despair you want for them, right? Like bungee jumping without the rope.”


      “That’s nothing! They deserve worse!”


      “All right, that’s enough. Let’s tone down the cravings for violence, okay?”


      While Suzuki shivered in a corner of the room, Sato continued to walk Yuri through her burning hatred.


      “You know, Yuri-chan, there’s a saying that if you curse someone, you’ll need to dig two holes—one for their grave, and one for yours when the curse comes back.”


      “I don’t care! Better than having my three holes used!”


      “Oh dear, how lewd. Let’s control our emotions a bit more, shall we?”


      “I can’t!”


      Even though her cosplay outfit was getting soaked in tears and snot, Sato maintained her smile. “Yuri-chan, you’re looking for a new job, right?”


      “Yes...”


      “You’re making the right choice...but at this rate, the same thing might happen at your next company.”


      “Why?”


      “Yuri-chan,” Sato whispered, “have you ever told anyone at your current job that you like them?”


      “Of course not!”


      “Why? Have they been jerks ever since you first met them?”


      “Yes. Isn’t it obvious?” I sensed their condescension and malicious intent from the very beginning.


      “So from their point of view, you were always the kind of person they’d want to bully?”


      “Well...” I don’t know. How would I?


      “Yuri-chan, do you want people to like you?”


      “I mean...yes, if possible.”


      “Then, first, you have to tell them that you like them.”


      Those words struck a chord with Yuri. Thinking about it, she couldn’t recall ever telling anyone she liked them. She’d shown it in her attitude toward people she respected, but she’d never said it out loud.


      “At your next workplace, be more proactive about expressing fondness for people,” Sato suggested.


      “But I can’t say that to men...”


      “Gender doesn’t matter.” Sato looked up and reflected on the days she spent developing the All-RaWi System with her colleagues. “When you’re trying your very best, who cares what anyone’s gender is?”


      “Sato-san...”


      The two women had just met today and were conversing with each other for the first time. Yet, somehow, they understood each other. It was like reading a new book and empathizing with the characters through shared life experiences.


      Sato suddenly shoved her phone in Yuri’s face. “Ta-da!”


      “Huh? What’s going on? Is that...a game?”


      “Yep. When I got laid off from my last job, I used this masterpiece to escape from reality.”


      “Hold on, if you’re going to lead in with a heavy subject like that, I need some time to process it.”


      “Time waits for no one! The company that made this is a start-up looking for new talent.”


      “Oh?”


      “You should apply to them!”


      “Would they even accept me?” Yuri asked, worried. Her numerous failures had destroyed her self-confidence. The word “start-up” made her picture a group of individuals with both passion and skill, and she couldn’t see herself making the cut.


      “Make an app to show them what you’re capable of!”


      “But I don’t have time.”


      That was the greatest challenge Yuri was facing. Job hunting required money, as did maintaining her current lifestyle. Thus, she couldn’t escape from her workplace until she secured a new job. She didn’t have time to start something new.


      “Quit and work part-time instead!” Sato suggested.


      “Part-time...?” Yuri lowered her gaze. Her pride wouldn’t allow her to choose that option. “Wouldn’t I seem pathetic?”


      “Why?”


      “I’m supposed to be ditching my shitty job for a better one. Plus, I have a university degree.”


      “So what?”


      “Well...wouldn’t that be like running away?”


      Sato slowly shook her head. “It’s okay to run away. After all, if you keep suffering like this, you’ll never be able to move on. It’s not too late. You still have a chance to turn things around.”


      “But...”


      “I won’t lose.” That was the sentiment that had kept Yuri going until now. It was the only thing left in her worn-out heart, and she’d clung to it with all her might. She couldn’t relinquish it so easily.


      “A fight can only occur between two people on the same level,” Sato said, quoting a line from an anime. “It’s stupid to stop for people who try to get in your way—just change course. You might need to backtrack a bit, but it’s okay. As long as you’re looking forward, you’ll be able to go farther than before. It was the same for me.”


      “Farther than before...” Yuri looked up.


      Sato gazed back at her with a gentle expression. “You can do it, Yuri-chan.”


      “Sato-san...” Yuri’s eyes lit up.


      “All right! Time to make this tapp—I mean, app!”


      “Jeez, of all the places to stumble!” Yuri giggled, smiling for the first time.


      Sato’s eyes sparkled with childish glee. “Have you worked with Droid or Epple?”


      “I’ve messed with Droid a bit in my spare time.”


      “Let’s go with that, then! Any ideas?”


      “Umm, I have a few scrapped projects.”


      “Great! Let’s do this!”


      “Y-Yeah!”


      Suzuki watched from the background as the two began developing a new app. Looks like she’s sidestepping me again.


      Blatantly prying into a client’s private life was unthinkable from a business perspective. How would his company take responsibility if Sato’s advice made the client’s situation worse? That was just one of the questions that stumped Suzuki.


      He’d told Sato that he would change the world. He also valued empathy more than anything. But societal norms kept getting in the way—there were many roadblocks preventing him from turning his ideals into reality.


      This must be one possible solution, he thought as he watched Yuri Honma tap away at the keyboard while Ai Sato guided her. She really is amazing. All these years, and that hasn’t changed.




      “Um, thank you for today,” Yuri said.


      “Sorry we couldn’t finish the app,” Sato replied.


      “Oh, it’s fine. I’ll do the rest myself!”


      “Great. I’ll be right here if you ever want to book a lesson.”


      “Okay! On another note, would you mind taking off your jacket?”


      “Sure, but why?” Sato casually removed her jacket.


      Their eyes met.


      Yuri giggled. “Your characterization really is off.”


      She stood up, ready to set off on her journey without looking back. Still, Suzuki stopped her. After all, he wasn’t running a charity, so he needed to ask her to fill out the survey and encourage her to register for a course. Despite her distaste for men, Yuri listened patiently to the entire spiel.


      Gender doesn’t matter. When people are trying their very best, they only pay attention to what’s up ahead.


      I’m going to take a detour. I’ll quit my job first, start working part-time, finish making this app, and resume my job hunt. Or wait, maybe I should go straight to interviewing? Oh, where to begin?


      There was so much to do. She didn’t care about her battle with her shitty manager anymore. That place wasn’t capable of functioning without her anyway—not when they were dumping all their work on her.


      Serves them right! Oh, but it’s a shame I won’t be able to watch everything fall apart.


      She decided not to think about those people anymore. They simply weren’t worth her time and brainpower. She knew what she had to do: move forward!


      * * *


      After Yuri Honma left, Sato had a satisfied smile on her face.


      “Sato-san, when you said, ‘It was the same for me,’ were you referring to your last job?” Suzuki asked.


      “Huh? Oh, that. When programming, you often hit a block.”


      “A block?”


      “Like writer’s block. You stop making progress.”


      “Oh, I see.” Suzuki had a bad feeling about where this was going.


      “So when I think it’s a lost cause, I immediately switch gears and try a different approach. It works surprisingly well.”


      “And...?”


      “This is a programming school, so we have to teach our students the right mindset for programming!”


      Suzuki hesitated for a second. “I highly doubt I’m right, but could it be that this wasn’t your first time giving someone a lap pillow in a professional environment?”


      “It happened all the time!”


      Suzuki was starting to regret this conversation.


      “I’m proud to say that ever since I began cosplaying, hospitalizations at my previous company dropped to zero! Call me Lady Saint!”


      “I see...”


      I shouldn’t have asked.


      * * *


      A manager, who was guilty of countless acts of harassment, had been summoned to one of the company’s many meeting rooms by a director who rarely showed his face.


      “Do you know why I called you?” the director asked.


      “Is it about the increase in overtime?” the manager replied.


      There was a systemic issue at hand. The manager, Hara, belonged to a department that was invisible to anyone with greater authority than him. Rather, he had repeatedly taken advantage of office politics to make it that way. Hara was trusted, and he had a strong track record. He had continued to deliver results after his last promotion. His department had low overtime and turnover, so the director had trusted his periodic reports and assumed he was managing his people well.


      “I heard that a new hire quit last month,” the director said.


      “Oh, yes. That employee caused several problems. She was self-centered and often clashed with others. I tried to mediate, but to no avail. I’m ashamed I couldn’t change her ways.”


      The director, who knew the truth, thought, He’s a smooth talker.


      The department’s low turnover rate had been because they had never allowed an employee to resign. Hara had rejected Yuri Honma’s resignation letter too. However, Yuri had responded by hiring a professional resignation agent—an outsider with legal expertise. As a result, even Hara’s political clout hadn’t been able to prevent her from leaving. Hara didn’t think it was a big deal, though. Sure, it had been humiliating, but in the end, it was just a single new hire quitting.


      “I didn’t want to believe it,” the director said, disappointed. “We’ve known each other for a long time. I really trusted you.”


      Hara felt goose bumps on his skin. His entire body was sounding alarms to the point where it hurt.


      “It’s a demotion,” the director continued. “For me, that is.”


      Hara fell silent. He knew the reason for the punishment, but his mind refused to accept it. This can’t be right. There’s no way this is happening.


      “As it turns out, there’s a managerial position opening up.”


      “Wait, um...”


      The director glared at Hara like a savage beast. “Hara, how many islands can you name?”


      “Huh? Islands?”


      “You heard me. You see, I own factories on a few islands, though they’re nothing special.”


      “Wait, sir! Please give me another chance!” Hara pleaded, his face pale.


      “Don’t worry. You won’t be lonely there. I’ll send your precious subordinates over too. You’ll have plenty of guys ‘taking care’ of you.”


      “I’ll bring her back, I swear!”


      “You think you can?”


      “I will! It’ll be like nothing ever happened!”


      The director had a look of pity in his eyes as he listened to Hara beg for his life.


      * * *


      It’s been a month since I met Sato-san, and I’m now working at the game company she recommended to me.


      “I’m done checking your work,” my coworker said. “This is good stuff.”


      “May I ask you a question?”


      “Sure.”


      “It’s about the new level that’s in testing...”


      My new workplace reminded me of a middle or high school club. There were twelve employees—including me—with an average age of around thirty. Everyone worked from morning till night.


      “One last thing,” I said. “I have a suggestion regarding game balance. May I book an hour with you today at 3 p.m.?”


      “All right. I’ll keep that slot open for you.”


      “Thank you. See you later.”


      I turned around and stifled a yawn. I was awfully sleep-deprived these days. The quantity and quality of work was nothing like my previous company. Naturally, I was doing more overtime, and my salary was lower, to boot. On paper, it was terrible.


      Let’s see, I have to finish the remaining tests, put together that document, then implement the spec changes... Argh! Can they stop changing the specs so often?!


      On my way back to my seat, I overheard my coworkers having a conversation.


      “Sato-san, do you have time later?”


      “Yeah, I’ll message you.”


      I froze upon hearing the name “Sato-san.” Obviously it was someone else—Sato was the most common surname in Japan, after all. But it reminded me of the other Sato-san’s advice.


      “At your next workplace, be more proactive about expressing fondness for people.”


      I unconsciously turned around and said, “Excuse me, Watanabe-san!”


      “Hm? Do you have another question?”


      “No, um...”


      What am I doing? There’s no way I can say it. We’re in the middle of work! How can I suddenly tell him I’m fond of him as a coworker? That’s asking for the impossible!


      “I just...wanted to say...”


      I couldn’t help but wonder, though: How did my attitude from earlier come across? My words had been so impersonal, as if I were a robot. Sure, I’d been too busy for small talk, but still...


      “Thank you for checking my work,” I finally said.


      “Aha ha, what? There’s no need to thank me for that.”


      “No, I think these things should be said out loud.”


      “I see. Thank you as well, Honma-san. I appreciate having someone of your caliber join the team.”


      “I’m really nothing special.” I was fidgeting, and my face felt hot, but I still tried to get the words out. “I also, um...like the fact that work moves fast here. I’m excited to keep working with you.”


      “Aha ha, what’s gotten into you? Are you a tsundere?”


      “P-Please don’t laugh!”


      “Honma-san’s a tsundere!” my coworkers teased.


      “Stop that!” I scolded them. “I’m going to the bathroom!”


      This really is a strange workplace. Why are grown adults acting like this? I’ve...never experienced something like this before. I had no idea work could be so much fun.


      As I was looking into the bathroom mirror, trying to regain my composure, my phone vibrated. It was an unknown caller. I hesitated a bit before answering. Since I didn’t know who it was, I waited for them to speak first.


      “Excuse me, is this Honma-san’s number?” came a man’s voice.


      “Yes, this is Honma speaking.” Do I know this person?


      “It’s been a while. My name is Hara. I’ll make this quick. I’m, um, very sorry.”


      Hara...? Wait, my shitty manager?! Oh god, this is so creepy. He sounds totally different!


      “I’ve come to my senses. Please allow me to apologize to you in person.”


      Yikes, I’d rather trust a phone scammer than this guy. This is terrifying.


      “Uh, absolutely not— Ack!” Oh crap, I replied honestly by accident.


      Silence. He was probably seething on the other end.


      Eventually, I heard a sigh. “I understand. Considering how I acted, that’s the expected response. But I swear in god’s name that I will turn over a new leaf. So will you please give me a chance to apologize?” he asked in a tearful voice.


      There’s no way that shitty manager believes in god!


      “Yuri Honma-san, I’m truly, truly sorry. I was wrong.”


      Honestly, his desperate pleas for forgiveness made me consider hearing him out. Just a month ago, I’d wanted to inflict all kinds of despair on him. But after experiencing these hectic yet fulfilling days, that feeling...hadn’t changed at all, now that I thought about it.


      “Can I hang up now?” I asked.


      “Wait!”


      I was blunt on purpose. If my prediction was right, this scumbag would try to garner sympathy by talking about his punishment. That was what I wanted to hear. What was going to happen to this piece of trash?


      “If you curse someone, you’ll need to dig two holes.”


      Sorry, Sato-san. I’m going to be the villain, just this once.


      “I have...a family.”


      “Sure,” I replied indifferently.


      “If you don’t come back, I’ll be separated from them.”


      “So you’ll be transferred? Where to?”


      “An...island somewhere.”


      I bit my tongue. That was close. Another millisecond and I would’ve burst out laughing. I mean, how could I not? Who gets banished to an island in this day and age?


      “I’m begging you,” the sleazeball continued. “I’m sorry. I’ll do anything. My daughter is starting middle school soon.”


      “Ah, my condolences.”


      “How does ten million yen sound? I can also get your projects approved, for example. Anything is fine. Just tell me what you want.”


      “What I want, huh?” I thought for a minute. “Give me a video message.”


      “What...?”


      “I want to see what life on an island is like.”


      “Wait, please reconsider. Like I said, I’ll do anything. I’ll grant any wish you want! I’m serious!”


      He sounded so desperate that I was starting to feel bad for him. So I decided to put him out of his misery.


      “Can you hear me out on something, then?” I asked.


      “What is it? Do you know what you want?”


      I took a deep breath in, brought my phone close to my mouth, and said, “Serves you right, sucker!” Before he could react, I hung up, blocked his number, and blocked unknown callers as well.


      I slipped my phone into my chest pocket and glanced at my reflection in the mirror.


      “I’m grinning like crazy...”


      Unable to hold back anymore, I burst out laughing.


      How am I going to explain my guffawing if someone walks in on me? Don’t know, don’t care. I mean, how could I not laugh in this situation? It’s truly hilarious. I’m overjoyed, so why can’t I stop crying?


      “Oh no, my makeup’s ruined.”


      My life had been so hard. I hadn’t been able to see my future or land a new job, and no one had been willing to help me. But now I was smiling—I was moving forward. And I was incredibly proud and happy about that.


      * * *


      “Oh, Tsundere-chan’s back!” one of my coworkers announced. “Wait, did we make you cry? Sorry!”


      “Huh? Ah, it’s not what it looks like.” I surveyed the awkward atmosphere in the office and puffed out my chest. “Heh heh! I raised my likeability a bit too much, so I lowered my beauty stat to make up for it!”


      “Ha ha ha! What the heck?”


      “You guys are laughing too much. Slacking means more overtime! Get back to work!”


      It really feels like a school club.


      I returned to my seat and resumed chipping away at my endless queue of tasks.


      “Isn’t this a great place to work?” the middle-aged man next to me asked.


      “Um...” Who is this guy again?


      “Oh, sorry, don’t mind me.”


      “No, it’s fine...”—I looked at his name tag—“Matsuzaki-san.”


      Now I remembered who this person was. I’d never spoken with him before, but I recalled hearing that he was an engineer who had joined this company shortly before me.


      “You’re also a recent hire, right?” I asked.


      “Oh? Who told you that?”


      “Watanabe-san mentioned it during the interview. He said a lot of talented people have been changing jobs lately, and he was curious as to why.”


      “Aha ha, talented, huh? That’s kind of embarrassing.” Matsuzaki-san paused his work and looked up as if he were reminiscing. “My last company got a new CEO, and he fired our hardest-working employee. That ticked me off, you see. As the kids say, I went, ‘Bye, Felicia.’”


      Oddly outdated. Still, I went along with it and replied, “I see!” It wasn’t the kind of story I could poke fun at, especially with that wistful expression on his face.


      Suddenly, he grinned and said, “But in a way, it was to be expected. Believe it or not, the person who got fired wore cosplay to work.”


      “Cosplay?” I couldn’t help but laugh. A cosplayer at the workplace? Wait, maybe that’s not as unusual as you’d think. “Actually, it was also a cosplayer who helped me get this job.”


      “What an amusing coincidence. Can you tell me more?”


      “Well, their outfit was really low quality, and even their acting was sloppy. I couldn’t sense any love for the character. I was like, ‘What’s with this person?’ It was the worst possible first impression, but...”


      I told him about Sato-san, and this led to us chatting more often.


      Matsuzaki-san was a fair bit older than the other employees, so he was incredibly skilled and experienced, but didn’t have much in common with them. He often seemed sad that he couldn’t join our conversations. Seeing him all by his lonesome reminded me of my past self. So I took the initiative to ask him about things I didn’t understand, and in return, I taught him about youth culture, like social media.


      This company, which felt like a school club, became a place where I could belong. Their first game had been a miraculous hit, and they were excited to make the next one even better. But the game’s scale was too big for our current team size, so we had to work overtime every day. Some people were even sleeping at the office.


      Honestly, it was draining. I was always tired, and the bags under my eyes darkened by the day. Still, I couldn’t help but enjoy my days.


      I’m truly having a blast.
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      Interlude: A Brilliant Engineer


      “What?! Those two are also leaving?!” President Arata shouted upon hearing his secretary’s report.


      “I’m very sorry!” his secretary replied.


      “Ah, no, it’s not your fault. Sorry for startling you.” He took a deep breath and tried to keep his tone as calm as possible. “That system is the heart of this company. If memory serves, eighty percent of operations can continue to function without staff. The issue lies with the remaining twenty percent. Is this correct?”


      “Yes, it’s as you say.”


      President Arata continued his analysis of the situation. “What happens if we ignore it?”


      “In the worst case, we could fall into the red.”


      “Hmm...”


      Losing money on his first financial report as CEO would leave a bad impression on shareholders. He could think of countless excuses, such as temporary losses attributed to the restructuring, but there was also the board meeting to consider. Everyone had been a yes-man during the reform, but it was unlikely they would remain that way after seeing negative returns. In other words, if he didn’t solve the fundamental problem, he’d be doomed.


      “There aren’t any staff we can transfer from other departments,” he noted. “We’ll have to outsource, then.”


      “Unfortunately, we just broke off a contract, so it will be difficult to outsource again so quickly.”


      “How long until we can?”


      “At least a month.”


      Ridiculous. He bit his tongue and regained his composure. “First, force those four to come back to work. No paid leave will be approved while operations are grinding to a halt. That buys us a month until their resignations take effect. We’ll figure something out by then.”


      “Understood. I’ll make the arrangements right now!”


      “Thank you.”


      His secretary hurried to leave the office.


      “Oh, wait,” he added.


      “Yes?”


      President Arata heaved a sigh. “I’ll admit that I was wrong.”


      “What do you mean, sir?”


      “Get Ai Sato back,” he said bitterly. “By any means necessary.”


      “Understood. If you’ll excuse me now...” his secretary said before leaving.


      Now that he was alone in his office, President Arata closed his eyes and slumped in his chair. After a few minutes, he slammed his hands on his desk.


      “Is this some kind of joke?!”


      His anger was directed toward the engineers who’d resigned.


      “It’s only twenty percent of the work! Not only are they incapable of handling what a single person did before, they’re also running away?! This is ridiculous!”


      The system Sato had developed with her colleagues handled eighty percent of operations autonomously, no human input required. Anyone with the slightest programming knowledge would understand just how unrealistic that was, but the CEO did not fall into that category. He was only focused on the twenty percent. However, it wasn’t just any old twenty percent—it was the tasks that even such a miracle system couldn’t fully automate.


      Curse you, Ai Sato, for leaving me with this absurd system!


      President Arata still wasn’t convinced of the system’s complexity, but an objective analysis of the situation told him he must’ve been mistaken about something. So despite his hatred for Sato, he decided to bring her back.


      As someone in charge of a business, he could not allow emotions to sway his decisions. Could you imagine? Sometimes, a single choice determined the trajectory of billions—or tens of billions—of yen. That result could make thousands of employees either happy or miserable. Naturally, it affected his own future as well.


      Thus, he judged all things from a rational perspective. It was absolutely unthinkable that a system managed by a single ridiculous cosplayer would be too much for two employees to handle. However, he couldn’t deny the fact that four engineers had come to the opposite conclusion and fled. So he acknowledged his mistake.


      He definitely wasn’t an incompetent manager, but he was ignorant. He knew nothing about the creatures known as engineers.


      Can this system really only be maintained by Ai Sato?


      The answer was no, but reality wasn’t reflecting that. There had to be a reason it’d been possible for Sato but not the four people he’d assigned. Only one explanation came to mind...


      “Basically, they just need the correct skills, right?”


      * * *


      This man’s name was Eito Kanzaki. He was a so-called influencer, boasting over a million followers on social media. At the young age of thirty-two, he’d already led a start-up to an IPO and sold the business. He was now using the resulting funds to challenge himself abroad—a textbook example of a successful person.


      Most of his followers were in the tech industry. He identified as an AI engineer, and he’d declared that his reason for being an entrepreneur was “because there’s no company that can satisfy me.” Normally, one would expect people to roast him for saying that—but since the words were backed by his track record, his fans admired the quote. To them, the line was something they wanted to be able to say at least once in their lifetimes. And if anyone dared criticize him for being cocky, his fans would flame them back, saying, “LOL jealous much?” He was truly invincible.


      Kanzaki was currently back in Japan. The business he’d launched overseas was going well, so he’d returned to oversee the joint venture he’d established for expanding into Japan.


      His mornings started early. He’d wash his face and check his emails while brushing his teeth. Obviously, this wasn’t during work hours—for him, work and life were inseparable concepts. Even if a doctor were to tell him to rest, he wouldn’t listen. The person he respected the most had continued to work despite receiving a terminal diagnosis. In fact, he’d overcome his illness through sheer willpower, and now he stood at the top of a world-leading group.


      “Man, I can’t wait to get to that level.”


      Eito Kanzaki was a real show-off. It was said that there was a fine line between genius and insanity, and he was no exception—he definitely had a few screws loose.


      “Oh?” He paused upon reading a certain email subject. “All-RaWi... Where have I heard that name before?”


      He decided to ask his social media followers.


      “Hey, anyone know anything about the All-RaWi System?”


      “Will I get any replies? Oh well, I’ll star the email for now.”


      He put his phone down and took a quick shower. After finishing, he continued checking emails while drying his hair. Then, he selected some garments from his hamper full of identical outfits, slipped them on, and made his way to the living room. With one hand, he prepared a simple breakfast of toast and coffee, then sat down at a corner of the family-sized table to eat. Naturally, he didn’t let go of his phone once during this time.


      Kanzaki referred to checking emails as “treasure hunting.” Most of them were unimportant and didn’t warrant a reply, but every now and then, he’d come across something that made him do a double take. So he liked to treat it as a game instead of a tedious task.


      After he finished going through his emails, he moved on to checking social media.


      “All right, let’s see if anyone’s replied about that All-Whatever thing.”


      He’d tweeted his question just thirty minutes ago, but it already had eight responses. Half of them were useless junk, while another three were internet search results—a little helpful. As for the last one...


      “Oh hey, that sounds really interesting.”


      He tapped “like” on the reply, called the phone number in the signature of the email he’d starred earlier, and found himself with an appointment at RaWi Corporation for that very afternoon.


      He tweeted several times before and after his visit:


      “Going to check out that system”


      “I don’t get it at all. So exciting”


      “Obviously can’t go into detail, but it’s seriously a whole new world. If I had the time, I’d stay here all day long. But I don’t”


      “The dev isn’t here anymore lmao, you’ve gotta be kidding me ha ha ha”


      “That was so much fun. Well, time to get to work”


      * * *


      “What did you think about our system?” President Arata asked.


      “It’s truly a work of art,” Kanzaki replied. “Though it’s a shame I can’t speak with the developer.”


      “I agree. Sadly, skilled engineers are hard to keep around.”


      “Very true.”


      Despite his cocky attitude on social media, Kanzaki was still a working professional, so he conversed politely with President Arata.


      “Please have a seat,” the CEO offered.


      “Thank you.” Now then, what does he want from me? Behind his smile, Kanzaki was laser-focused.


      “I’ve heard great things about you, Kanzaki-san,” President Arata casually began. “You’ve achieved so much at your young age.”


      “You flatter me. I’m not interested in preambles, though, so let’s cut to the chase—why did you show me the All-RaWi System?”


      Normally, one risked leaving a bad impression with a rude response like that, but there wasn’t a trace of unpleasantness in Kanzaki’s expression or tone of voice.


      President Arata looked taken aback for a moment, but he quickly recovered with a smile. “My, my. Young people move fast, huh?”


      “It depends on the situation. Since I’m the guest here, there’s no need for decorum.” Kanzaki’s eyes lit up. “Does the work interest me? Will I profit from it? Those are the only things I care about.”


      “I see. Your way of thinking is very logical.”


      President Arata looked Kanzaki in the eye, and Kanzaki returned his gaze. They both fell silent as they probed each other’s intentions.


      After a few seconds, President Arata said, “I’ll go ahead and ask you now, then: What would you do if you got your hands on the All-RaWi System?”


      “That would be the happiest moment of my life.”


      Different predictions and calculations unfolded in each of the men’s minds.


      “I won’t ask for much,” President Arata said. “All you need to do is manage that system for the next month.”


      Kanzaki raised an eyebrow as if to say, Oh? Interesting.


      “I’m ashamed to admit that everyone else I assigned to the system failed to grasp all of its nuances. This valuable asset is wasting away, unable to be used for business.”


      Kanzaki merely smiled and nodded along.


      “It appears to be beyond the capabilities of the average engineer. But what about you, Kanzaki-san? Would you be able to handle it?”


      “I see!” Kanzaki exclaimed, rising from his seat. His eyes sparkled as if he were a child who’d found a shiny jewel. “Sorry, please ask someone else.”


      “What...?”


      “Oh, I’m almost late for my next appointment. Please excuse me.”


      “W-Wait! At least let me go over the compensation!”


      “Nice meeting you,” Kanzaki said apathetically as he left the room.


      President Arata stood stock-still, shocked by the sudden turn of events.


      Kanzaki’s next tweet read, “Lost interest.” The reason was simple: In that brief conversation, President Arata had trampled on his pride several times. First, he’d suggested that Kanzaki—a busy entrepreneur—should work for him. Second, he’d asked an AI engineer to manage a system outside his field of expertise. Third, he’d treated Kanzaki as a generic skilled engineer. Basically, President Arata’s inner voice had been loud and clear: “I don’t care which engineer I get, as long as they seem capable.”


      In this critical turning point, President Arata had made an enemy of a powerful foe. The mistake was a result of his contempt for engineers—the slightest amount of understanding would have prevented it.


      “Why...? Did I do something wrong?” he muttered, alone in the room.


      The plan had been flawless. Kanzaki was the type of engineer who loved to engross himself in new technologies, so President Arata had shown him the All-RaWi first to stimulate his curiosity. Judging by the favorable reaction, their negotiations should have begun under perfect conditions.


      “Every last one of these people, I swear...”


      President Arata always strove to remain calm. However, this series of unexpected obstacles was making his patience wear thin.


      “Well, whatever. Eito Kanzaki was just a backup plan anyway. As long as Ai Sato returns, all will be fine.”


      Thinking about it, Kanzaki was an entrepreneur. Perhaps he was offended by the idea of working under someone else. Sato was different—she was just an ordinary person. As long as he offered her enough money, she would surely come back—it would just cost more. It was time to admit his mistake and cut his losses.


      “Now then, what’s next on the agenda?”


      He picked up his phone, checked his calendar, and stood up, seeming as calm as one could be...if not for the fact that he couldn’t hide the scowl on his face.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: The “Just Try Harder” Argument Is So Outdated!


      I’m Ai Sato, age two (plus three hundred months or so)! Right now, I’m being a baby in our client’s lap!


      “Waaah, you’re so mean! I’m hurt, Yuri-chan!” I complained between sobs. “I put so much work into my costumes! It’s just that I prioritize being able to put them on quickly! I only get a minute to change! And yet...you...trash-talked them!”


      Yuri, who had signed up for regular classes, said, “There, there. Please don’t cry.”


      Upon hearing that her student had succeeded in getting a new job, Sato had rejoiced for her...only to burst into tears right after, when she’d remembered the scathing criticism of her cosplays that Yuri had written in her review. In the end, Yuri had to comfort her.


      “I’m sorry,” Yuri said. “There was another review that did the same thing, so I thought it was a running joke.”


      “Huh? So you didn’t mean it?”


      “No, I meant every word.”


      “Waaahhh!”


      Suzuki, who was watching them from a distance, wore an expression that seemed to say, I’m so done with this.


      Suddenly, Sato stopped wailing. She gave Yuri a somewhat serious look and said, “Anyway, you look prettier than before, Yuri-chan.”


      “Really? The bags under my eyes are super dark. I must look terrible.”


      “Not at all! You’re pretty!” Sato praised her with a silly smile.


      Yuri looked away, embarrassed.


      “How’s work going?” Sato continued.


      “It’s tough. I feel like I’m surrounded by kids.”


      “Are you having fun?”


      “Well...kind of, yeah,” the tsundere replied, turning away. “But honestly, it’s outweighed by the problems. For example, their time management needs work. Just yesterday, we would’ve missed the last train if I hadn’t said anything.”


      “Wow. Take care of your health, okay?”


      “That won’t be an issue. Watanabe-san—the president—decided we get Wednesdays off.”


      “Ooh, a four-day work week! That’s awesome.”


      “All it does is shift overtime around, though.”


      “No, it really is great!”


      “Nah, it’s nothing special,” Yuri said with a smug look. She then looked down at her hands. “So physically, I’m fine...but lately, whenever I’m not doing anything, my hands start shaking.”


      “Oh, that’s not good. Swap places with me.” Sato sat up and let Yuri rest her head in her lap. “It’s important to switch gears. I recommend listening to relaxing music.”


      “I’m well prepared on that front—I always keep my favorite characters’ audio dramas on hand. Look, I’m wearing wireless earbuds right now.”


      “I totally get you! That’s a great way to relax.”


      “Yes...but it’s not enough. So could I stay in your lap...until our time is up?”


      “Oh my.” Sato looked startled. She cleared her throat and said in a seductive voice, “Does my girl want to be spoiled?”


      “Only by you, Sato-san.”


      This...isn’t that kind of establishment, Suzuki thought. He wouldn’t interrupt them, though, because client satisfaction was what mattered most. It was an unconventional decision, but that was a new company’s privilege.


      That’s right. The client’s smile is what’s most important, he convinced himself, closing his eyes as a painful stomachache set in.


      Stay strong, Suzuki. You’re doing the right thing...in theory.


      * * *


      A month had passed since Sato had joined the company, and Suzuki was reflecting on the progress they’d made in that time. Glancing at the records in his notebook, they’d gained two regular students and provided seven free trial lessons; that meant a conversion rate of approximately thirty percent. While the sample size was small, it was fair to say they were doing well thus far. Since the average satisfaction rate was extremely high, they could boost enrollment just by increasing customer outreach.


      There were challenges associated with this, though—increased enrollment would lead to issues such as staffing shortages or a lack of booking slots for regular students. It wasn’t an issue just yet, but he needed to have countermeasures prepared.


      “I brought you tea,” Sato said. She was wearing a suit today.


      “Thanks.” Suzuki accepted the beverage and took a sip, appreciating the gentle aroma of the high-quality tea leaves.


      He resumed his train of thought. This time, he mulled over his main objective: a large-scale event for engineers. Development of the required gimmick was going smoothly thanks to Sato. As of yesterday, they’d recruited two percent of the event’s attendee capacity. This number was extremely low, but smoothing the daily rate of increase showed an upward trend. Thinking of event registrations as conversions, their conversion rate rose each time they received a positive review. So if they maintained the status quo, the end result would be...


      “Sorry, Sato-san. I can’t focus like this.”


      “Huh? I’m just watching, though.”


      His thoughts interrupted, he rested his head on the back of the sofa. He shot a sideways glance at Sato, who was sitting next to him. “Why are you wearing a suit today?”


      It was incredibly rare to see her dressed in a way that was appropriate for all situations.


      “You don’t watch any anime at all, huh?”


      “Just the occasional film, I guess.” Tea in hand, he looked at Sato’s outfit and narrowed his eyes. “Wait, is that cosplay too?”


      “Yup!”


      He hummed and sipped his tea. Instead of her usual teasing, Sato simply smiled at him.


      “What’s up?” he asked.


      “Huh?”


      “You keep staring at me. Is there something on my face?”


      “Nah. I was just thinking about how calm you look.”


      Suzuki averted his gaze. His expression remained composed, but deep down, his heart was racing. She always gets so close to me.


      His thoughts drifted to Sato. She was the type to invade people’s personal space regardless of their gender, yet she never made them feel uncomfortable. It was an extremely rare talent. She was pure to a fault—no ulterior motives to speak of. And, despite her seeming lack of common sense, she paid close attention to others.


      Personality-wise, she was perfect. Meanwhile, her appearance—ignoring the cosplay—was average, for better or worse. Nothing about it stood out. Still, seeing her innocent smile took a weight off his shoulders.


      What was this feeling? Respect? Admiration? Envy? He could think of several close matches, but none of them quite felt right. All he knew was that he felt comfortable in this moment—so much so that he wished it would last forever. Unfortunately, his hope was short-lived.


      Riiing! ♪


      The intercom rang. Suzuki opened the door to see a man in a suit.


      The man bowed and held out his business card. “I’m Yanagi from On Recruiting.”


      * * *


      “EMPLOYMENT GUARANTEED! Become an AI engineer in just three months, starting from zero!”


      This was an example of a typical ad in the job-hunting market. The enticing tagline contained no false promises. Yes, believe it or not, it was completely true... But there was a catch.


      First, the guaranteed employment was indeed real. The agencies running these ads received requests from various organizations to supply staff, and they earned hefty compensation for doing so. Meanwhile, the fate of these workers was as one would expect.


      Second, it was true that one could acquire technical skills in just three months. However, this was only if the individual had a certain amount of aptitude and quit their job to study full-time. And, of course, they’d have to pay for their learning materials.


      Third, it was definitely possible to become an AI engineer this way. The problem was that your assigned work would be something called “annotation.” Anyone who’s used the internet before has experienced something similar—it was essentially the same as those login screens and such that tasked you with selecting things like traffic lights.


      This was the dark side of job hunting in the IT industry. Suzuki was well aware of it, so he had initially been skeptical of the recruiter at his door. But now, tears welled up in his eyes.


      Yanagi had spoken passionately about one particular job seeker. The man’s name was Yuuya Nameda. He was a thirty-year-old temp worker who lived in Saitama Prefecture. His salary was very low—after deducting the usual expenses like rent, utilities, student loans, and taxes, his net income was actually negative.


      Nameda had been raised in a single-parent household and still lived with his mother. Since it was impossible for them to live on his wages alone, his mother worked part-time to cover the rest of their expenses. When asked why he wanted to get a new job, his response had been, “I want to take my mom on a trip to Hawaii.”


      “He said it’s always been his mom’s dream to go to Hawaii,” Yanagi explained. “She had to give up on a lot of things to raise him by herself, and now she’s almost sixty. He’s never been able to repay her, and he wants to do it while she’s still healthy. That’s what motivates him to look for a new job!”


      Suzuki nodded, tears streaming from his eyes.


      “Yuuya’s a great guy who cares about his mom. I want to make his wish come true. But it’s impossible! No one will hire him at his current skill level! Jobs don’t grow on trees!”


      Yanagi’s face was drenched at this point, as was Suzuki’s. Sato gave an amused smile as she patted Suzuki’s tears with a handkerchief, but she couldn’t hide the fact that her eyes were getting moist too.


      “The other day, I saw a review for your school,” Yanagi continued. “Though it’s still brand-new, I sensed potential here.” He stood up from the sofa and knelt down on the floor. “Please, Suzuki-san! Could you train Yuuya for me?! I’m begging you!” He pressed his forehead to the ground.


      How could I possibly say no?! Suzuki’s inner voice screamed. “Yanagi-san, please raise your head.”


      “Suzuki-san...!”


      Suzuki took the handkerchief from Sato and sniffled as he knelt in front of Yanagi. “As I’m sure you’re aware, we don’t teach total newbies.”


      “I know!”


      Suzuki firmly pressed the handkerchief to his eyes, then cast his emotions aside. “We’re talking about a harsh world—one that requires continuous learning to stay current with constantly evolving technology. If I’m being honest, I don’t think a thirty-year-old with zero skills can make it in this field. Depending on how it goes, we might end up only teaching him that reality is cruel. Are you still willing to send him to us?”


      “That’s fine!” Yanagi wiped his tears with his sleeve. “Yuuya is truly dedicated to his mom! He’s not the kind of guy who’d give up easily!”


      “All right, then.”


      The two men shook hands. It was like the prologue to a TV drama—a moving story of a hopeless man crawling his way up from the bottom.


      Watching them from a short distance away, Sato couldn’t help but think that something felt extremely off.


      * * *


      Yuuya Nameda had only recently learned the term “uncle in the children’s room.” It referred to a man who still lived in his childhood bedroom despite being old enough to be called “uncle.” The implication was a lack of independence.


      Waking up in the morning and crawling out from his thin futon, he was met with his study table. On it were various books: certification prep books he’d bought in his student days, self-help books he’d bought as a working adult, and introductory programming textbooks he’d failed to get through every time he’d tried.


      He’d always been slow on the uptake. His mother told him he could do anything if he put his mind to it, but he’d known for years that he couldn’t live up to that expectation. He had managed to get a bachelor’s degree, but it’d cost ten years’ worth of his mother’s savings, scholarships, and his own part-time wages. He’d poured more than his family’s entire fortune into graduating, only to end up with a job where he took orders from a boss who was younger than him. After calculating the pay by hour, it came out to less than minimum wage.


      His life was miserable. Thinking about it for even a minute brought tears to his eyes. He knew why it was like this—it was because he’d done nothing to improve it. His family was poor and struggling to make ends meet. His work kept him busy. He didn’t have time to learn anything. He didn’t know what to do. The list of reasons went on and on, and the result was his current life. He couldn’t make excuses either, because he knew better than anyone that he was an underachiever who’d never succeeded at anything. He couldn’t even imagine himself succeeding.


      Still, praying for a miracle, he’d begun looking for a new job. He hadn’t found anything yet, but he wanted to keep trying for a bit longer. He was too stubborn to give up—well, it was more like he was a fool who didn’t know when to quit. He understood the reason for this too, of course.


      His mother, wearing a tattered Hawaiian shirt, greeted him when he left his room. “Good morning, Yuu-kun. Breakfast is ready.” Her smile was the same as it always had been, albeit with more wrinkles now.


      “Thanks.”


      Even if people mockingly called him an uncle in the children’s room or a mama’s boy who couldn’t leave the nest, Yuuya Nameda would never stop adoring his mother’s smile. That was why he was so desperate to repay her for raising him.


      His mother’s dream was to go on a trip to Hawaii. She’d been talking about it for a long time, but for financial reasons, they’d never been able to do it. So she’d settled for wearing Hawaiian shirts and putting up magazine clippings instead. Just once, he wanted to be able to show her the real thing. That was why he still hadn’t given up, even after being brutally knocked down so many times.


      “Oh? Are you heading out, Yuu-kun?” his mother asked.


      “Yeah, I’m gonna do some studying.”


      “Wow! Kids these days keep studying even after graduating, huh?”


      “It’s not that big of a deal. Also, I’m too old to be lumped in with ‘kids these days.’”


      “What’re you talking about? You’re still a youngster. Do your best, okay?”


      “Yeah. See you later.”


      It was about a twenty-minute walk to the station. Along the way, he spotted a group of people who looked like university students. He averted his gaze. At some point in his life, looking at young people had begun to make his chest hurt.


      He longed to start over and become someone who could make his mother’s life easier. He wanted to get a job where he could afford to take her to Hawaii every year—and the skills to make that happen.


      It was a pathetic dream—no matter how much he regretted things now, it was too late. He knew he didn’t have the ability, but he just couldn’t give up. So he set out once again. This time, his destination was a school recommended by Yanagi-san, his career agent.


      * * *


      “I’m sorry, Nameda-san. We don’t teach total newbies,” Suzuki said regretfully after he’d asked a few questions. “I think it’s admirable that you want to find a better job for your mother’s sake. From what Yanagi-san said about your background, I assumed you must be working extremely hard. But as it turns out, you’ve never written a single program. Frankly, I’m disappointed.”


      Naturally, Nameda looked bewildered. He’d been referred to this school by a career agent he trusted—he never would’ve thought he’d be rejected.


      “To put it bluntly, you should look for a different path,” Suzuki continued. Of course, he wasn’t some kind of demon who didn’t understand human feelings. But that was precisely why he was opening Nameda’s eyes to the harsh truth. “At least in Japan, programmers are very low in status. Most of the work consists of turning blueprints created by nontechnical people into reality, so it’s generally considered lower-class work. It doesn’t pay well either. If you want to earn a high salary as a programmer, you need to research the latest demands and learn them yourself. For example, AI and RPA are trending keywords these days.”


      Nameda knew the term “AI,” but he’d never heard of RPA.


      Sensing that his explanation hadn’t sunk in, Suzuki deliberately continued without clarifying. “Self-study comes with loneliness and suffering.” He took a breath before asking, “Nameda-san, do you like working overtime?”


      “No...I don’t.”


      “Of course not, right?” Suzuki turned his gaze to Sato, who was sitting next to him. “Sato-san.”


      “Yes?!” Sato replied, startled by the unexpected attention.


      “What were you up to last weekend?”


      Sato thought for a bit. She knew the intent behind Suzuki’s question, and she also knew the answer he was looking for. But none of this felt right to her. After a few seconds, she reluctantly admitted, “I was messing with those glasses.”


      “Oh, that’s the task I assigned you. You don’t have to work on it on your days off, though.”


      “I can’t help it! It’s just too much fun.”


      “I see. Tell me how long you spent on it later. I’ll pay for the overtime.”


      “I’m doing it as a hobby, so it’s fine.”


      “No, it’s not fine.”


      “Are you sure? I’ll rack up over a hundred overtime hours this month, you know?”


      “Uh, sorry. Let’s come back to this later.” Suzuki cleared his throat and returned his gaze to their client. “Now then, Nameda-san, considering that you want a high-paying IT job, how did you spend the last weekend?”


      Nameda looked down. He’d been too tired to do anything but sleep—not just last week, but every week. He rarely did any work on weekends.


      Meanwhile, the woman named Sato was smiling. She happily worked on weekends and proclaimed it was her hobby.


      Realizing what Suzuki was getting at, Nameda fell silent.


      “Is there a reason you specifically want to learn programming?” Suzuki asked.


      Nameda thought about it, and his mother’s face came to mind. She’d casually asked him about his job one time, and he’d told her that he used a computer at work. Her response had been, “Oh, like programming? That’s so cool!”


      But as a thirty-year-old man, he couldn’t bring himself to say that was his motivation.


      “It’s okay,” Suzuki continued. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. But just to reiterate, we don’t teach people with zero experience.” He straightened his back. “I recommend pursuing a different field. However, if it really needs to be programming, please write a program on your own first. Then you can come back here, and our school will welcome you.”


      Suzuki was acting in Nameda’s best interest. Education businesses generally offered their services to everyone, even those with no potential, for the sake of maximizing profit—but that wasn’t Suzuki’s top priority.


      “I...understand,” Nameda replied listlessly.


      “I’ll let Yanagi-san know how things went.”


      “Okay...thanks.”


      It was the right judgment call. Even if they were to teach him some skills now, what would become of him ten or twenty years down the line? If he wasn’t capable of self-learning, he definitely wouldn’t last long as an engineer. They couldn’t be expected to help him every single time he came to a standstill.


      So, as a human being, Suzuki had made the correct decision. From a business perspective, though, it was the worst one possible.


      Suzuki was thinking objectively: If he spoke harshly like this, Nameda would surely seek another path. That was the ideal outcome, because Nameda’s goal wasn’t just to get a job—it was to make enough money to take his mother to Hawaii.


      On the other hand, if this conversation gave Nameda the determination to come back and prove Suzuki wrong, then he had a chance of succeeding as an engineer. In that case, Suzuki would take full responsibility.


      It wasn’t Suzuki’s decision to make—he wasn’t Nameda’s mother, and neither was the school. If Nameda simply kept his mouth open like a goldfish, waiting for someone to feed him, nothing would ever change.


      Choose! Suzuki screamed in his mind. Moved by Yanagi’s words, he’d seriously considered what would be best for Nameda’s future, and the result had been this harsh message. He’d hardened his heart and prayed that something would spur the man to action.


      This was surely a common story. The world wasn’t a kind place—those who couldn’t take the initiative would never accomplish anything. Thus, the strong abandoned the weak.


      Stand up on your own feet! Suzuki mentally urged him. He would gladly extend a hand to a weakling who rose to the challenge, for there was nothing more precious than the sight of someone—no matter how powerless they were—moving forward.


      It was common to come across tales of weak people, battered and bruised, standing up through sheer willpower. But again, that was in stories.


      Thus, Sato screamed, “This is sooooo outdated!”


      * * *


      Everything Suzuki said was true, but he was mistaken about one thing.


      Sure, this industry wasn’t so lenient that someone incapable of self-study could get by. That was why he’d suggested looking for another path. But what was this other path? Where could someone find a career that allowed them to get away with just waiting for others to give them things?


      Nameda knew the answer: his current job, a place where he was paid peanuts to take orders from a boss who was younger than him.


      He craved change, and he’d come to this school hoping for that. In the end, it’d only resulted in someone—who was probably also younger than him—spelling out the harsh reality.


      So Suzuki was mistaken. He didn’t realize Nameda already understood what he was saying better than anyone could.


      Nameda was thirty. He knew why he was a failure. Neither society nor his environment were to blame—it was all his own fault for only being able to open his mouth like a goldish, waiting for someone to feed him. He understood this, yet he couldn’t do anything to change it.


      Thinking about how pathetic he was made him sick to his stomach. If he were still a child, perhaps he could have vomited this feeling out. But now that he was a grown adult, all he could do was swallow it down.


      He stood up in silence. Just as he turned to leave...


      “This is sooooo outdated!”


      The deafening scream made his mind go blank. It was like a massive thunderbolt that had struck at just the right time for him to momentarily mistake it for his own utterance.


      “Outdated! Outdated! Outdated, outdated, outdated, outdated, outdated, outdated, outdated! This lecture is so freaking outdated!”


      The outburst was coming from the woman—hard to believe, considering how quiet she’d been the entire time. Even Suzuki, who’d been conversing in an indifferent tone, was shocked.


      “Hey, you!” The woman pointed her index finger at Nameda. “Are you listening?!”


      “Y-Yes,” Nameda replied, startled. He had no idea what was going on.


      “Sato-san, what’s gotten into you?” Suzuki interjected.


      “Shut up and watch!”


      “I can’t do that. Explain yourself.”


      “Your ‘just try harder’ lecture is totally outdated! Does acting high-and-mighty like that make you feel good about yourself?! God, you’re so pathetic! He knows better than anyone that he needs to try harder! The whole point of education is to help him fix that!”


      Each of her words was like a bolt to Nameda’s chest. Her passionate speech wormed its way into his heart. What is this? He didn’t know how to explain it. He couldn’t understand the emotion welling up within him.


      “Sato-san, we don’t teach total newbies,” Suzuki insisted. “This is the one thing I refuse to compromise on. If he can’t make an effort to start on his own, giving him temporary assistance won’t do him any good in the long run.”


      “You’ve got some real tunnel vision there!” Sato argued back.


      “Huh?! Tunnel vision?”


      It was an oddly satisfying sight. Suzuki was by no means a bad person—he was a strong individual who was capable of steeling his heart for the sake of another. But at the same time, he was the kind of person who lorded over people like Nameda. Seeing him flabbergasted like this made Nameda feel really good.


      “Hey, you!” Sato yelled at Nameda again.


      “Y-Yes?!”


      “Have you ever read an introductory book?!”


      “Uh, well...”


      “I bet you have. But you couldn’t understand a thing it was saying, so you quietly closed the book in resignation! Right?!”


      “Oh, um, yes.”


      She continued to fire off questions as if she were trying to confirm a hypothesis. “Do you own a computer?!”


      “No, I don’t...”


      “Are you frustrated?!”


      “Pardon?”


      “Does this guy’s trash talk frustrate you?!”


      “Well, maybe a bit...”


      “I can’t hear you!”


      It was like lighting an old, damp match. “I’m...frustrated.”


      “Louder!”


      Sato was the complete opposite of Nameda—she belonged to the category of strong people who could learn on their own.


      Nameda had heard their lectures countless times. He already knew all that stuff. So he’d bottled up his complaints and allowed his self-hatred to fester. Eventually, he’d stopped feeling anything.


      This was the first time a strong person’s words had lit a flame in his heart.


      “I’m frustrated...!”


      “Scream it like you mean it!”


      And it was probably the first time in his life that he was putting this emotion into words. “I’m frustrated!!!”


      Part of him wondered what he was doing. It seemed unlikely that yelling would change anything. But it felt good. His frozen heart now burned with passion.


      “Let’s do this, then!” Sato declared.


      “Um, do what?”


      “I’m going to teach you the basics! Sit down!”


      “O-Okay!”


      He plunked himself back down on the sofa. Sato grabbed a pen and paper and took a seat beside him.


      And so, the lesson began.


      “I have a coin here,” she said.


      Nameda stared wordlessly at the hundred-yen coin in her hand.


      “I’m going to flip it; if it lands on heads, I’ll take off my clothes.”


      “Wait, really?”


      “Don’t get your hopes up! It’s a hypothetical situation!”


      “Right, of course.” What the heck?


      Sato cleared her throat and began writing. “Anyway, if I were to write this as a program, it would look like this.”




      coin = heads or tails


      if coin = heads


      strip




      Nameda looked at the text and nodded. He could understand what was written—even an elementary schooler probably would. He didn’t know what Sato was trying to teach him with this, though.


      “And now the Python version! That’s a popular coding language these days.”




      coin = random.randInt(0,1)


      if coin == 1:


      strip()




      “Okay...” Nameda replied hesitantly.


      There were still some normal words mixed in, but it was starting to look more like code. Of course, if you asked him if he understood anything about it, he would still say no.


      “The way this program is written, there’s a fifty-percent chance I’ll get naked,” Sato explained.


      “Right...”


      “I don’t like those odds, so let’s roll a die instead.”




      die = 1 to 6


      if die = 1


      strip




      “Uh, okay?”


      “Now rewrite this in Python.”


      “Huh? You want me to?”


      Sato nodded. “You heard me.”


      Nameda nervously took the pen from her. Unsurprisingly, his hand wouldn’t move right away. Even though he probably wasn’t being asked to do anything difficult, the gears in his brain just weren’t turning.


      He heard something hit the desk. Looking over, he saw the simple code Sato had written for the previous example.


      Oh, I can use that as a reference...




      die = random.randInt(1,6)


      if die = 1:


      strip()




      “So close!” Sato lamented. “The ‘if’ statement needs two equal signs!”


      “Oh, I didn’t notice that.” He rewrote the code.


      “Good. But are you sure you only want to roll the die once?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Don’t you wanna repeat the action until you get me to strip?”


      “Uh...if I answer this question, won’t that be sexual harassment?”


      “Whoa, what a perv! Aw, fine, just for you!” She added the word “repeat” above her program. “What do you think will happen now?”


      “It’ll repeat...right?”


      “For how long?”


      “Huh? Um...forever, I guess?”


      “Bingo! Hey, you’ve got a knack for this!”


      “Oh, um, thanks.” Why am I blushing at this age?


      “So how do you think we can stop the program?”


      “Stop it...?”


      “Yup. It’s really simple.”


      Nameda took the pen again. Obviously, he didn’t know the answer. But Sato had said it was simple, so he tried to think in the most basic terms he could. Oh, if she wrote “repeat” to repeat it, does that mean I can just write “stop” to stop it?




      repeat


      die = random.randInt(1,6)


      if die == 1:


      strip()


      stop




      “Perfect! Wow, you’re a real whiz!”


      “Ah...thanks.” Seriously, why am I blushing?


      “Now, to turn this into real code, we do this.”




      while 1:


      die = random.randInt(1,6)


      if die == 1:


      strip()


      break




      The new program replaced “repeat” with “while 1:” and “stop” with “break.” Nameda felt like he was beginning to understand. The order of the statements was the same as in normal speech; it was just that a few words had been changed.


      This was exciting—if he continued to learn from her, he might finally be able to get the hang of programming.


      “All right, there you have it,” Sato said.


      “Huh? That’s it?”


      “Yup. You’ve learned all the basics of programming.”


      “Already...?”


      Nameda was bewildered, but Sato didn’t seem to be joking.


      “Coding only has four basic building blocks: assigning names to numbers, using ‘if’ statements to make decisions based on conditions, repeating, and turning a series of actions—like taking off clothes—into a function. The rest are just tricks to make programs easier to write. You don’t need to memorize them.”


      Thinking about it, the die-rolling program did cover all four.


      “Um, what’s a function?” Nameda asked.


      “Look it up yourself.”


      “Huh?”


      “You can search online or read books—it’ll definitely come up either way. The important thing is that you do it yourself.”


      “Oh...” It felt like something he’d just begun to grasp was slipping through his fingers instead.


      “Now, it’s time to pull out the laptop.”


      “Oh, there’s more?”


      The lesson continued for about an hour. First, they wrote out a program in everyday language, and then, they rewrote it in a coding language. After that, they ran it on the computer to make sure it worked correctly. This process was repeated several times.


      Naturally, Nameda ran into numerous errors, and each time, Sato would tell him, “Look it up.” At first, he didn’t know what to search for, so Sato had to give him hints. After five or so errors, he finally got the hang of it.


      “Do you use a computer at work?” Sato asked.


      “Yeah, a decent amount.”


      “Is there anything you’ve been doing by hand?”


      “Yes... Oh, I see. I could make a program for it, right? Can we try that next?”


      “Nope.” Sato mercilessly closed the laptop. “Your free trial ends here.”


      “Oh...”


      Nameda felt impatient. He wanted to try writing the program he’d thought of, but it was impossible—he didn’t have a computer or the money to buy one.


      “You’re a university grad, right?” Sato asked.


      “Yes...not that it means much.”


      “You should go back there right now, then!”


      “Huh? You mean my alma mater?”


      “Yup. Go hit up one of your old professors!”


      “But...would they even remember someone like me?”


      “Oh, stop whining! Don’t give up before you’ve even tried!”


      The clichéd line struck Nameda in the heart.


      “You’ve got nothing to lose,” Sato continued. “You’re invincible.”


      “Ha ha, I guess that’s true...” She really is a mysterious person. The words themselves are nothing special, but when she says them, they transform into something that resonates with me.


      “Don’t worry,” Sato said with a smile as bright as the sun. “You can definitely do this. You’re strong.”


      Nameda choked up. Strong? He didn’t know what she was basing her assessment on, but it was making his body burn with determination. He couldn’t stop his emotions from running wild.


      “Now go before we charge you fifty thousand yen for an extension!”


      “Huh? Are we that short on time?”


      “Ten, nine, eiiight...”


      Nameda scrambled to his feet, grabbed his things, and left the room. “Um, thank you very much!” he said before speeding off to his alma mater.


      He didn’t expect to gain anything by going there. In fact, it was more likely to be completely futile. The rational part of his brain was screaming at him not to waste the transportation cost, but he couldn’t stop his feet from moving.


      “Don’t give up before you’ve even tried!”


      The instructor’s words wouldn’t leave his head. He felt that he had to act before the small flame in his heart was extinguished. Thus, he ran with all his might.


      * * *


      “I actually did it...”


      Nameda was currently thirty years old, which meant he hadn’t come to this university in about eight years.


      “There are still people here on the weekend, huh?”


      Perhaps because it was around lunchtime, there were a few students chatting on the same bench he’d sat on several times in the past. He reminisced for a bit before moving on.


      His destination was the seminar room. There, he hoped to find the one professor he would’ve considered his mentor—assuming he still worked at the school. Would his teacher still remember him, though? Anxieties weighing on his chest, he continued to walk.


      Upon arriving, Nameda checked the nameplate next to the door, then knocked.


      “Come in!” came a familiar voice.


      Firing himself up as if he were there for a job interview, he entered the room, saying, “Excuse me, Professor!”


      “Umm, who might you be?”


      His teacher’s reaction was perfectly normal. Nameda felt the urge to turn tail and run.


      “You’re invincible.”


      “S-Sorry for barging in on you,” he blurted out. “My name is Nameda. I graduated from this school, and I’m—”


      “Oh, Nameda-kun! Yes, I remember you. Yuuya Nameda-kun, right?” His teacher excitedly clapped his hands together and stood up. “Why, it’s been years! Ha ha ha, I’m glad you’re doing well. What are you up to these days?”


      Nameda’s jaw dropped. He stared at his teacher in silence.


      “Ah, my apologies—I interrupted what you were saying, didn’t I?”


      “Oh, right, um... I’m wondering if I’d be able to use one of the school computers.”


      “A computer? For what?”


      “It’s for work...or rather, I want to learn programming. So, um...”


      “I see. All right, give me a second.”


      Nameda was dumbfounded. He’d only muttered a few words, yet his teacher was now leading the way to the computer room as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


      They chatted as they walked. His teacher seemed genuinely happy to see one of his former students.


      “Um, no offense, but I’m surprised you’d remember someone like me,” Nameda said.


      “Of course I do! You were a hard worker.”


      “Was I really?”


      “Absolutely.”


      Nameda had no recollection of this. He began to wonder if his teacher had him mixed up with someone else.


      “You received scholarships and worked many hours on the side,” his teacher continued, his back facing Nameda. “Students like that aren’t a rare sight, but there are few who are as diligent as you. You submitted all of your assignments and took notes in class while fighting the urge to sleep. It may sound ordinary, but when you’ve taught for as long as I have, you come to understand just how special that accomplishment is.”


      I thought my efforts were meaningless.


      “Do you have some kind of goal in mind?” he asked.


      I thought I’d wasted precious money and four years of my life on a useless degree.


      “I want...to take my mom to Hawaii,” Nameda replied.


      “Oh, that’s a wonderful dream.”


      Every day, I belittled myself and listed out excuses for why I couldn’t do anything.


      “Well then, feel free to use this room whenever it’s open. If anyone asks, tell them I gave you permission.”


      But I was wrong. None of it was pointless.


      “Okay... Thank you very much.” Nameda bit his lip, feeling pathetic.


      “Do your best.”


      “I will!”


      His teacher patted him on the shoulder and left the room.


      Nameda wiped his tears and put his hands on the keyboard in front of him. He didn’t think an hour’s worth of haphazard instruction would be enough, but the important thing was that he’d been given a starting point. He finally had a chance to take on the first—and perhaps final—challenge of his life.


      He gritted his teeth, and his tears flowed endlessly. If another student saw him like this, they’d probably report him. But he didn’t care—he had nothing to be afraid of.


      After all, he was now invincible.
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      * * *


      For a mother, the most anxious part of the day was waiting alone for her child to come home. Now, Nameda’s mother knew her son was no longer a child, but she still couldn’t help worrying—what if he’d gotten into some kind of accident? Her fears grew stronger the later he stayed out.


      Normally, she’d be having dinner with him right about now. Instead, the food she’d prepared for two—as she’d done for many years—remained untouched on both sides of the table.


      Rice, miso soup, a few meager side dishes... It was a frugal meal that could feed two for less than three hundred yen in total. Thinking about it, she’d caused her son a lot of hardship over the years. It was all her own fault. If she’d been thinking in her son’s best interest, she could have relied on her parents more or chosen to remarry. Instead, she’d insisted on raising him by herself, and the result was this life of poverty. She was truly a terrible mother.


      Still, her son never once complained.


      In the morning, she’d wake up and greet him. After breakfast, he’d put on his suit and she’d see him off. A little later, she’d head out to her part-time job. She’d come home earlier than him and make dinner. Then, when he came home, they’d eat together.


      This had been her daily routine for ten years, then twenty, then more. She was always trying to think of what she could do for her son. It was the only thing on her mind whenever she was home alone.


      Her son rarely voiced his wishes. He was probably showing restraint—an unintentional result of his upbringing. That meant that she’d have to be the one to suggest something...if only she could think of anything. She hated that she had no idea what her son wanted. She really was a worthless mother.


      Suddenly, she felt scared. This morning, her son had told her he was going out to study. She hadn’t asked for details, but surely this was taking too long. What if he never came back? What if he’d finally abandoned her? Even though she knew it was impossible, she couldn’t control her fears.


      If only she had a phone, she could easily contact him. Unfortunately, their finances wouldn’t permit it. It’d been hard enough getting one for her son to use for work.


      Eventually, midnight came. This definitely wasn’t right. She couldn’t stop worrying, but at the same time, sleepiness was beginning to take over. Perhaps because of her age, she had less stamina these days. Despite that, she was still pushing her body to work, so staying up late was difficult.


      No, I can’t go to sleep until my son comes home...


      The human body was a fickle thing—the more one fought the urge to sleep, the drowsier they became. And so, before she knew it, morning had come.


      She awoke with a start and sat up. Something fell to the floor... It was a bath towel she used as a blanket in the summer. Upon further inspection, half of the food on the table had disappeared.


      She hurried to her son’s room and was immediately overcome with relief. Her son was sleeping at his desk. She smiled at the nostalgic sight. The last time she’d seen him like that had probably been when he’d still been in university.


      Quietly approaching him, she returned the bath towel, draping it over his shoulders.


      “Mom...wait for me...” her son murmured in his sleep.


      “Oh my, you’re still dreaming about me at your age?” she replied cheerfully.


      Obviously, this wasn’t a real conversation, but mothers were simple creatures. Just these few words alone blew away all of last night’s anxieties.


      “Are you getting a certification?” she asked, looking at his desk. He’d been writing something in a notebook, but it didn’t make any sense to her at all. “Do your best.” She gently stroked his hair.


      “I’ll...”


      “I wonder what you’re dreaming about?” She giggled.


      “I’ll definitely...take you to Hawaii...”


      At that moment, time seemed to freeze.


      It...can’t be. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence. She tried to deny it, but a certain possibility wouldn’t leave her head. As a mother, she understood her son like the back of her hand, but there were some things she wouldn’t know unless he told her. And in this case, that one sentence had revealed everything.


      “Oh my...” She rubbed her eye with a finger and found it wet with fresh tears. “Oh my, oh my...” The surge of emotions prevented her from saying anything else.


      Her son didn’t need to repay her—he already did so every day by waking up, greeting her, eating breakfast, and going to work. Just seeing him live a healthy life was enough to fill her with happiness. Now that she’d learned he was even preparing a gift for her, she didn’t know what to say.


      “I’m so proud of you,” she said, pressing her hands to her eyes and sinking to her knees. She couldn’t hold back the sobs anymore.


      Much, much later, she would remember this as the third happiest moment of her life. The second was when her son had been born, and the first was...


      * * *


      It was like watching magic.


      I’d underestimated Yuuya Nameda. He was always looking down, and his voice lacked any sense of ambition. His vague responses had me unsure whether he understood what I was saying. He was the typical apathetic person. I’d felt bad for not living up to Yanagi-san’s hopes, but as far as I’d been concerned, Nameda was a hopeless case.


      But when he’d left, he’d done so a changed man. Sato had transformed him with just a single hour of instruction, guidance, and conversation.


      Exceptional engineers were sometimes called wizards for demonstrating skills beyond the ordinary person’s grasp. Sato was definitely a wizard.


      I was struck by terror. Perhaps Sato could see people’s hearts and control them as if they were programs—just like how she’d created the All-RaWi System. It was an impossible fantasy, yet I couldn’t deny it. She seemed like an unfathomable being to me.


      Some time after Nameda left, Sato turned her gaze to me.


      My heart skipped a beat, and at the same time, I realized the true nature of the emotion within me: inferiority. Sato, with her wizardly powers, had completely overturned my beliefs and produced my ideal outcome.


      I gulped as I awaited her next words. I felt like a criminal waiting for his punishment.


      Sato extended her right arm, followed by her left, then made grasping motions with both hands. “Ken-chaaan...”


      Huh?


      “Sorryyy! I did it again!” She tearfully inched toward me.


      As I stood there in confusion, she got on her knees and prostrated before me.


      “I’m so sorryyy!”


      I was taken aback. “W-Wait, what’s gotten into you?!”


      “He was already having a tough time, but his life might get even harder now. Ahh, what should I do?” she wailed like a child. “But it’s also your fault, Ken-chan! He didn’t need you to lecture him. All that one-sided bashing did was hurt him. It was harassment through logic! It didn’t accomplish anything!”


      “I have nothing to say to that.”


      Sato sniffled. “But I’m no better!” She burst into tears again and pressed her forehead to the floor. “My lecture also boiled down to ‘try harder’!”


      Seeing her like this, I could only laugh. I touched her shoulder and told her not to worry about it, only for her to throw herself into my chest. It greatly startled me, but I caught her and patted her on the back.


      I couldn’t have been more wrong. An unfathomable being? No, she’s a being I know very well. She hasn’t changed since we were kids. She’s pure, pays attention to the people around her, and understands the hearts of the weak better than anyone. She’s capable of being there for people, as well as getting angry on others’ behalf.


      I’ve...always looked up to her.


      “Sorry,” she said for the umpteenth time. “I was kinda lashing out at you. I’ve been getting a lot of annoying calls, and it’s trying my patience.”


      “Annoying calls?”


      “My old company says they’ll pay me to come back,” she said with a frown.


      “You mean...the one that fired you unfairly?”


      “That’s right. And now they want me to bail them out? They haven’t even apologized to me yet. Ugh, they’re so stubborn. Do they think I’m some kind of pet that exists for their convenience?!”


      “Aha ha...”


      Listening to her rant made me think, This is what makes her so captivating.




      A few days later, Yanagi-san came by with a bouquet. Between sobs and expressions of gratitude, he explained that Nameda-san had become a whole new person, brimming with optimism. Naturally, the guy wasn’t going to get a new job that easily, but Yanagi-san felt it was only a matter of time.


      And so, True Coding School gained a dramatic reputation boost, especially in the recruiting industry. While this was a great boon to my true objective, it also drew the ire of a sinister entity.


      Later, I would reflect on this moment and think, “That must have been our starting point.”


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: Grudge


      “Why...? Why is this happening?”


      President Arata sat alone in his office, hanging his head. A few days ago, his company had presented its financial results, which had consisted of a small dip in revenue and a huge decrease in profit. While they weren’t in the red, it was a miserable showing.


      He’d explained to the shareholders that this was due to temporary expenses, such as the cost of the organizational reform and paying severance to employees, and that regular quarters would see significant gains. The same spiel had worked on the board members, and it had convinced the shareholders too. However, the reality of the situation was very different.


      “Am I...going to fail?”


      The All-RaWi System was the heart of the company. If he couldn’t get it under control, his future would be bleak.


      The best option would’ve been to bring back its developer, Ai Sato, but that approach had already failed. She seemed to hold a grudge against the company—fair enough, given that she’d been fired. So he’d offered to pretend it never happened and proposed exceptional employment terms. He couldn’t think of any reason for her refusal other than foolish pettiness.


      The next best option was outsourcing. It would cost a pretty penny, but—in theory—it would have assured results. So first, he forced the four engineers back to work. Though they were less efficient, they were still able to stave off the company’s demise until contractors were dispatched.


      Sadly, the ten outsourced engineers who’d arrived were a disaster. One of them made a mistake that destroyed critical data, causing all operations in the relevant department to grind to a screeching halt. President Arata immediately demanded compensation, but the engineer insisted that he’d followed the instructions in the documentation. It obviously wasn’t a valid excuse, yet President Arata’s hands were tied—he needed to resume operations as quickly as possible so there was no time to deal with a lawsuit. In the end, he’d contracted another company to develop a replacement system at a discount...but the estimated cost was two billion yen for a minimum development time of ten months.


      “How dare those code monkeys play me for a fool? All they know how to do is pound away at their keyboards. How much do they think they can get away with?!”


      Absolutely unforgivable. He slammed his fists against his desk.


      Taking a deep breath, he then said, “No, I can’t get emotional. I need to come up with a solution.”


      He had the presence of mind to speak calmly, but not to think clearly. All of his thoughts led back to one question: “Why had things turned out this way?” Despite knowing that what he needed at the moment was a way out of this mess, he was unable to divert his attention from the past.


      “It’s her,” he muttered unconsciously. “This all happened because that damned woman left me with a ridiculous system.”


      When people were faced with unbearable hardship, they tended to look for an enemy to blame. President Arata was no exception.


      “She must’ve made it needlessly complicated so that no one could take her job. It’s the only explanation.”


      Normally, he wouldn’t bother wasting time on such pointless thoughts. But months’ worth of mental fatigue was taking its toll on him, clouding his judgment.


      “Ai...Sato...”


      Thus, he designated his enemy.


      “Heh...ha ha... You won’t get away with this.”


      The negative emotions cleared his mind.


      “Right, there should be some operations that can be handled manually. They won’t be as efficient as before, but we might also find ways to improve them,” he murmured with an ugly smile. “I’ll get a major firm to send their best engineering team to the department dealing with the manual work. It’ll probably be expensive, but I’ve learned from this catastrophe that useless engineers are a plague. This is an investment in risk mitigation.”


      President Arata had overlooked one thing: Until the ten engineers had been dispatched, his four employees had been keeping things running. Sure, there had been delays, but there hadn’t been any major problems. However, once the ten contractors had arrived, the CEO had deemed the four “slackers” unnecessary.


      There had been several other options for avoiding bankruptcy, but they had all disappeared with time. President Arata, who thought of personnel in terms of numbers and symbols, had acted based on his unconscious prejudice and failed to notice his simple mistake.


      “I’ll rebuild this company and crush Ai Sato.”


      He grinned, grabbed his phone, and dialed his secretary.


      “It’s me. Do you have time right now? I need you to find out where Ai Sato is currently working—as soon as possible.”


      In his eyes, he was the victor. He’d overcome adversity, and now, he would ruin the life of the cosplayer who’d made a fool of him.


      After ending the call, he took a deep breath.


      “Heh...heh heh...ha ha ha ha ha!”


      His repulsive cackles went on for quite some time.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: To Each Their Own “Hello, World!”


      I, Ai Sa—aah!—to, am currently being p-pushed against a wall, shojo manga style!


      “What’s with that cheap-looking suit? Are you trying to disrespect me?” the blond-haired, blue-eyed man snapped at me. His foreign features gave his sharp glare the kind of anime look that Japanese cosplayers could only dream of.


      But he’s tiny! Like, he’s even shorter than me! That’s sooo cute! So I’ll be bold here!


      “Aww, you can’t say scary stuff like that, okay?” I cooed.


      “Wha—?! Hey, don’t touch me! Stop petting me!”


      “You’re so adorable. How old are you?”


      “Screw off, bitch! Is something wrong with your head?!”


      “You bet.”


      “Huh?!”


      Let’s rewind a bit.




      “Okay, that’s all there is to know about Smart Frames,” I said, concluding my explanation of the glasses gimmick I’d prepared for Ken-chan’s upcoming event.


      I sighed. It’d been a tough project and a tough presentation.


      Three men sat on the sofa before me. From left to right, they were a hottie, my childhood friend, and an unfamiliar blondie.


      Is this some kind of otome game?


      My heart had been beating a mile a minute as I’d explained my freshly built Smart Frames. Well, the smartglasses themselves were another company’s products. All I’d done was modify them a bit and write software for them.


      “Well, Tsubasa and Ryo? Did that make sense?” Ken-chan asked.


      “All good,” Tsubasa-sama replied confidently.


      “Not in the slightest,” the blond man (Ryo-san?) said with a stern expression. His name sounded Japanese, but he was definitely a foreigner. If he’d achieved that look with makeup, I’d need him to teach me his ways later.


      “Hmm, what to do?” Ken-chan mused, pointing his index finger at his lip.


      The sight felt somewhat nostalgic. I vaguely recalled him having a habit of kissing his finger when he was pondering something. He didn’t do it when interacting with clients—perhaps he’d rectified it after becoming an adult—but he seemed to have his guard down now.


      “Oh, right, Ryo and Sato-san haven’t met yet,” he suddenly realized.


      Exactly! I’ve been working at this small business for months, yet this is my first time seeing this guy! It must be a superrare encounter!


      “This is Ryo,” Ken-chan said. “He’s a genius I made friends with in Rio.”


      “Uh, hi,” the blondie greeted me. “I’m really not that special.”


      What kind of lazy intro is that? Where’s Rio? Overseas?


      “This works out well,” Ken-chan said. “How about you two do the next sales outreach together?”


      Ryo-san frowned in disgust. “Are you serious?”


      Did I do something to offend him?


      “That sounds like fun,” Tsubasa-sama remarked.


      “Focus on your own work,” Ken-chan chided.


      “You’re too strict.”


      “Don’t make me increase your quota.”


      Ahhh, they’re flirting! Hey, you two, that’s not appropriate for work! Then again, the most inappropriate one here...is clearly me!


      “Come to think of it, we haven’t thrown a welcome party yet,” Ken-chan said.


      “I want meat,” Tsubasa-sama declared.


      “No one asked you, Tsubasa. Sato-san, where would you like to eat?”


      “I’m good with anywhere as long as they have melon soda,” I replied.


      Ken-chan stared blankly at me.


      What? Has he never heard of melon soda?


      Tsubasa-sama tapped Ken-chan on the thigh. “BBQ King.”


      Oh my gosh, he’s begging for all-you-can-eat barbecue! That’s so precious.


      “I’m down for BBQ King,” I said.


      Ken-chan sighed. “Fine, let’s go with that, then. How about tomorrow night? Is that too soon?”


      “Yes!” Tsubasa-sama pumped his fist.


      How can this hottie be so cute?


      “Does that work for you, Ryo?” Ken-chan asked.


      “I’ll go wherever you tell me to.”


      And so, my welcome party was scheduled.


      With that settled, I got ready to head out with Ryo-san. My job was to answer clients’ questions about the Smart Frames as necessary. I had zero experience in sales, but I figured it’d be all right. I had full faith in myself.


      Right before we set out, Ken-chan said to me, “Ryo didn’t grow up in the best environment.”


      “Uh, yikes.”


      “Why are you reacting like that? I don’t mean to gossip; I’m just warning you that he has a foul mouth. Well, knowing you, it probably won’t faze you.”


      Smack!


      “What was that for?”


      “As a maiden, I’m offended!”


      “Oh... Well, anyway, please don’t let his profanity bother you. He’s a good guy at heart.”


      “Got it. Is it okay to have a foulmouthed salesman, though?”


      “You’ll just have to see for yourself.”




      That brings us to the present.


      “Listen up, bitch! The quality of your suit reflects the quality of your company! If the client thinks our company can’t afford to pay us shit, it’s over! Get that through your thick head!”


      “Does that mean your suit is high-quality, Ryo-kun?”


      “Damn right. Kenta-san gave me this back when I wasn’t a proper human being yet. It’s my treasure.”


      Oh my, what an adorably happy look on his face. I think I get why Ken-chan said what he did.


      “Let’s pretend I’m a new employee undergoing training, then,” I said.


      “Huh? A new employee?” Ryo-kun stared at my face. “Ugh, all Asians look the same to me. If that’s the setup you want, does that mean you’re supposed to look younger than me?”


      Um...that part was borderline okay, I guess? I’m sulking because he thinks I look old, though.


      “Oh, shit. We gotta run.”


      “Can’t afford to be late, right?”


      “Quiet, you. Now listen, I don’t approve of you. Don’t say anything unnecessary. If you get in my way, I’ll make you pay. Remember that.”


      “’Kaaay.”


      I sneaked glances at Ryo-kun’s annoyed expression as we walked. It’d been two—or perhaps three? my sense of time was a mess these days—months since Ken-chan had recruited me. In other words, I’d been here for quite some time, but I still didn’t know anything about my coworkers.


      In the world of programming, we have a phrase known as “Hello, World!” It’s often displayed on the screen when a brand-new program is being run for the first time. So a programmer trying something new might also say, “Hello, World!” It isn’t anything unusual. When meeting someone for the first time, the polite thing to do is greet them. So programmers also say “hello” when entering a new world.


      Hello, World!


      On this day, I took my first step into their world.


      * * *


      Have you ever been out on a walk, only to despair because your phone battery ran out in an unfamiliar place? If so, you know that that’s when you rely on the high-rises generally found near train stations. These towering buildings, over a hundred meters tall, are famous compasses for orienting yourself in the Tokyo area. Most people probably have no idea what’s going on inside them, though.


      Are you one of those people? Heh heh, very well—I, Ai Sato, shall teach you the answer. Welcome to Ai-chan’s high-rise report!


      First, we passed through the entrance and found nothing of note. The vast space, about ten small apartment bedrooms in size, contained only a front desk. Weird, right? If they were to turn this empty space into rooms, they could easily make about a million extra yen per month. The upper class would never do something so stingy, though. A spacious lobby sent the message that visitors were welcomed with generous hearts!


      Just kidding—only people pre-authorized to enter were allowed past the lobby. It was blatant elitism.


      Ryo-kun and I received key cards at the front desk. We tapped them at the security gate and were let through to the elevators. In the elevator, we pressed an exciting number—something around thirty or forty—and it began to ascend at an incredible speed.


      I glanced behind me and saw a blue sky extending as far as the eye could see. Nothing could lord over me anymore. Peering downward, I saw people the size of ants. Looking down at them, I couldn’t help but think, Hurry up and rise to my level, you guys.


      S-Sorry. Please don’t throw rocks at me. I’m always broke because I spend all my money on otaku hobbies, so let me pretend just this once! I beg you!


      Ahem.


      After getting off the elevator, we arrived at an office. It had glass walls on all sides, giving it a very open look—the complete opposite of my cramped and windowless old lair. When I listened closely, I heard the sound of elegant laughter mixed in with a work conversation.


      “Thank you for making time to meet with us today,” a mysterious blond-haired man said.


      “Oh, no. Thank you for coming,” an important-looking man replied.


      Together with the polite response came implicit permission for us to take our seats on a clearly luxurious sofa.


      “What a nice, soft sofa. Who’s the maker?”


      “Ah, I’m not sure. I’ll find out for you.”


      “Thank you.”


      Who’s this guy asking the questions? He looks like the person I met today... Hmm...


      “I’m envious,” the mystery guy continued. “Our company just got off the ground, so our office only has the furniture it came with. Even this meeting room is better equipped.”


      “Ha ha ha, everyone starts like that.”


      “Is that so?”


      Seriously, who is this blond-haired, blue-eyed god of communication?


      “Sure, people call us a big corporation now, but things were bleak until just a few years ago,” the client explained.


      “I’d love to hear more—especially about the failures that come with starting a business.”


      “Oh? You have a mature mindset for your age. Yes, it’s important to learn from failures.”


      It was like listening to a father and a son passionately discussing their common interests. Behind my smile, my mind was full of question marks. I still have no idea what just happened.


      “So, the reason we came today is...”


      It was a smooth transition into the sales pitch. I’d maintained my smile the entire time to hide my confusion. It definitely wasn’t because I’d been trying not to laugh.


      Now it was time for the serious stuff. Our objective was to recruit participants for our event—a three-day affair with two thousand attendees per day. The entry fee was fifty thousand yen per person.


      “We’re offering a two-million-yen package that covers up to twenty people,” Ryo-kun said.


      “Hmm, so a hundred thousand each. That’s quite pricey.”


      “Yes, but it’s worth the cost.”


      He casually charged double the price! I remained silent, hiding my shock.


      “Imagine the typical large-scale event,” Ryo-kun continued. “Do you see yourself walking around, looking at tons of booths? Well, our company’s event will be completely different. First of all, everyone in attendance will be an engineer. What’s more, we’ll use AI to match people with each other.”


      “Oh? AI, you say? In what way?”


      Ryo-kun shot me a silent glance. The client followed his gaze.


      Jeez, he’s putting me on the spot with no rehearsal, huh? Well, so be it. I’ll show you an otaku’s improv skills!


      “Behold, the Smart Frames,” I said, taking two pairs of glasses out of my bag.


      Umm, what do I say now? Sorry, looks like I never had any improv skills to begin with. Please bail me out. I looked to Ryo-kun for help.


      He glared at me for a brief moment before putting on a dazzling salesman smile and saying, “All attendees will be wearing these. When someone comes into your field of view, the Smart Frames will display pre-entered information about them.”


      “I see. So AI is used to refine that information?”


      “Glad to see you’re quick on the uptake. We have a basic demo prepared for today. Please give the Smart Frames a try for yourself.”


      “Ooh, how exciting.”


      How did he manage to cover for me so well? Is he a god? Holy crap, when it comes to communication skills, salespeople are a different breed.


      “Do I just put these on like normal glasses?” the client asked.


      Ryo-kun—I mean, Ryo-san—looked to me for the answer.


      I cleared my throat and said, “Yes. They automatically turn on when worn.”


      “I see, I see. Well, here goes... Oh, words appeared. Wow, it feels much more natural than I expected!”


      The man’s childish excitement was a bit of an endearing sight.


      “The glasses look good on you,” I said.


      “Ha ha ha, is that so?”


      Ryo-kun shot me an intimidating glare that said, Don’t say anything unnecessary.


      “Now then, I’ll put mine on too,” I continued, donning the other pair of glasses.


      Oh...the battery’s dead.


      “Is something wrong?” the client asked.


      “Uhhh...” I thought about it for a second. Yeah, no, it’s doomed. I’d better just apologize. “I’m sorry. The battery ran out. Please give me five minutes to charge it.”


      After the meeting, I got scolded like crazy.


      * * *


      I am nothing but a tiny, insignificant water flea.


      My successes at the coding school had led me to believe that I was a master of client interactions. The only hiccup had been my cosplays getting bashed; as a result, I’d been cosplaying suit-wearing characters recently.


      I’d been arrogant. As it turned out, I was actually socially awkward. My way of communication was utterly ineffective in the world of sales. Thinking about it, I’d been cooped up indoors ever since graduating from university—actually, even before that. I’d rarely had the opportunity to talk to people. It’d be weirder if I could hold a proper conversation.


      I regretted my attitude. I was a water flea.


      “Are you gonna show up to our next client looking like that?” Ryo-sama snapped. “Smile, damn it.”


      “A-Aha ha, okaaay...” I put on an awkward smile.


      I would never be able to look Ryo-sama in the eye again. The next time he pushed me against a wall, I’d get the memo and bow in repentance.


      Ken-chan was right—Ryo-sama was a genius. He did his research ahead of time, naturally steered the conversation toward the client’s preferences, and knew how to win over their heart. It was like magic, and now, all I was doing was watching the show play out.


      For what it was worth, I had spoken during the first three visits. But I’d also screwed up every single time, and Ryo-sama had finite patience. He’d revoked my right to speak from the fourth client onward.


      This didn’t discourage me, though! In order to bounce back from water flea to human, I analyzed Ryo-sama’s sales tactics.


      First, there were the price negotiations. While the actual cost of entry was fifty thousand yen per person, Ryo-sama would always propose a two-million-yen fee to large corporations. Most of them hesitated at this—apparently anything over a million required a budget meeting, which meant various hassles. Then, Ryo-sama would strike with a pained “It won’t be easy, but we can make it work with one million...” That would draw an agreement out of the client.


      I, Ai Water-Flea Sato, observed that getting the client to say yes seemed to be important in sales. The moment they uttered that word even once, everything became easier—and Ryo-sama was undefeated when it came to getting that yes. Once the client deemed a one-million-yen entry fee palatable, he would push for the sale with a bold offer: free cancellation.


      His sales pitch was as follows: “Honestly, we’d barely break even at that price. But since it’s our first event, we also want to get our name out there. Think of it as investing in me—would you please consider participating?” It was startlingly effective!


      I was shocked. It would only take him a few minutes to win over the client and essentially demand that they invest in him. He truly was a genius. And although he acted like we were on the verge of falling into the red, he was actually having them pay the regular price. It was a victory on all fronts.


      Meanwhile, if he was dealing with a small company, he’d lead off with an entry fee of one hundred thousand yen per person. This would gradually get haggled down, and much to my surprise, the decision wouldn’t be made that same day. Once the client agreed to a half-off price of fifty thousand yen, Ryo-sama would intentionally pull back, saying, “I’ll have to discuss this with my boss first.”


      After leaving a certain company, Ryo-sama had muttered, “I can probably get eighty thousand out of them.”


      He’s going to squeeze them for as much as he can get!


      The world of sales was tense. I felt like a middle school student on her first field trip.


      “Here’s our last stop,” Ryo-sama said.


      I recognized the high-rise in front of us. “Huh? Isn’t this the first place we went to?”


      “Yeah. In the crazy-huge corpos, each department is basically its own company, so you get multiple chances. Remember that.”


      “Duly noted!” I replied with the youthful energy of a new employee.


      “All right.” Ryo-sama slightly adjusted his tie, took a deep breath, and glared intensely at the building. “Let’s go.”


      What a badass! I’ll follow you anywhere, big bro!


      * * *


      Big bro’s skills never failed to impress. Our final client was a fussy-seeming man, but Ryo-sama’s glorious cajoling scored us a chance to demonstrate the Smart Frames regardless.


      “Oh, this is neat stuff,” the man remarked.


      Looking good. I foresaw a perfect end to this fruitful day.


      The man took off the glasses. “This might be a stupid question, but...”


      An electric shock coursed through my body.


      “How do you use these in large crowds?” he asked.


      “Large crowds, you say?” Ryo-sama replied.


      “Yeah.”


      This was the first time today that someone had questioned the technology behind the Smart Frames.


      “If they display the information of everyone in your field of view, won’t it be hard to tell where to look?”


      “Well, that’s where the AI comes in,” Ryo-sama answered.


      “Sure, it narrows down the targets. But how does it determine who you’re talking to?”


      “Determine...?”


      “Does it use radio waves or something? That’s fine in small numbers, but it’s not going to work with hundreds of people.”


      The man’s apt questions made Ryo-sama’s face stiffen.


      “Did you test these properly?”


      The room fell silent. The awkward tension probably only lasted a few seconds in reality, but it seemed to drag on for minutes. From this short conversation, it was clear that our client was a seasoned engineer. He wouldn’t be satisfied with a half-baked explanation.


      “Well...” Ryo-sama began.


      “Oh, it’s okay if you don’t know. Lately, a lot of folks just throw the term ‘AI’ around. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, but I think you should put more thought into all this, y’know?”


      “Thank you for your advice,” Ryo-sama replied, essentially admitting defeat.


      His fists were tightly clenched, and I could see the frustration in his forced smile. Meanwhile, the client looked as if he’d lost interest.


      I opened my mouth, held my breath for a second, then bit my tongue. I’d been given three chances today, and I’d blown every single one of them, making Ryo-sama cover for me. This time, I wanted to do the same for him. I’d look so cool if I could pull it off, but it was harder than it sounded. I could very well end up pouring salt on the wound instead. I was terrified of failure—everyone was.


      I smacked my palms against my cheeks to switch gears. It was a little ritual I always did before taking on a challenge.


      “We have a simulator,” I said, speaking for the first time during the meeting.


      Both men turned their gazes to me.


      “I’ll take over from here,” I continued.


      This was an unfamiliar world to me, but there was no turning back. Unlike programming, where mistakes were commonplace and expected, here, each sentence spoken was make-or-break, and taking back what one said resulted in lost trust.


      I didn’t stand a chance at victory...but I also wasn’t wise enough to keep my mouth shut.


      “I’m booting it up now,” I said. “Please close your eyes for your own safety.”


      The client stared blankly at me.


      “Um, I really mean it—please close your eyes,” I repeated.


      “Oh, right, okay.”


      After confirming that his eyes were shut, I remotely fiddled with his Smart Frames using a dedicated app on my phone.


      “It’s ready,” I said. “Please open your eyes.”


      “Well, I’ll be...”


      The man looked mystified. Next to me, a pair of blue eyes shot me a worried glance.


      My heart pounded furiously as I began my explanation. “So, um, the green lines flying around are radio waves emitted by the sensor. The red ones denote conflicts with other users. As you can see, there are red lines all over the place.”


      “Ah, yes. If I may ask an unrelated question, what software are you using for this?”


      What software? Uhh... “Sorry, I haven’t decided on a name yet. Since it’s for simulations, I guess I’ll call it Simu-kun?”


      “Simu-kun... Wait, this was made in-house?”


      “Yes. I developed it because I wanted to simulate using the Smart Frames in large crowds.”


      “You made this?”


      “Yes.”


      His jaw dropped.


      Did I mess up? Oh, of course—it’s unknown software, so I have to explain the security measures I implemented. But I didn’t prepare any documentation... Uhh...


      “Even when processing so many objects, the glasses don’t get hot?” the man asked.


      “Oh, the calculations are done server-side. All the glasses do is receive images and render them.”


      “I see. They’re still surprisingly quiet, though.”


      Um...am I in the clear?


      “Okay, so the simulation shows that the sensor isn’t cutting it,” the man continued. “What now?”


      “Yes, that’s why I took an alternative approach inspired by smartphones.”


      “Smartphones?”


      I spoke rapidly as I continued my explanation. “Smartphones are designed so that you can move around without disrupting your calls, right? The cellular networks have base stations set up everywhere, and your phone connects to the closest one.”


      “Ah, I see. So you set up base stations to manage communication between the glasses?”


      “Not quite. That wouldn’t allow me to pinpoint individual locations.”


      “Oh?”


      I took a deep breath. “I treat all of the Smart Frames as base stations and retrieve their position data relative to other units. All of this data is aggregated on the server, which determines their individual locations.”


      “Oh, so you use relative coordinates rather than absolute ones. But how exactly do you obtain that position data?”


      From there, the conversation transformed into a stream of technical jargon. I absorbed myself in explaining my creation, stumbling over my words several times along the way. The client had many specific questions. At one point, it became difficult to explain things verbally, so I drew simple diagrams and formulas on paper. The client grew more and more intrigued, asking questions beyond the meeting’s scheduled end time.


      I didn’t have the leeway to think about anything else. All I could do was continue to describe my thought processes until—at last—the man fell silent. He leaned back in his seat and looked up at the ceiling, seeming fatigued.


      Feeling like a fish on a cutting board, I awaited his next words.


      “Could you tell me your name again?” he asked.


      “I’m Sato...Ai Sato.”


      He sat up straight and smiled cheerfully. “Will you be speaking at this event too?”


      “Um...yes, I imagine I’ll be participating.”


      “I see.”


      Another brief silence. My heart was pounding like crazy.


      “You said the entry fee was two million yen?” he asked.


      “Yes. Oh, but we can negotiate a lower price.”


      “That won’t be necessary.” He extended a large hand toward me. “It’s already a bargain. I’d love to attend.”


      * * *


      Ryo-sama and I said goodbye to the client and left the meeting room. Then, we took the elevator back down to the first floor and returned our key cards. Not a single word was exchanged during this time.


      I was in a daze. Apparently the meeting had been a success, but I wasn’t really sure of what I’d done, why it’d gone well, or what our current situation was.


      I absentmindedly followed my pocket-sized coworker. His steps seemed smaller than before, and he had a gloomy air about him. It was hard to believe this was the same person who’d glared at me with those blue eyes and threatened me.


      I quickened my pace to catch up with him.


      He cast me a sideways glance and murmured, “I’m starting to understand Kenta-san’s dream.”


      “What’s Ken-chan’s dream?”


      He clicked his tongue. The “don’t talk to me” aura was on full blast.


      I sighed. After a whole day of this treatment, his attitude didn’t bother me anymore. Still, it was a bit disappointing.


      “Thanks for the help,” he muttered.


      Inertia carried me forward another three steps before I stopped. Ryo-sama continued to walk on.


      I raced ahead. “Oh? Ohhh?” Goodbye, daze! I’m done being sentimental! “Hey, did you say something just now? Huh? Huh? You did, right? Say it again for me. C’mon, say it again!”


      “Shut up, annoying bitch! Get out of my sight!”


      I bounced from front to back and side to side, pestering him for an encore. “Again! Again!”


      His cheek twitched.


      “Do it! Say it again!”


      Suddenly, he grabbed my arm and yanked me backward with more force than I would’ve thought. I’d expected some kind of backlash, but this had me wiping the grin off my face.


      He let go of me. “Are you a kid?” he asked, unamused. For some reason, I sensed relief in his voice.


      A truck passed by behind him.


      “Sorry...and thanks,” I said. The apology was for going overboard with my ribbing, while the thank-you was for him pulling me out of danger.


      Our gazes met. The trees around us swayed in the wind. Neither of us said anything for a while.


      “I used to think all engineers were worthless pieces of shit,” Ryo-sama said, breaking the silence.


      Well, that was blunt. Can’t say I’m not offended. I’ll let him continue, though.


      “Hell, I still do. Back in Rio, I did sales every day. Walking around, gathering info and ‘goods,’ sucking up to people with power... If I let down my guard, I’d be robbed; on the flip side, if I saw someone else let down their guard, I’d rob them. Anyone who couldn’t do those things died.”


      His words sent a shiver down my spine. It was no metaphor or exaggeration—he probably meant it literally. These were the social norms of a world I knew nothing about.


      “I never understood how engineers could survive despite their lack of communication skills. I...became human after meeting Kenta-san. I really respected him, which was why I agreed to help with his dream. But it hadn’t made sense to me.”


      He spoke indifferently, which probably gave onlookers the impression that we were having an ordinary conversation. In reality, his words were imbued with painfully intense emotions. I knew there wasn’t anything I could say that would make him understand—despite speaking the same language, the natures of our discussions were completely different.


      “After today, I get it,” he said. “They use different words, so there’s no way I’d understand them.” He raised both hands in defeat and stared straight at me again.


      I met his gaze head-on, only for him to silently turn away and resume walking.


      “W-W-Wait, that’s it?!” Even a master swordsman would’ve been shocked by that abrupt final blow. I can’t accept this ending! “You’re stopping there?! Isn’t that just awful?!”


      “Shut up. You’ve served your purpose. Go back to your room and play with your computer.”


      “Excuse me?! Even a saint like me would want to run up and hit you after hearing that! Where do you get off talking to me like that?!”


      He gave me an annoyed look.


      Argh! What’s with this guy?! I regret putting up with him! He’s so getting smacked! Eat this!


      Ryo-sama muttered something under his breath.


      “Huh?! What’d you say?!” I yelled.


      He grabbed me by the shoulder, and I closed my mouth in surprise.


      The blond-haired, blue-eyed, pale-skinned, violent, arrogant, and short young man looked up at me and said, “I’ve memorized your explanations, so I don’t need you anymore.”


      Wait, what?


      “Go back to your own work.”


      Uhh, so basically...


      “Don’t get the wrong idea. This doesn’t mean I approve of you. You’ve just gone from ‘worthless trash’ to ‘someone who can use a computer.’”


      I froze in place again. Ryo-sama averted his gaze and continued down the path.


      The gears in my head began to turn. What did he mean by that? First of all, he’s clearly a tsundere. So, using my otaku power to translate his words...


      “I’ve memorized your explanations.” = “I’ve taken your passionate speech to heart.”


      “So I don’t need you anymore.” = “You don’t need to help me with sales anymore. I’ll be fine by myself now.”


      “Go back to your own work.” = “Do the work that only you can do.”


      “Don’t get the wrong idea.” = “I love you.”


      Translation complete! Jeez, what a tsundere! It wouldn’t kill him to be more honest!


      I ran to catch up with him and screamed into his ear, “Why do you gotta be sooo difficult?!”


      “God, you’re loud! What the hell is wrong with you?!”


      “Right back at ya!”


      “Huh?!”


      We continued to bicker as we walked along. I recalled how Ken-chan had told me that Ryo had a foul mouth but was a good guy at heart.


      Ryo lived in a world I didn’t know, while I lived in a world Ryo didn’t know. Today, we’d each taken a single step into the other’s world. So I didn’t hesitate to be a little rude as well—when in Rome, do as the Romans do, after all.


      “All right!” I exclaimed. “Let’s race to the office!”


      “This is stupid. Just walk there in peace.”


      “Pfft! Are you scared of losing?”


      “Fine, bring it on. I’ll put you in your place.”


      “Never mind, then.”


      “Huh?!”


      I walked in front of Ryo with a spring in my step. Eventually, I heard a loud sigh behind me, followed by a chuckle.


      “You’re a funny gal,” he said.


      I burst out laughing. “Have you been meaning to say that? I bet you have.”


      He ignored me, but I didn’t let that get me down—I kept pestering him all the way back to the office.


      Hello, World! It’s a greeting to my friend in this new world.
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      * * *


      “Please place your orders via the tablet,” the staff said.


      Here we are at BBQ King, the best all-you-can-eat barbecue place ever—just ignore its inconvenient location. It’s a paradise that excels in both quality and variety.


      “All right, Sato-san, you go first,” Ken-chan said, handing me the tablet.


      “Thanks.” I put in my order of melon soda, meat, and salad, but hesitated. “I feel like an outsider.”


      “How so?”


      “Why are all three of you sitting on that side? Isn’t it cramped?”


      It was a four-person table; I was alone on one side, while three grown men were squished together on the other.


      Ken-chan smiled. “You’re the guest of honor today.”


      “Thanks, but... Actually, I guess it’s fine since Ryo’s small.”


      “Shut your mouth, weirdo, or I’ll make you shrink,” Ryo retorted.


      “Yes, yes. Eat a lot and grow bigger, okay?” Did you notice? I’ve been upgraded from “bitch” to “weirdo.” I hope I can get him to call me “Ai-chan” one day. “Okay, I’m done. Next!” I passed the tablet to Ryo, who glared at me but said nothing further.


      “You two are getting along pretty well now,” Ken-chan said.


      “Please don’t joke like that,” Ryo replied. “Don’t make me use my PTO.”


      “Uh, you should be using it.”


      Yesss, the banter tonight will feed me well. Honestly, the sight of Tsubasa-sama staring at the tablet and fidgeting already made me blissful. He was so cute.


      “Oh, none of you drink, huh?” I remarked. No one had chosen the option for unlimited alcoholic beverages. “It’s kind of odd to see a gathering of four adults with zero drinkers.”


      “That shit ain’t cost-efficient,” Ryo spat. “Don’t lump Kenta-san in with the losers around us.”


      “I appreciate the praise, Ryo, but please don’t disparage others while doing so,” Ken-chan replied.


      “Understood. Sorry.”


      This guy’s a total softie for Ken-chan, and at work, he transforms into a pleasant and polite young man. Wait, does that mean I’m the only one who gets the cold shoulder?


      Saddened, I looked at Tsubasa-sama. His adorable fixation with the tablet healed my soul.


      “For me, it’s partly because I’ve never really had the chance to drink, and partly because I’ve been avoiding it ever since I learned that studies show it can cause brain damage,” Ken-chan said.


      “Wait, what?” I replied. “That’s so scary.”


      “Right? I get chills when I see alcoholics on TV.”


      I had no idea. Melon soda really is the best, huh?


      As I was mentally swearing my loyalty to the green devil, Ryo finished ordering and passed the tablet to Ken-chan.


      “Thanks,” Ken-chan said. “I’ll pass on food for now. Tsubasa, what do you want to drink?”


      “Meat.”


      “Water, then.”


      Huh? Water? Didn’t he ask for meat?


      “What do you want to eat?” Ken-chan asked.


      “Give it to me.”


      “No. You always order too much.”


      Tsubasa-sama pouted.


      Oh my gosh... I’ll need to get extra rice.


      We finished ordering, and a few minutes later, when everyone had their drinks, we toasted.


      I sipped my melon soda. “Mmm! Gimme that sugar rush!”


      Tsubasa-sama giggled.


      Huh? Did I say something weird? Panicking, I looked in his direction.


      With a heart-throbbing smile, he explained, “It’s funny because ‘Sato’ can also mean ‘sugar.’”


      He’s so easily amused! Seriously, how can this hottie be so darn cute?!


      “Um, Tsubasa-sa...n, you’re in sales, right?” That was close. I almost called him “Tsubasa-sama” out loud.


      “Yep, I am.”


      I stared at his gentle expression. “It’s...hard to imagine.”


      “Oh, I know what you mean,” Ken-chan said. “He’s very different when he’s in work mode.”


      Huh? He has a work mode? Does he become super competent when he’s on the job, like Ryo? Does he?! That... That’s just... Aaahhhhh!!!


      “Sato-san, you should eat more slowly.”


      “How can I?!”


      “Well— Hey, Tsubasa, don’t try to compete with her!”


      During this whole commotion, Ryo was quietly eating his meat, savoring one piece at a time. His form was elegant, and he seemed extremely into his food.


      “Take this!” I teasingly put a different type of meat on his plate.


      “Oh, thanks.”


      He thanked me instead of getting mad at me?! I can’t accept this!


      Oh no, Tsubasa-sama looks sad... Wait, was that piece his? S-Sorry! Will he forgive me if I give him my ribs?


      “Thank you,” he said.


      Ahhh, what a dazzling smile.


      “Have this in return.”


      He gave me cabbage! Not that I want it!


      “This reminds me, Sato-san... Weren’t you drunk on melon soda during our reunion?” Ken-chan said.


      “Reunion?” Searching my memory, I recalled my rant at the diner. “Oh, come on! I was sober. Melon soda can’t make you drunk! Don’t be silly!”


      “I see...”


      He seemed to be implying something, but I didn’t let it bother me.


      Our all-you-can-eat barbecue party continued. Though it was technically my welcome party, it wasn’t a real event—we were just having a normal meal.


      When my stomach was full, I started thinking about the other three. Tsubasa-sama was cute, Ryo was a tsundere, and Ken-chan was my childhood friend. Though Ken-chan was still a crybaby, he gave off quite a different impression from before. I never would have expected him to start his own company.


      I’ve been meaning to ask about it, but I keep missing my chance. Actually, I guess I can do it right now.


      “Hey, Ken-chan.”


      He looked up from his plate.


      I thought for a bit before settling on a direct approach. “Why’d you decide to start your own company?”


      “Hmm, it’s a long story,” he replied, covering his full mouth with his hand. He then put down his chopsticks, took a sip of water, and frowned. “I’ll tell you another time, when we’re somewhere quiet.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      He had a point—it wasn’t the kind of thing you could discuss in a place where people were shouting their lungs out. I was curious, though.


      I continued to tease Ryo and watch the guys eat until our time was up. It was really enjoyable, but that was precisely why I was dying to hear the answer to my question—I was pretty sure the others already knew it, so I felt a bit sad being left out.


      All right, I’m asking once we get out of here. You’d better be ready, Suzuki! I’m not letting you get out of this!


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: Final Turning Point


      “According to the survey results, employee satisfaction within the company is improving,” the secretary said nervously. “Most personnel responded that they feel more motivated than before. However...operational efficiency has decreased drastically compared to before the reform. The burden is especially high for managers, several of whom have reported issues.”


      Despite the vague choice of words, President Arata understood precisely what his secretary meant by “issues.”


      “Can I assume they’re from the orgs affected by the system?” he asked.


      “Yes...”


      “It’s not the end of the world,” he said with a reassuring smile. “Just report the facts. If the accounting were done properly, what would our next financial report show?”


      “It would be the company’s first deficit since its inception.”


      “And if we presented our report as correct?”


      “The numbers would be as planned.”


      In other words, they would be as announced during the shareholders’ meeting: significant gains.


      “If we were to push through with our planned numbers, how many years would our cash last?” he asked.


      “Excuse me, sir?!”


      “It’s just a what-if. If you can’t calculate it on the spot, just tell me the deficit amount. I’ll do the math myself.”


      His secretary gulped. “Four years at most. In the worst case, we’d be insolvent in about two years.”


      “Hmm, two years...”


      It was difficult to determine his state of mind from his expression or tone of voice, so all his secretary could do was guess.


      Losing control of the system had resulted in twenty percent of operations coming to a complete halt. President Arata had given up on restoring the system, which wasn’t unusual from a management perspective—if anything, the company had been wrong to rely on a system that could only be maintained by a specific person. Thus, he had decided to make improvements even if it meant shouldering losses.


      The problem was on the employees’ side. Twenty percent of operations were now being done manually, and supervisors couldn’t keep up with the workload. As a result, in order to avoid overtime, some things were going unchecked. Deceiving busy people was much easier than deceiving machines. Embezzlement, falsification, cooking the books... Order was slowly being lost.


      The CEO had two options at this point: solve the problems one by one or run away. Either way, the time limit was two years. In the event that he chose the latter, he would need to foist his responsibilities onto a successor, which necessitated falsifying numbers. Would he plug the holes of this sinking ship? Or would he make it an unsuspecting individual’s problem?


      The secretary had judged that President Arata was conflicted; however, she was completely mistaken. Upon hearing “two years,” President Arata had instantly changed his mindset. With that much leeway, removing the company’s problems would be a piece of cake. In the worst case, he would just have to dismantle the orgs that had become lawless zones. It would mean huge losses, but they could use their own cash to balance the books. It was an investment, and investments could be recuperated.


      Then again, if it were to come down to that, he would probably abandon the company.


      “Very well,” he said. “Let’s reach a conclusion by tomorrow.”


      “Tomorrow?”


      “Yes, tomorrow.” President Arata maintained his smile as he spoke, which greatly disturbed his secretary. “Next, update me on the Ai Sato investigation.”


      His secretary felt skeptical. She didn’t know why he was bringing this up—after all, discussing their major problems was the higher priority. Sure, if they could bring Ai Sato back, all this chaos would cease. However, negotiations had failed. Why had the CEO asked her to investigate Ai Sato’s new employer?


      Wait, could it be? Does he have a plan to bring her back? Like acquiring the company she works for?


      It was a drastic example, but it wasn’t impossible. She examined President Arata’s expression again and found it calm and collected. Convinced he had a brilliant idea, she smiled and said, “Of course. Here is my report.” He really is trustworthy.


      Unfortunately for her, the CEO had no such plan. The only thing on his mind was revenge.


      “Hmm, they’re hosting a large-scale event, you say?”


      “Yes. The participation fee is one million yen per company, and they have been sending salesmen around to promote it.”


      “I see...” President Arata’s smile took on a sinister tone. “If it’s large-scale, the costs must be quite high.”


      “Correct. I don’t know the exact figures, but if we assume a fifty-percent profit margin, the budget should exceed one hundred million yen.”


      “One hundred million? That’s chump change for us, but for them, it must be a fortune.”


      “Oh, so that’s your plan!” Basically, he’s going to sponsor the event in return for restoring the system or training our other employees. A forced acquisition risks turning them against us, but by supporting their event, we can most likely build a cordial relationship.


      “Yes, exactly. If the event fails, Ai Sato will suffer a major blow.”


      “Huh...?” His secretary’s eyes widened in utter shock.


      “And once she knows it’s all her fault, she’ll be heartbroken.”


      “Um, you’re not going to sponsor them?”


      “Sponsor? Ha ha ha, you’d make a good comedian.” President Arata laughed heartily. “She dared to make a fool of me, so it’s only fair that she pays for her crimes.”


      “With all due respect, sir, that decision is just—” His secretary froze, thinking about what would become of her if she said the last word foolish; she couldn’t bring herself to finish her sentence.


      “Just what? Tell me.”


      “Um, it’s just...” Her voice hoarse and breathing rough, she nervously darted her eyes around. When her gaze returned to President Arata, she nearly shrieked at how terrifying his smile was. “It just makes me feel bad for Ai Sato.”


      “Ha ha, you make it sound as if I’m bullying her.”


      “No, of course not. Ha ha ha.”


      This was their final turning point. President Arata had chosen to make Ai Sato his enemy.


    


  



  

    

      Final Chapter: Beyond a Pipe Dream


      This was a memory from my childhood—a memory of watching anime with Sato-san.


      “I hate this show,” she said.


      “What?! But Zabi Ranger’s so cool!”


      “I hate him. He’s a bad guy.”


      Zabi Ranger was a superhero, yet Sato-san had referred to him as a bad guy.


      “Why won’t he listen to what Villar says?” she continued. “This hero is a coward.”


      “That’s not true! Villar’s the villain! He causes tons of trouble for everyone!”


      I hadn’t been able to understand Sato-san’s perspective, which was precisely why this conversation had left such a deep impression on me.


      “It’s the hero’s fault,” she insisted. “If they talked things out and thought of a solution together, Villar could say sorry and they could be friends. But all the hero does is beat him up...even though there’s no such thing as bad guys.”


      Now that I was an adult, I knew what she’d been suggesting was a pipe dream.


      “That doesn’t make sense, Ai-chan! You just called Zabi Ranger a bad guy!”


      “Be quiet! I didn’t say that, you big dummy!”


      “Takes one to know one!”


      Bad guys did exist, and there were people with whom you would never be able to come to a mutual understanding. Everyone was fighting villains in their lives, which was why people loved stories where villains were defeated—they craved victory and found comfort in it.


      But one must never forget that someone who vanquishes a villain is a villain themself, and all villains will be defeated someday.


      * * *


      Kenta Suzuki’s parents were both engineers. Back in their day, people who could use computers had been valuable resources, and his parents had been involved in designing and developing important systems. They’d always talked about work, so naturally, he’d taken an interest in engineering as well—but not to the point where he’d want to follow in their footsteps.


      He’d always found himself the runner-up. In athletics, he’d never been able to win against his bigger classmates, and in academics, the girl who’d lived in his neighborhood—Ai Sato—had always taken first place. Middle school and high school had gone the same way. No matter how much he’d grown or his environment had changed, there’d always been someone better than him.


      He hadn’t actively thought it, but deep down in his heart, he’d given up: Mom and dad are the best at what they do, but I’m in second place. I’ll never be like them. It wasn’t for a lack of trying—even knowing that first place was out of reach, he’d never slacked off. That was why it’d been frustrating every time he’d lost, and crying had been his way of venting his emotions.


      It was embarrassing for a man to cry. The boys would laugh and sneer at him, while the girls would giggle to themselves. And then there’d been Ai Sato, who’d shout, “C’mon! Cry harder!” to rub salt in his wound. Eventually, people would feel bad for him and say, “Ai-chan, leave him alone.” Once no one was laughing anymore, Sato would apologize to him, and class would begin in an awkward mood. At some point, someone wouldn’t be able to hold their laughter in anymore, and the teacher would get annoyed at them.


      Sato had always been surrounded by smiles, but it wouldn’t be accurate to describe her as a ray of sunshine. Rather than a noble hero, she’d been more of a weak villain. It’d been her defeat that had made everyone smile, including herself.


      Influenced by Sato, Suzuki’s ideals had brought about a pipe dream. He was accustomed to losing, so no matter how ungracefully he lost, he never let it get him down. He knew what his ideal world was, and he relentlessly pursued it regardless of how distant it seemed.


      Suzuki was an anomaly. Normally, people got frustrated when they lost and gave up on goals that were too far away. The moment he’d lost sight of the person he’d been chasing, he’d gone astray. As if searching for an exit in the darkness, he’d bumped into countless walls before finally reuniting with her.


      “Well then, where should I start?” he asked.


      Suzuki and Sato stood in the park under a bright, starless night sky. Tsubasa and Ryo had gone home first. Atypical for the big city, the park had playground equipment like swings, a slide, and horizontal bars. Though there were residences nearby, there wasn’t any foot traffic since it was far from the station.


      “What do you want to ask first?” he continued.


      The park was quiet enough that Sato could hear him clearly despite his soft murmuring. Their gazes met.


      Suzuki felt nervous looking into Sato’s eyes. She never looks like she’s taking things seriously, but in reality, she’s like an AI, always thinking ahead. She contemplates things far in the future that I would never even consider.


      What was going on in her head right now? He couldn’t tell from her expression. She seemed troubled yet relaxed. All he could do was bite his tongue as he waited for her to speak.


      “Sorry,” she finally said.


      “Huh?” He hadn’t been expecting that word at all.


      She sighed, hugged her shoulders, and gave him a sheepish look. “Can we go to an internet café or something? I’m freezing.”


      Suzuki stared up at the sky. He didn’t know what to think at this point.


      “Sure,” he said.


      She really is a free spirit.


      * * *


      “Even though there’s no such thing as bad guys,” Sato-san had muttered twenty years ago while watching a superhero show.


      “Whoo! Go! Get him!” she now shouted, cheering a magical girl on with all her might.


      We were in a two-person room at an internet café. Normally, this was supposed to be an exciting situation, but all I could think was, Man, she’s loud.


      “Ahh, that was so good!”


      The way she beamed at the monitor and clapped her hands in delight, it was hard to believe she was the same age as me. There was a childish twinkle in her eyes, and her smile soothed my heart. With the right makeup, she could probably pass for a high schooler.


      “Hm? Is there something on my face?” she asked.


      Our eyes met. I realized the anime episode she’d been watching had ended...and that I’d been staring at her this entire time. I need to come up with an excuse—wait, an excuse for what? I couldn’t think of anything to say as I struggled with an indescribable feeling.


      Seeming to notice something was wrong, Sato-san asked, “So...did that help you calm your nerves?”


      It was oddly condescending of her. She’d probably forgotten our original reason for coming here—now, she’d likely insist we’d been watching anime to relax.


      “You really are...” I trailed off.


      “What?”


      “Never mind. It’s nothing.”


      “Just say it! How am I supposed to not be curious?” She nudged me with her elbow.


      Struck by an overwhelming sense of nostalgia, I couldn’t help but crack a smile.


      “What’s so funny?” she asked.


      “You used to make me cry all the time, huh?”


      “What? Wasn’t I usually comforting you?”


      “Absolutely not.”


      Sato-san pouted and turned off the monitor in annoyance. “You’ve gotten so cheeky, Ken-chan.”


      “And you haven’t changed a bit since back in the day, Sato-san.”


      “This is exactly what I mean. Why ‘Sato-san’? Call me ‘Ai-chan.’”


      “No way. It sounds childish.”


      “Ohhh? Are you blushing, Ken-chan?” Acting like a kid who’d found a new toy, she rested her elbow on my shoulder and pestered me. “We’re all cozy in this private room. Deep down, you must be thinking, ‘Heh heh, she smells so nice,’ right?”


      “I’m not.” I genuinely had not been thinking that at all. Saying that would put her in a bad mood, though, so I brushed it off with an ambiguous smile.


      “You say that, but you’re actually embarrassed.”


      “I’m not.”


      “Aww, you can’t fool me!”


      Her pushiness was getting kind of annoying. Suddenly, I thought of an idea. With our bodies close enough to make anyone’s heart race, I locked eyes with her and got my revenge: “Ai-chan, you’ve gotten prettier.”


      Her surprised look made me chuckle.


      “Hey, you don’t mean that,” she snapped.


      “I do.”


      “Then don’t laugh when you say it!” She lightly but repetitively smacked me on the back, and I averted my gaze. “You’re also decently handsome now, Ken-chan!”


      “Thanks. ‘Decently,’ huh?”


      “So why’d this decently handsome Ken-chan start his own company?”


      “That came out of nowhere.”


      She stopped hitting me. “C’mon, just spit it out already.”


      “Yes, yes, I will.” I cleared my throat. “It all began with the death of someone I respected.”


      “Uh, sorry, this is a lot. Can you slow down a bit?”


      “Why do you have to be so demanding?”


      “I’m not.”


      Uh, yes, you are. I swallowed those words and pondered for a moment. “Sorry, I don’t know where I’m supposed to begin, then.”


      “Well, what kind of person were they?”


      “He was an extremely skilled engineer. I seriously mean it.”


      Unlike me, who could only reach second place, that engineer had possessed the potential to be the best in his field. He’d been more talented than anyone else, worked harder than anyone else, and achieved more than anyone else. He’d been a genius, and his name would’ve gone down in history...had he not died suddenly from overwork. I hadn’t been able to believe it—it’d been like losing something that could never be replaced. Only a few had attended his funeral: me, his family, and some people whom I’d assumed had been from his company.


      “It’s strange how hard work leads to solitude,” I muttered to myself. “When you were watching that anime, you cheered on the protagonist because she was giving her all. But reality doesn’t work that way. The harder you work, the further you stray from the ordinary person, and the lonelier you become.”


      It just doesn’t make sense! I screamed in my mind.


      That man had held a dream. Born into an impoverished family, he’d wanted to create a world where no one would have to worry about wealth inequality and all children would be given equal opportunities. It was an outlandish dream, but he’d made it seem possible—that was the kind of person he’d been.


      He wasn’t supposed to have just quietly passed away. The whole world should’ve mourned for him. After his death, I’d spent an entire year feeling like I had a hole in my chest. During that time, my perspective of the world completely changed—I realized that he, the engineer, wasn’t special.


      “There are incredible people everywhere, working hard all alone,” I said.


      I’d grown paranoid. Every time I witnessed exceptional talent, I feared it might be lost again.


      “It’s not right,” I declared with conviction. I’d resolved to never let that mistake happen again. “So...I’m going to change the world. That said, I’ve messed up a lot along the way.”


      I smiled sheepishly at Sato-san, but despite being so energetic earlier, she didn’t smile back.


      I lowered my gaze and reflected on my failures thus far. First, I’d tried to give people a leg up—even those with no experience. I’d wanted to help people who’d hit a wall. So I’d mentored a few acquaintances, only to despair at their stark lack of enthusiasm.


      A friend who’d wanted to learn programming had said to me, “Nah, that stuff is too hardcore for me.” And a friend who’d wanted to learn sales had said to me, “I just want to hit my quota. Teach me some easy tricks.”


      Before long, I’d realized there were two types of people in the world: those who could push themselves and those who couldn’t. I only wanted to support the former, and as it turned out, people capable of pushing themselves also started learning things on their own initiative; they didn’t rely on others. That was why True Coding School refused to teach total newbies—I had limited resources and felt it’d be a waste to use them on people who didn’t deserve them.


      It’d probably been out of frustration. Until then, I’d only paid attention to people who were better than me, so this had been my first time turning my gaze toward those who were inferior. That world had seemed far too hopeless.


      “I was close to giving up,” I said. “What I thought was the best approach didn’t work. So I figured I’d determine the root issue and come up with a better idea, only for that to fail too. This happened over and over again, and it was killing me inside. Still, I just couldn’t abandon my dream. Honestly, I was at a loss.”


      Until I reunited with you, that is, I thought, holding my tongue. Telling her that I was glad I met her would be way too embarrassing.


      Sato-san had shattered all of my preconceptions. The first time she’d interacted with a client, I’d thought it’d end in disaster. How was I supposed to provide technical guidance to a working adult with a magical-girl cosplayer at my side? It was unheard of. I’d never forget the expression on the man’s face when he saw her—it was a look that said, I made the wrong decision by coming here.


      Even so, by some stroke of luck, the free trial had gone well. So when Sato-san had begun aggressively prying into the client’s personal life, I’d thought I’d have a heart attack. I’d despaired, thinking my good fortune had gone to waste. But contrary to my expectations, the results had been favorable. Much to my disbelief, the man had left a positive review and signed up for a regular course. Though he’d criticized Sato-san’s cosplay, it’d felt heartwarming—like a father scolding his son while having faith in his ability to grow as a person.


      Next to leave an impression had been the woman who hated men. When Sato-san, cosplaying as some kind of host, had suddenly begun calling her “kitten,” I’d braced myself for a formal complaint and brainstormed countless ways of phrasing my ensuing apology.


      But once again, all had been well. The woman was now completely relaxed around Sato-san, and every time she came for a lesson, she’d share fun stories about her new workplace. Though she’d also written a harsh critique about the cosplay, it’d been of a technical nature; I was unfamiliar with that world.


      The one who’d left the deepest impression had been Yuuya Nameda-san. The moment I’d laid eyes on him, I’d been convinced he was useless—incapable of pushing himself.


      But Sato-san had transformed him in mere hours. She’d shown empathy—the word I valued the most. I’d thought I’d been considering my clients’ feelings, but watching her made me realize I’d been trapped by my rigid mindset. Because of my repeated failures in the past, I’d been unconsciously choosing safe strategies.


      Over and over again, Sato-san had shattered this mindset of mine. She’d turned my ideal world—the pipe dream I’d unknowingly given up on—into reality. She’d given me courage by showing me my dream wasn’t delusional. I’d started thinking positively: I simply went about things the wrong way. My dream can definitely come true.


      “I’m so glad I met you.”


      Not just her, but also Ryo and Tsubasa, who were working unbelievably hard for me. I felt truly blessed. My ideals were beyond my reach—I wouldn’t have even made it to the starting line on my own.


      I was sincerely grateful. Maybe it’s time to put that into words.


      “Sato...-san?” I looked at her, but I couldn’t identify the expression on her face.


      She hastily averted her gaze. “Idiot.”


      Why is she insulting me?


      “Since when are you this cheeky, Ken-chan?”


      I had no idea what she was talking about. That’s nothing new, though.


      Back in the day, I probably would’ve responded to her name-calling with “Takes one to know one.” Then, we’d get into an argument, only for Sato-san to suddenly lose interest and start doing something else. I’d be annoyed but join her anyway... This brings back memories.


      I’d matured since then, though. Since I was now accustomed to unreasonable reactions, I confidently responded, “Ai-chan, thank you for everything.”


      Without so much as a glance at me, she turned away and buried her face in her arms on the desk.


      What expression is she making now? Despite my curiosity, I had a feeling that peeking would earn me a punch, so I refrained.


      * * *


      I’m Ai Sato, age twenty-eight, and I think my childhood friend hit on me yesterday!


      Gah! Gaaah! Gaaaaah!!! Whaddya mean, “I’m so glad I met you”?! That’s so freaking embarrassing! How can he just say that?! What’s with that guy?! Who does he think he is?! Ahhh! Ahhh!


      All I asked was why he started his own company! Why couldn’t he just say it was to make money?! Gaaah! What kind of reason was that?! Why’s he gotta be so earnest?! Gaaah!


      “That’s not the Ken-chan I know,” I muttered, staring blankly at the ceiling.


      Seconds later, I had another fit and thrashed around. This repeated itself many times.


      I ended up rolling around in bed all night long.




      The next day, a lone bear sat in the corner of the barren office.


      You guessed it! That bear is me!


      I’d actually been toning down my cosplays until just the other day. Why? Because they were getting bashed in reviews. This was my childhood friend’s brand-new start-up—if its reputation tanked because of me, I’d never be able to take responsibility for his failed business. That was why I’d alternated between various suit-wearing characters for a while.


      But that ends now! No more self-restraint! I don’t care anymore!


      “What the hell? Are you wearing pajamas?” a short man asked.


      Wow! Today’s first visitor is Ryo! How unusual! Normally, this is where I’d respond, “Oh, you’re not going out for sales work?” But not this time. Today, all I’ll do is growl menacingly.


      “Grrrr.”


      “Guess there’s no point trying to understand the crazy lady.”


      “Bear chop!” Thunk!


      “Are you slacking off?”


      “G-Grrrr.” I’m not slacking! I’m on alert!


      I redirected my glare to the door. C’mon, Suzuki! Face my wrath!


      “Oh, a bear,” the next visitor said.


      Ahhh, it’s Tsubasa-sama!


      “Is this one also handmade?”


      “Yes...”


      “It’s cute.”


      “Thanks...”


      I can’t take it anymore... He’s just too handsome!
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      “You’re here early, Ryo,” Tsubasa-sama remarked.


      “Yeah. Good morning.”


      Tsubasa-sama walked leisurely toward the sofa where Ryo was sitting, plopped himself down on the opposite one, and lay on his side. “Wake me up when Kenta’s here.”


      “Got it.”


      Looks like Ryo’s polite to Tsubasa-sama too. He’s only mean to me, then. I see...so that’s the kind of person he is.


      Anyway, it was unusual to see those two here in the morning. Was there something going on that I was unaware of?


      “Hey, is something happening today?” I asked Ryo.


      “Huh? Did no one tell you?” he replied while fiddling with his phone. “It’s starting now.”


      “What is?”


      “The meeting about the upcoming event, duh.” Despite his annoyance, he still answered my question.


      “Uh, wow. That’s news to me.”


      A large-scale event for engineers—it may sound fancy, but in the end, it’ll just be a bunch of bespectacled engineers getting together to eat and talk for the whopping cost of fifty thousand yen per person. Man, that’s expensive.


      “How many people signed up?” I asked.


      “Can’t you check on your app?”


      “Oh, right.”


      I took my phone out of my bag...or at least, I tried to. The bear paws made it impossible to hold it. Time to take these off.


      Huh? This is harder than I thought it’d be. Hmm, if I use my teeth... Okay, got one paw off!


      Suddenly, I heard the door open and close for a third time. There he is!


      “Bear rocket punch!” I shouted. With that, I launched the paw I’d just removed!


      “Huh? Whoa! What is this? A paw?”


      It wasn’t very effective!


      “Oh, it’s you, Sato-san,” Suzuki said in his usual tone. “It’s been a while since you’ve worn an obvious cosplay.”


      Seeing his smile made me think, He’s just...so cheeky.


      “Here, you can have this back,” he said.


      “Thanks...”


      I put the paw in my bag and proceeded to ignore Suzuki in favor of taking my phone out. Wait, what was I gonna do with my phone again?


      “Morning, everyone,” Suzuki said. “You’re all here early, huh?”


      “Good morning,” Ryo said, straightening his back.


      “Morning,” Tsubasa-sama replied, rubbing his eyes.


      “Well then, let’s get right to business,” Suzuki said, kneeling at the desk between Ryo and Tsubasa-sama. He took a pen, a piece of paper, and a mysterious device out of his black briefcase.


      The device turned out to be a Droid-powered portable projector, which projected an interface resembling a smartphone home screen onto the desk. Suzuki traced his finger along the image to pull up documents.


      “First, thank you, Tsubasa and Ryo,” he said. “We currently have 3,734 participants signed up. That’s 268 groups represented, with a commitment rate of about sixty percent. The third day, which is the most important, is sold out. It’s hard to believe this was achieved by just two people. I’m truly blessed to have such incredible partners.”


      I listened to the meeting from a distance. Tsubasa-sama was calm as usual, Ryo was blushing a bit, and Suzuki looked ready to cry—in fact, he had from the very beginning. The three of them must have been working together for quite a while before I joined the company.


      It’s hard to grasp just how amazing this is by the attendee count, so let’s think in terms of sales. At fifty thousand yen a pop, 3,734 sign-ups comes out to about two hundred million yen.


      With only three people, they had created a service worth two hundred million yen. It was absurd. They’d surely gone through many hardships I knew nothing about. When I thought about it that way, I could understand Suzuki’s tears as well as the proud expressions on Ryo’s and Tsubasa-sama’s faces.


      Just as I was feeling left out, Suzuki looked at me and said, “You too, Sato-san. The attendee count skyrocketed thanks to the coding school’s reviews—especially after you helped Yuuya Nameda-san. We also wouldn’t have been able to process that many sign-ups without your app. Thank you so much.”


      This guy seriously has perfect timing. Feeling my face grow warm, I averted my gaze.


      Suzuki let out a breathy chuckle. “Now then, this is where my job begins.”


      That was a pretty cool line.


      “I’m going to show you a summary of the catering and staffing options for the event. I haven’t decided which company to order from yet. I want to hear all of your opinions.”


      He’d clearly prepared what he was going to say at this presentation.


      As I squinted at the materials projected on the desk, Suzuki paused for a second before saying, “Sato-san, you’re too far away.”


      How cheeky of him to be considerate of me.


      “Come here,” Tsubasa-sama said, patting the spot next to him on the sofa.


      I held my breath. At times like this, you had to move right away or else things would get awkward. But for a second, my feet refused to budge. I sensed a faint barrier between us. It wasn’t as if they were rejecting me—they hadn’t said anything to that effect. It just felt hard to approach them, like I’d be intruding.


      “Take this!” I exclaimed, throwing myself onto the seat next to Ryo.


      “Are you incapable of moving normally?” Ryo grumbled.


      Tsubasa-sama giggled. “You get along so well.”


      “Ugh, give me a break.”


      I looked at the charts on the desk. “Whoa, this is so detailed!”


      “Did I cram too much in there?” Suzuki mused.


      “C’mon, explain it to us!”


      Joining the conversation was easy, but I could tell that my words carried less weight than the others’. Back at my previous company, when I’d been working on the All-RaWi System with my colleagues, we’d had many discussions like this one. To be precise, they appeared similar but were actually completely different—those discussions had been battles to protect myself and my colleagues from unfair work conditions.


      Thinking about it, I’d always been desperately focused on what was right in front of me, so this was my first time witnessing people trying to turn a grandiose dream into reality. The sight was blindingly bright—I could barely keep my eyes open. All I could do was think, I pray that the future hears their wish.


      “Pizza is a must!” I declared. “There’s no such thing as a programmer who hates pizza!”


      “I see...? What kind of pizza do you like, Sato-san?”


      “Um, the one with tartar sauce on it!”


      Hoping to be of any help at all, I cheerfully chimed in, smiling at everyone.


      * * *


      The office was in a frenzy. It felt like those hectic days of staying at school overnight to prepare for a festival.


      “I can’t help them with anything, but I can at least hang around and provide moral support!” Yeah, no. I was wrong to think that. In the end, I’m the busiest one here! Why?!


      Flashback time!




      It all began at the end of our meeting.


      “Heeey, boss man!” I grinned. “Are you making a killing?”


      “What do you mean?” Suzuki asked.


      “Well, four thousand sign-ups times fifty thousand yen is two hundred million, right? We must be drowning in profit.”


      “Oh, I see.” He shrugged. “Hmm...it’ll depend on the final day’s sales.”


      “The final day? What are we selling?”


      “There should be a delivery soon.”


      Well, that’s ominous.


      A few minutes later, a massive number of cardboard boxes arrived. I opened one and found a bunch of Smart Frames and the parts I’d used for modding them. How many of these are there?


      “I ordered two thousand five hundred sets,” Suzuki helpfully explained.


      “This isn’t what I think it is, right?”


      “You’re our only hope, Sato-san.”


      “Remind me when the event is?”


      “Two weeks from now.”


      Two weeks meant a daily quota of about a hundred and eighty. Assuming I could finish one in ten minutes... Okay, I can make it on time if I work for thirty hours a day!


      “Are you out of your mind, Suzuki?”


      “You’re our only hope,” he repeated.


      “It’s physically impossible! And why didn’t you tell me sooner?! I’m the only one who’s been out of the loop!”


      He clapped his hands together. “Sorry. You really are our only hope.”


      “You useless manager! Get on your knees!”


      Argh! I regret being impressed by him! Was he just talking out of his ass when he said, “This is where my job begins”?! Now I have to crunch for two weeks!


      I rained punches on him in protest. “How much does one of these sets even cost?!”


      “Fifty thousand yen plus tax.”


      By my rough estimates, that wipes out almost our entire event revenue! But something doesn’t make sense... “Where did you even find that much money?!”


      “I didn’t.”


      “Huh?”


      “I set the payment deadline after the event.”


      Uhhh... “What if we hadn’t recruited enough participants?”


      “I’d probably go bankrupt.”


      Ummm?!


      “Sato-san, if there were a risk-free way to seize the future, don’t you think someone would’ve tried it already?” He fixed his gaze on me. “Just kidding. Our prospects are favorable.”


      “Okay...”


      Overwhelmed with dread, I decided to forget about the budget.


      It was time to think seriously. The highlight of this event was the Smart Frames, a new technology that used AI to match engineers. Naturally, we would need to have enough glasses for all of the attendees.


      So why is he telling me this at the last minute?! Couldn’t he have prepared them earlier?! It was too late to complain about that, though—what I needed right now was a realistic solution.


      “Can’t we allot an hour of the first day for setup?” I suggested.


      “Oh, that’s a good idea.”


      “Right?!”


      “But sorry, we can’t. The schedule’s already set.”


      “Why?!” You monster! Getting my hopes up only to let me down!


      “Hey, crazy lady, are you done freaking out yet?” Ryo snapped.


      “How can I not freak out?!”


      “Shut up and teach us how to make these already. If you wanna keep yapping, do it later.”


      “Oh my!” Aww, look at the tsundere! Is he saying he’ll help me? “You’re just the cutest little thing!”


      “Stop touching me!”


      He seemed genuinely bothered, so I stopped annoying him.


      Well, I appreciate the extra pair of hands. Fifteen hours a day is totally reasonable...I think?


      “This is exciting,” Tsubasa-sama said.


      “Ohhh...” C-Could it be?! “Y-You’ll...help us?”


      “Of course.”


      Ahhh, I love him so much! A gentle hottie with a heart of gold, to boot? He’s too perfect!


      I was truly grateful. Having three workers cut our daily quota to ten hours each.


      Assuming twenty business days a month, that means forty hours of overtime! Since we adhere to the Labor Standards Act, that’s basically zero! Easy as pie!


      “All right, let’s do this!” I shouted.


      “Yeah!” Tsubasa-sama replied.


      “Yeah...” Ryo muttered.


      So began our fun days of manufacturing.


      I was impressed by how quick Tsubasa-sama was on the uptake. I only had to show him the process once for him to memorize it. Love to see it.


      Meanwhile, Ryo was adorable. He wasn’t tech-savvy, so it took nearly an hour before he could manage the work on his own. Even then, he was clumsy with his hands, so I often heard him swearing because he’d dropped a part. Conversely, when he succeeded on the first try, he had a satisfied look on his face, and I had to resist the urge to pat his head.


      As for me, when an engineer performed repetitive tasks, they felt compelled to optimize. My right hand started itching.


      At first, it took ten minutes to assemble a pair of Smart Frames. Over the course of two hours, I optimized it down to seven, saving one cup noodle’s worth of time. It was a magnificent thirty-percent improvement, but I wouldn’t be able to call myself an engineer if I was satisfied with just that.


      I mulled over it as I continued my work. Seven minutes is the limit. It’s physically impossible to shave off any more time. There’s only one solution then: If one person can’t do it, make it two! In other words, parallel processing!


      I focused on the wait time in the workflow. Due to the nature of the device, there was inevitably downtime in the setup. If I could work on another pair of Smart Frames during this time...


      Sure enough, I overcame Moore’s Law. The task that had taken seven minutes per finished product was reduced to fifteen minutes for three.


      Ah, what a wonderful sense of accomplishment. And...yeah, I’m bored now.


      As was typical for engineers, right after my accomplishment, I wanted to go do something fun. But obviously, I didn’t have that kind of leeway. Thus, my motivation plummeted.


      At times like this, I liked to bother other people. I was fully aware it was annoying, which was why I’d choose my target carefully.


      Maybe Tsubasa-sama? Ahh, that serious look on his face as he plugs away at his work... His beauty is a national treasure! Squee! I can’t possibly interrupt him.


      What about Ryo? Oh, he’s so cute. It’s like watching a child who’s so engrossed in playing with his new toy that he forgets to eat. So heartwarming. Can’t interrupt him either.


      That leaves Suzuki...who’s been busy on the phone all day. Even I know it’s bad manners to bother someone who’s on the phone. That’s why I don’t do it. But Suzuki’s an exception—he’s a safe target no matter what. I’m sure of it.


      I silently stood next to him and grinned. He gave me a questioning look, but I didn’t react.


      After finishing his call, he sighed and asked, “What’s wrong?”


      “Let’s do something fun!”


      “Straight to the point, huh?” He gave a strained chuckle. “You’re free to take breaks as needed.”


      “What about you? Shouldn’t you rest too?”


      “I still have to deal with orders, adjustments, and responding to student emails. Being busy is a good thing, though.”


      “Wow, you’re working yourself to the bone.”


      “Yeah.” He chuckled awkwardly again.


      Working endlessly without rest went against the Labor Standards Act, but Suzuki’s eyes shone brightly. It was like watching a middle or high schooler finish their regular work hours (in other words, classes) and happily dive into unpaid overtime (club activities). I sensed the power of youth in him.


      Oh, that’s why he’s so dazzling.


      “Well, I’m gonna take a break, then,” I said.


      “Sure. Good work so far.” He smiled and dialed the next phone number in his list.


      I watched him for just a bit before charging at Ryo. “Let’s go eat!”


      “Whoa! Dammit, crazy lady, you made me mess up!”


      “Ha ha ha ha, don’t worry about it! Food comes first!”


      “Screw off and eat by yourself. But first, fix this for me.”


      “Tch.” I pouted as I began repairing the device. While I was at it, I showed Ryo an easier way to do the step he was struggling with as my way of apologizing. “There, it’s done!”


      “Thanks...”


      He looked like he wanted to say something.


      “Want me to show you again?” I asked.


      “Reall— No way! Go eat your damn food!”


      “Aha ha ha! Ooh, so scary!” I teased him childishly as I fled.


      “Do you have some kind of disease where you’ll die if you don’t get the last word in?!”


      “I can’t heaaar you!”


      I cackled as I made my way out of the office. Beaming, I ran down the stairs, stopped, and let out a sigh. “They’re all so radiant,” I murmured.


      Going back in time was a popular trope in the world of anime and manga. It was enjoyed by people of all ages, but adults saw it through a different lens than kids did. For an adult, adolescence was a time you could never return to—a time when you could just chase your dream. You didn’t have to worry about all the annoying stuff like money, lifestyle, and the future. For example, you could join a club and aim for the national tournament. I didn’t have memories like that. I actually thought my school years had been rather fulfilling, but I lacked stories to tell people.


      Since I could never go back to those days, the characters in tales of youthful passion were dazzling to me. “I want to become a pastry chef.” “I want to become a pro athlete.” The more you learn about reality, the more those childhood aspirations fade from your memory. The more you grow up, the more you realize they’re pipe dreams.


      Of course, adulthood had its fun moments too. I still treasured the days I’d spent developing the All-RaWi System with my colleagues. But that was no dream—it was a tale of desperately fighting back within a hopeless reality.


      That was why Suzuki seemed to shine so brightly. He had to have experienced many more cruelties of life than I had. He’d long since grown out of his childhood dreams, yet he still sparkled like a student aiming for the Nationals. Seeing him made me feel so narrow-minded. Here I was, trying to act all grown-up and jaded about everything.


      “Ahh, ahh,” I groaned, trying to express my conflicted feelings.


      I felt hollow inside and couldn’t help but chuckle. People often told me things like “You probably don’t have a care in the world” or “It’s like your mind never graduated from elementary school.” Idiots. Someone like that couldn’t possibly exist.


      “Ugh, I’m such a pain.”


      Only now did I remember—I’d always lived what everyone would consider a “normal” life, focusing on what was in front of me and being satisfied with my results.


      The All-RaWi System was the first job I’d ever desperately thrown myself into. It was my crowning achievement. I realized now that the All-RaWi System was my everything. I didn’t have any other memories I could share with others. That was why I was experiencing this flood of emotions.


      “I have nothing now. Nothing at all.”


      I wonder what’s become of the system? My successors must be struggling a lot. Some of the company’s operations have probably stalled as well. That’s why they tried to call me back. I already turned them down, so it’s too late to change my mind.


      Despite knowing it was wrong, I felt a sense of smug satisfaction.


      I’m just a weak, petty, and hollow villain. Even so, I’ll focus on the present...and the future!


      I smacked my cheeks with both hands. It was my way of switching gears, but for some reason, it wasn’t working today. I did it a second time, then a third. My face was starting to hurt at this point, so I stood up and declared, “Break time’s over!” in an attempt to cast away my sentimentality.


      Then I returned to the festivities. Though we didn’t end up staying overnight at the office, it really did feel like school festival prep the entire time.


      Finally, three days before the event, the two thousand five hundred Smart Frames were ready to go.


      “We’re done!” I exclaimed.


      The three men stared at the ceiling and sighed dramatically as if their souls were leaving their bodies.


      Man, that was rough. Assembling this many was hard enough to begin with, but then we ran into possible manufacturing defects. I managed to fix them, but I felt like my brain was gonna explode.


      “Now we can take it easy until the event, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah,” Suzuki replied, looking exhausted. “Can you check the number of sign-ups, Sato-san?”


      “Why?”


      “Well, there’s no cancellation fee. I sent out a reminder email last week, so I want to see how many people dropped out.”


      “Yikes, what an undesirable assignment.” Carefully avoiding the stray Smart Frames that had fallen onto the floor, I reached into my bag in the corner of the room, took out my phone, and opened the app I’d made for the event. “Huh?”


      “What’s wrong?”


      Thirty-eight. The number on the screen was two digits short.


      Is it bugged? I refreshed the page. Thirty-two.


      “Suzuki, bring me your laptop!” I shouted.


      “Uh, did something happen?”


      “Just do it!”


      “All right. Give me a second.”


      A few minutes later, I had the app’s logs pulled up. They showed an unbelievable number of cancellations.


      “Why...?” I murmured.


      “Hey, someone explain,” Ryo snapped. “The hell is this number? What happened?”


      I ignored him and checked the program. This many cancellations at once was simply impossible. It made more sense to assume it was some kind of system error.


      Riiing!


      It was the office landline. After we all exchanged looks, Suzuki answered.


      “Thank you for calling KTR LLC,” he said. “This is Suzuki.”


      Kenta, Tsubasa, and Ryo—together, their initials spelled KTR. Man, Suzuki, it’s a good thing your name doesn’t start with “N”... But I guess this is no time for jokes.


      “Ah, Suzuki-san. I believe this is our first time speaking.”


      “I’m sorry, but may I ask your name?”


      “Oh, how rude of me.”


      Suzuki furrowed his brow. Shooting a glance at us, he pressed the speakerphone button.


      “Is Ai Sato there, by any chance?” came an older man’s voice.


      “Yes, she is.”


      “Oh, that’s good. I have a message for— Actually, I should introduce myself first.” He sounded pleased. “I’m the new CEO of the company Ai Sato left behind with a ridiculous system.”


      A chill ran down my spine. Why? How? I panicked, questions flooding my mind.


      “It’s a real shame,” the CEO continued. “You put so much effort into this event, but you don’t have any participants left, right? Suzuki-kun, was it? You have my sympathy—we’re both facing hard times because of the land mine named Ai Sato.”


      At this point, it was clear what was happening. My brain understood it, but my heart refused to accept it. No. It can’t be. He’s lying.


      “Excuse me, but this call is being recorded,” Suzuki said. “If you intend to insult one of our employees, you should be prepared to face the consequences.”


      “Prepared? Ha ha ha, that’s funny. What could you possibly do to me? Do you actually believe the law treats all people equally?” The man’s words took on an ugly, fierce tone. “Ai Sato, are you listening? I hear you and President Suzuki-kun are childhood friends. How unfortunate—he took you in, and because of you, his project is now in shambles.”


      “Shut up!” Suzuki shouted.


      “Ai Sato!” the man yelled, drowning out Suzuki’s voice. “You’re getting what you deserve for tarnishing my career! How does it feel? Let me hear you! How do you feel right now?!”


      I covered my ears, but it wasn’t enough to block out the sound. Suzuki was screaming in a way I’d never heard before, and the CEO’s louder, accursed words slipped through the gaps between my fingers.


      “Ai Sato! How does it feel to ruin your benefactor’s life?! Tell me—”


      Bzt. Suzuki hung up the handset, then yanked the machine hard enough to rip the phone cord out. He slammed his fists on the desk.


      “What’s the meaning of this?” Ryo asked.


      “Be quiet,” Suzuki warned him.


      “Did that asshole get all our customers to cancel?! How’s that even possible?!”


      “I said, be quiet!”


      Seeing tears well up in Suzuki’s eyes, Ryo lowered his gaze and clenched his fists.


      “It’s blowing up on social media,” Tsubasa-sama remarked. The usual calm in his voice was gone. “I checked with a friend, but all he said was ‘Sorry.’ There must be a lot of money moving behind the scenes. Judging by the scale, it’s a coordinated attack. This is a tricky one, Kenta.”


      “Sorry, Tsubasa,” Suzuki replied hoarsely. “Give me some time.”


      “All right.”


      “Ah,” I stuttered.


      It’d been like preparing for a school festival. They’d looked so dazzling as they worked toward their dream.


      “Ahhh...”


      My mouth refused to form words. I didn’t know what to do.


      “Sorry,” I squeezed out, my voice barely audible. I repeated my apologies, although this time, even I couldn’t hear myself.


      Reality hadn’t sunk in yet, so I felt like I was just having a bad dream. Still, my brain ruthlessly began processing the information it’d received, leaving my heart behind.


      I’m a villain, and villains are destined to be defeated.


      The conclusion was simple: Everything had been ruined because of me.


      “Sorry...” My apology felt hollow. If I were told to atone through death, I’d do it. I didn’t even think that was enough to absolve me of my guilt.


      I can’t raise my head. I’m too scared to face them.


      This isn’t real. It’s all a huge lie. Train wrecks like this don’t actually happen. I refuse to believe it.


      But no matter how hard I prayed, the scene before me remained the same.


      I’m scared. I don’t want this. I’m scared. I don’t want this...


      “All right, I’ve decided!” Suzuki exclaimed, his voice piercing the air.


      I flinched before timidly looking up at him. Time seemed to stop right there.


      “We’re getting revenge, right?” Ryo muttered. “No holding back.”


      “Ryo, look up,” Suzuki said.


      The short salesman did as told. Upon seeing Suzuki’s expression, he surely had the same thought I did.


      “Are you frustrated?” Suzuki asked.


      “W-Well, yeah.”


      “Why?”


      “Isn’t it obvious?! Aren’t you pissed off too, Kenta-san?!”


      “I want to kill him.”


      Ryo was shocked. Normally, Suzuki would never say such a thing.


      “But at the same time, I realize this kind of thing happens all the time,” Suzuki continued, his expression growing strained as he tried to suppress his anger.


      He probably wasn’t being completely truthful—the large teardrops in his eyes made it clear he couldn’t accept this situation. Still, he looked at me and smiled.


      “Sabotaging another company’s plans in order to protect profits isn’t anything new,” he continued. “This surely isn’t the first time it’s happened to us either; we just didn’t notice before. Were we upset in those cases? No. The reason is...” He paused to take a deep breath. “It’s because we couldn’t see them. We don’t get angry at people we can’t perceive. But this time, we can, which is why we’re furious. Our opponent has stopped to pick a fight with us, but there’s no need for us to do the same.”


      Suzuki looked at me, Ryo, and Tsubasa-sama in turn. Then he stared at the ceiling, pressed his arm against his eyes, and faced ahead again.


      Narrowing his red, swollen eyes, he declared, “We’ll just keep moving forward.” With a mischievous laugh, he added, “And someday, we’ll crush him from above.”


      He shot me one last glance but said nothing.


      “Tsubasa, have you thought of any ideas yet?” he asked.


      “Let’s reach out to our students.”


      “I see. We’ll switch to targeting individuals?”


      “Yeah. Especially that recruitment agent, Yanagi-san—job seekers are quick to act. We should be able to get decent numbers.”


      “Sounds good. Let’s get to it, then.”


      I was having a colossal nightmare about falling from heaven to hell.


      “Here’s our client list,” Suzuki continued. “Ryo, can you take care of half of them?”


      “Yeah! Of course.”


      As I sat there in a daze, my three coworkers began making phone calls as if it were the most natural thing in the world. We were supposed to have been in a nightmare where we’d lost everything, yet they’d woken up and continued beyond it.


      “Hey, crazy lady, when are you gonna snap outta it?” Ryo asked, standing next to me.


      “But...it’s all my fault.”


      “What? I can’t hear you.” Annoyed, he scratched his head and glared at me. “You really like it when your numbers even out, huh?”


      “What numbers...?”


      Ryo looked down at his feet, where a huge pile of Smart Frames lay. “I’m talking about your damn achievement.”


      My entire body shook—literally.


      “This thing you made is what attracted all those people in the first place!”


      With that one sentence, I awoke from the nightmare too.


      Ryo picked up my phone, which had fallen to the floor at some point, and shoved it against my chest. “We’ve still got three days left. I’ll do my part. Are you just gonna keep crying?”


      “Oh, shut up!” I swiped my phone back from his hand. The screen was too blurry to read. I forcefully rubbed it dry with my arm and faced forward. “I’ll advertise on social media!”


      Ryo looked away from me, satisfied. I glanced at Tsubasa-sama, who nodded at me with his trademark gentle expression. Finally, I turned to Suzuki, who smiled shyly and gave me a thumbs-up.


      Ugh, what am I supposed to do here? That little brat really annoys me to no end. But Tsubasa-sama looks even cooler than usual! And Suzuki... He’s just... Argh, that idiot! Seriously, what am I supposed to do?


      I couldn’t give up. I’d long since snapped out of the dream—I recognized that everything had been ruined because of me. The losses would be over a hundred million yen, and there was no way we could make it up in just three days. Still, I couldn’t give up. My heart burned even more passionately than when I’d been dreaming.


      “We’ll just keep moving forward.”


      “Raaahhh!!!” I shouted as I tapped away at my phone, messaging everyone I’d ever interacted with. In the middle of doing that, I stopped to open the event app. It displayed a hopeless reality: We were sitting at zero participants.


      I knew we were working toward the impossible, but that was no reason to throw in the towel. Like Ryo said, the numbers had simply evened out. I didn’t have anything at the start, so losing everything just meant returning to square one.


      So I won’t give up. I’ll make that number go as high as it can.


      I’ll surpass this pipe dream.
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      * * *


      “It comes down to an obscure start-up mired in controversy versus a well-known company with a track record,” Hidetoshi Saijo—RaWi Corporation’s most accomplished salesman—explained. “Which will you side with?”


      Hearing Saijo’s spiel, a manager who’d planned on attending Suzuki’s event gave a strained smile. “I see. Your firm goes to extreme lengths, huh?”


      Saijo lowered his gaze. “Honestly, it doesn’t sit well with me either. But I have a family to support. You’d prefer to avoid unnecessary risks too, wouldn’t you?”


      Ai Sato had described Ryo’s sales pitches as “magical.” While the young man was undoubtedly a genius, he unfortunately had less than ten years of experience in the field. Saijo, who had worked on the front line for decades, far surpassed him, and over a hundred salespeople of Saijo’s caliber were now working to sabotage the start-up’s event.


      Saijo, having met his quota, heaved a sigh. “Finally done.”


      He was in an awful mood. Assignments like this weren’t unusual, but he didn’t like bullying the weak. Though he’d rather not take on such jobs, there was also no benefit to defying orders—not with over a hundred other people involved. Not only would raising an objection fail to change the outcome, but it would also come with obvious consequences such as a pay cut. On the other hand, achieving stellar results would snag him a bonus.


      “Time to get this report over with and grab a bowl of ramen.”


      Upon submitting his report via his work phone, the All-RaWi System—developed by the company’s engineering department—would automatically process it.


      His hand froze for a second as he mulled things over. “This is just revenge, right?”


      Saijo understood the situation to a certain extent. By piecing together the information he had, he’d concluded that President Arata was bullying the start-up out of spite against the developer of the system that had been supporting RaWi Corporation thus far.


      It felt terrible, but Saijo was in no position to complain. As a mere employee, he had no choice but to obey orders from the top. Suppressing his guilt, he finished his report.


      Such incidents were occurring all over Japan.


      * * *


      “Heh...ha ha...aha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”


      Disturbing laughter echoed through the CEO’s dimly lit office.


      “Oh, what fun,” he said. “It’s a shame I couldn’t hear Ai Sato’s wails of frustration, but that Suzuki fellow’s reaction was priceless.”


      Clutching his belly, which hurt from laughter, he reread the documents in his hands—an outline of the large-scale event his company would be holding in three days.


      “Doing this was extremely expensive; however, it will net me more than just entertainment. Not all of the participants have confirmed yet, but connecting with this many companies is well worth the cost.”


      Working behind the scenes, he’d redirected the customers Suzuki’s company had gathered to his own event, which was similar in structure and promised to pay its attendees several times the original event’s entry fee. To sweeten the deal, he’d stirred up some controversy surrounding the original event and thrown in light threats for good measure.


      He’d set up a choice between a no-name start-up and a famous firm with proven accomplishments—either pay money to make an enemy of the latter or get paid to make the latter owe them a favor. All that was left was for the salesmen to lead customers to a rational decision. It was like taking candy from a baby.


      “Still, how foolish. No cancellation fee? They’re practically begging to be shut down.”


      It was true. The business world was a constant competition for a finite pool of customers. Even if President Arata hadn’t engaged in petty revenge, Suzuki would have inevitably failed at some point.


      “This outcome is only natural. Heh...ha ha...ha ha ha ha ha!”


      This, too, was correct—his meticulous plan had produced these results. The world was brutally fair. Just as paper burned when set on fire, every effect had its cause. Miracles never happened.


      Therefore, what was about to unfold was no miracle.


      * * *


      Shigeru Odawara was enjoying his pastime as usual.


      A mind-boggling amount of multitasking whittled away his spirit by the day. Lately, he’d also been pushing himself beyond his limit by spending his precious weekends with his daughter and her boundless energy. So emptying his mind and staring into space made him feel truly at peace.


      On the other hand, he did have one thing to look forward to: the upcoming long weekend, when his family would be going on a trip for the first time in ages. He was so excited for the three-day domestic getaway that he’d splurged on a new smartphone. He spent his days grinning as he stared at its unsettling triple-lens array, imagining the photos he’d take of their family memories.


      That was why he was torn—just now, the coding school had contacted him. Basically, they needed his help, and it would cost him twenty thousand yen to attend. Considering how much they’d done for him, it wasn’t a sum worth hesitating over. The problem was that it clashed with his family trip.


      Should I shorten the trip by a day?


      His internal conflict remained unresolved even after getting home, taking a bath, and eating dinner.


      “Did something happen?” his wife asked.


      “No... Aha ha, I really can’t keep secrets from you. Actually, a benefactor is asking me for help.”


      “What? Do they want to borrow money from you?”


      “No, nothing like that. They just want me to attend their event for a day. Given that it’s a professional gathering for engineers, the entry fee isn’t much either. It’s just that...” He hesitated to continue.


      His wife sighed. “It’s during the long weekend, isn’t it?”


      “Yeah... Our trip takes priority, of course. But...it’d be nice to at least drop by.”


      He’s learned how to be upfront, huh? his wife thought. Until now, her husband had loved to hold his tongue. But one day, he’d begun saying awkward thank-yous. His wife surmised that this benefactor of his had been the one who’d inspired him to do so—he didn’t have many friends, after all.


      She sighed again. “Just go.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “It’s not like you’re canceling the entire trip, right?”


      “Of course.”


      She smiled. “Then, since we’re going from three days to two, you’ll have to make it twice as fun.”


      “I don’t think the math checks out.”


      “Household expenses are always rounded up, you know?”


      “Oh...”


      Their laughter, soft so as not to disturb their sleeping children, echoed through the living room.


      Shigeru Odawara had gained—or perhaps regained—his family’s smiles. That was why he decided to repay the favor.


      Attendees: 1.


      * * *


      “Huh? An event?”


      Yuuya Nameda was on his way home from work. He’d received a call from his career agent, Yanagi, as he was walking to his house from the train station.


      “Yes!” the enthusiastic agent replied. “It’s being held by True Coding School! This is your chance to make connections with engineers! You simply must attend!”


      “True Coding... Oh, Sato-san’s school. Sure, I’d love to go.”


      “I knew it! I’ll sign you up right now!”


      “Wait, um, hold on a second. Is it free?”


      “Oh, the entry fee? It’s twenty thousand yen!”


      “Twenty thousand...”


      It wasn’t a lot, but Nameda didn’t have any financial leeway to work with. He was still working as a temp making less than minimum wage. Last month, after automating some simple data entry tasks, he’d secured a contract renewal and a small raise. Even so, his pay was equivalent to that of a student part-timer.


      Money was tight. He didn’t have any surplus funds, so it would be extremely difficult to come up with twenty thousand yen on the spot.


      “I’ll cover the cost!” Yanagi declared.


      “What? No, I really can’t make you do that for me.”


      “It’s fine!”


      “But I can’t pay you back...”


      Yanagi laughed.


      What’s so funny? Nameda wondered.


      “Well then, once you get a new job and make your dream come true, you can repay me by buying me a drink!”


      Nameda stopped in his tracks. It didn’t sound like Yanagi was joking. In fact, thinking about it, the man casually said these kinds of things all the time. I really am blessed with good encounters.


      “Sorry...I’d appreciate it,” Nameda said.


      “Okay! I know it’s sudden, but the event’s this upcoming long weekend! Does that conflict with any plans?”


      “Umm... No, I think any of those days should be fine.”


      “Got it! I’ll get back to you later!”


      “Thank you.”


      After a pause, the call ended. Nameda stared blankly at the faint clouds floating in the dark sky.


      “Oh, right. I should let my teacher know.”


      He was referring to his old university professor. Nameda had been visiting him every week since the time he’d asked for computer access. There was no obligation to do so, but it’d felt like the right thing to do.


      Nameda called him as he walked home. “Professor, do you have a minute?”


      Unlike before, his gaze was fixed straight ahead, granting him a wider perspective.


      Attendees: 3.


      * * *


      “La la la, curry in a pouch—it’s no slouch!”


      Late at night, Yuri Honma, who had just gotten home, hummed a tune as she put her prepackaged curry in the microwave. The lyrics carried a hint of darkness.


      Her company had successfully released their new game, but before she’d been able to bask in the afterglow, they’d already started working on the next project. Yuri “Tsundere-chan” Honma had been promoted to development lead, and her days remained busy yet fulfilling.


      “Oh, I have a message from Onee-sama!”


      Naturally, she was referring to Ai Sato.




      Ai: Yuri-chi, help~


      Yuri: What’s up?




      As soon as Yuri replied, Sato sent her a link with bot-like speed.




      Ai: We need ppl!


      Yuri: I’m on it!




      She tapped the link. “I-Is this...an event where I can spend all day adoring my beloved Onee-sama?!”


      There was no such phrasing on the page.


      “Twenty thousand yen for a day! Easy-peasy! Wait, that’s sixty thousand for all three! Pain! But I want it... Oh, I know!”


      Yuri forwarded the link to her boss.




      Yuri: Nabe-san, can this be expensed?




      She waited ten seconds, but the read receipt didn’t appear.


      “Tch, so unresponsive. Don’t make me claim it after the fact!” she threatened. “Oh, I should send this to Matsuzaki-san too.”


      Matsuzaki was a senior engineer who’d joined the company around the same time as her and helped her with advanced programming techniques. In return, she taught him about youth culture—albeit from a biased perspective.




      Yuri: Sharing the wealth.




      Right after she forwarded the link, the microwave dinged.


      “Oh, the curry’s done!”


      She took the microwavable curry out, replaced it with a pouch of microwavable rice, and hit the start button again. Despite her incredibly unhealthy diet, her expression was much brighter than before.


      “Ahhh, I can’t wait for Onee-sama’s fan meet!”


      Again, there had been no such phrasing on the page. At any rate, Yuri signed up for all three days of the event.


      Attendees: 6.


      * * *


      Tsuyoshi Matsuzaki was an early riser. At 5 a.m., he’d wake up and immediately get out of bed. He possessed a strong will capable of resisting the temptation of going back to sleep.


      After washing his face and whatnot, he’d read the newspaper while drinking his morning coffee. Lately, he’d begun checking social media on his phone as well.


      Matsuzaki had one lingering regret: He used to be a department head at a certain company, but because he’d failed to convey the efforts of his subordinates, that department had met a cruel fate. That was why he’d chosen to work at a start-up this time—he was determined to support promising young people.


      “Oh? I have a DM from Honma-san.”


      The message said, “Sharing the wealth.” It included a link.


      “Hmm, an event for engineers?”


      He carefully read the page. The event sounded interesting enough, but he was more curious about who was hosting it. He clicked the “About” link at the bottom of the website, and upon seeing the image displayed on the next screen, he couldn’t help but gasp.


      “Sato-san... So this is where she’s working now.”


      In that case, he had no choice but to go. He’d been a spineless boss, unable to save a single subordinate, and that was precisely why he’d been hoping for an opportunity like this.


      The event was being held on the upcoming long weekend. It cost twenty thousand yen per day or sixty thousand for all three—nothing to hesitate over. Having been promoted to department head at a major corporation and being a bachelor to boot, Tsuyoshi Matsuzaki had both time and money to spare.


      Awkwardly fumbling with his smartphone, he signed up for all three days, then opened his social media app. “Just signed up. YOLO,” he tweeted, including the link he’d received from Yuri.


      Attendees: 9.


      * * *


      Word spread from True Coding School to its students, from Ai Sato to her friends, and from those people to their friends. Naturally, the effect was negligible. Even if the information propagated exponentially, that didn’t mean everyone who saw it would pay money to attend the event.


      “Matsuzaki-san signed up for something?”


      This man was one of Matsuzaki’s former subordinates—and a member of the team that had developed the All-RaWi System with Ai Sato. Arriving at the company’s “About” page in much the same way as Matsuzaki had, he saw the photo there and shed a tear.


      “Oh, so that’s what’s going on... Sato-san looks like she’s having fun... Well, I guess that’s normal.”


      He signed up for the first day of the event.


      “She’s wearing a suit in the picture, but I wonder if she still cosplays?”


      He smiled as he reminisced on those days. Sato-san had helped him so many times.


      “Oh, come to think of it...”


      He checked his list of followed users. Not too long ago, someone had shown interest in the All-RaWi System.


      He wasn’t trying to advertise—engineers instinctively wanted to share useful information with others. So he casually forwarded the link along like he usually did.


      Attendees: 10.


      * * *


      “Man, I’m so tired,” Eito Kanzaki said, sipping his postbath coffee milk. As always, his phone was in his right hand. “All right, there were a lot of glimmers today.”


      “Glimmers” were what he called social media notifications. He went through his messages with practiced ease. Ninety-nine percent were basically useless spam, but very rarely, he would encounter shocking information. That was why he referred to this task as treasure hunting.


      “Come out, buried treasure. Show me something good.”


      Skip, skip, skip. He processed vast amounts of data at machinelike speed.


      “Wait, that one sounded familiar.”


      He went back to one of the messages he’d skipped over.




      You were talking about the All-RaWi System a while back, right? The system’s developer is holding an event. Her name is Ai Sato. Here’s the link.




      All-RaWi? All-RaWi... Oh, that All-RaWi System!


      “Seriously?! A human being made that thing?! I mean, I know, but still! Wait a second...”


      Kanzaki calmed himself and examined the information closely. He wanted proof that the sender truly knew what they were talking about.


      He’d seen the All-RaWi System’s source code and documentation before. It had included the name of its apparent developer, and he had committed it to memory: Ai Sato—though he had mistakenly interpreted it as “Artificial Intelligence Sato.” Anyhow, only an insider would know that name.


      “It’s real! Oh my god! Let’s go!”


      Like a kid in a candy store, Kanzaki excitedly opened the link and signed up for all three days without hesitation.


      “Oh, crap, I’m double-booked. Well, this is obviously more important!” He stuck out his tongue after seeing the third confirmation screen. “Guess I’ll tweet it.”




      An event with the All-RaWi System’s developer! I’m so excited. Instantly signed up for all three days.




      Those casual seventeen words would change everything.


      Attendees: 13.


      * * *


      There were people called influencers whose charisma drew large numbers of online followers. If an influencer were to say a certain brand of candy was delicious, it would fly off the supermarket shelves, and any clothing they praised would sell out after a rush of incoming orders. So it was obvious what would happen if they announced they were attending an event.


      “Whoa, Kanzaki-san’s going?! I’d better go too!”


      Attendees: 48.




      What’s the All-RaWi System?


      Didn’t Kanzaki-san bring it up a while ago?


      Found it. If Kanzaki-san’s this excited, it must be seriously wild




      Attendees: 92.




      I heard Kanzaki-san’s holding a fan meet


      no, he’s there for the all-rawi system


      tf is that?


      former insider here, think of it as something that can automate 50% of a certain financial system


      keep dreaming lmao. but kanzaki-san’s reaction makes me curious...




      Attendees: 165.




      Word continued to spread across social circles.




      I know this company. I take classes at True Coding School, and they really know their stuff.


      True Coding School? I remember that tacky name from when my coworker was raving about it. The event looks interesting.




      Since the four employees had refused to give up, their voices had bounced from one place to the next until they’d finally reached an influencer and exploded.


      Attendees: 232.




      All-RaWi System and Kanzaki-san are trending lol


      Wasn’t there drama with this company?




      Information that attracted a lot of attention could sometimes bring up unexpected relevant news.




      They totally got slammed. Is Kanzaki-san sure about this?


      I looked up the story and it’s obviously fake. Everything’s copy-pasted


      RT: laughed at how blatant this was LOL




      Most of the people drawn to the information were curious onlookers who were only in it for the entertainment, but it continued to spread nonetheless. Eventually, it reached people with intel that couldn’t be found online.




      That trending news is a corpo attempt at crushing a start-up. Got a disgusting sales pitch the other day that made me wanna hurl


      Oh, THAT sales pitch. Honestly don’t wanna get involved, but if the info’s coming from Kanzaki-san, I guess I gotta jump in




      Attendees: 482.




      I wrote a summary article


      wtf that was fast


      holy crap, if this is true, the pitchforks are coming out




      No one could stop the explosive spread of information.




      My timeline’s going crazy. What happened?


      This link summarizes the situation well


      I gasped out loud. This is seriously awful




      Eventually, it reached beyond social media, circulating in various forms—for example, a man relaxing at home on his sofa receiving an email from his subordinate.




      Yamamoto-san, isn’t this the event we signed up for?




      “Event? Oh, yeah. It’s this upcoming long weekend.”




      I got a notice saying we’re going to a different one instead. Do you know what’s going on?




      “A different event? That’s news to me.” He opened one of the links attached to the email. “What the hell?!”


      Indignant, he grabbed his phone and dialed their CEO, who happened to also be a friend he’d worked with since the company’s founding.


      “Hey, is now a good time? The engineering department was scheduled to attend an event this long weekend. Do you know what happened to that?”


      “An event? Oh, right. I spoke with RaWi’s CEO the other day. You’ll be going to their event instead.”


      “Sorry, but cancel that.”


      “Why?”


      With an authoritative tone worthy of the company’s chief technology officer, the man replied, “I decided to attend Ai Sato’s event because I fell in love with her engineering mindset.”


      “I see. But I’m sorry—there are some complicated circumstances involved.”


      “Fine. We’ll do our own thing.”


      He ended the call and opened another one of the links his subordinate had sent him. It led to a page outlining the event being hosted by Suzuki’s company. He navigated to the “About” page, which included a group photo of their employees. He recognized two of them: a smooth-talking, blue-eyed young man and...


      “Yeah, this is her—Ai Sato-san. I remember her well. She’s truly an outstanding engineer.”


      He then opened the registration page and narrowed his eyes at the twenty-thousand-yen fee.


      “They lowered the price? What a waste,” he muttered as he forwarded the link to his other subordinates.




      Those who planned to attend the event, be sure to register. For everyone else, participation is optional, but it’ll be a great learning experience. I’ll cover the entry fee.




      Attendees: 1,042.




      The information continued to spread.


      A secretary at the company facing backlash trembled when she saw the news. Her first thought was that she should report it to the CEO, but she found herself averting her eyes. She felt it was already too late.


      Hidetoshi Saijo, a salesman at the company facing backlash, had carelessly posted an insider exposé. After it had spread like wildfire, he’d panicked and deleted it, but that had only added fuel to the flames.


      Eventually, the information made its way back to its source.


      “Whoa, that went super viral!” Kanzaki exclaimed upon seeing his post from hours ago.


      While looking into the drama, he was reminded of a past unpleasant experience.


      “Oh, right, the old fart who pissed me off.”


      He dug deeper, and a certain post caught his eye.




      I used to work for that company, and lemme tell you, the new CEO’s an absolute scumbag. Engineers aren’t just numbers! Don’t look down on us! AAAAAA just thinking about him makes my blood boil!




      “Hey, this guy knows what’s up.”


      As he tapped the quote button on the post, he grinned like a child about to pull a prank.




      So true #EngineersAreNotNumbers




      It was just a casual remark with a hashtag attached, but at the same time, it had the effect of throwing a grenade into a pile of explosives. Kanzaki’s meaningful comment, delivered with perfect timing, accelerated the frenzy.


      The information continued to circulate with no end in sight.


      * * *


      The day of the event had come. One hour before the scheduled start time, Suzuki discussed details with the leader of the hired staff. It was the final event briefing.


      “That’s how it should go,” Suzuki concluded.


      “Understood,” the staff leader said.


      “That said...I’m really sorry.”


      Suzuki gave a simple rundown of the situation that boiled down to: You’ll probably be bored out of your mind today.


      The staff leader tilted his head in confusion. “Oh, have you not heard?”


      Suzuki mirrored the man’s movement.


      “Everyone’s been talking about it the past few days. Here, look—”


      That was when Suzuki saw the news.


      * * *


      I felt incredibly dejected. After spending three days sleeplessly reaching out to friends and acquaintances, only four of them had clearly indicated that they would attend the event. As I got on the train that morning, I thought to myself, Man, I’m really unpopular.


      Today, I was wearing normal business attire for the first time in ages. It was a slightly oversized dress suit, worn over a cosplay of a character from a popular anime about school idols. Since I’d forced the suit on top, I’d ended up with a slightly odd silhouette, but I really wanted to wear this costume today—in the anime, there’d been a scene where the idols had performed their hearts out despite the fact that only one person had shown up to their concert. I’d chosen this outfit because I felt it would give me courage.


      I arrived at the venue and walked to the meeting spot. Only Suzuki was there.


      “Morning,” I said.


      “Oh, good morning, Sato-san,” he replied cheerily.


      Someone’s in a good mood... Well, I guess it’s understandable. When you end up over a hundred million yen in debt, what else can you do but laugh? Ugh, how am I supposed to take responsibility for this?


      “I know you just got here,” he continued, “but can you take care of guiding people inside? Just stand at the entrance and tell people where to go.”


      “Got it...”


      His attitude was eerily chipper. Mildly frightened, I headed over as instructed. There was still an hour until the event, so surely no one had arrived yet—or so I thought.


      “Yuri-chi!” I exclaimed, rushing up to the familiar face and hugging her.


      “Oh, good morning,” she replied.


      “You really came! Thank you so much!”


      “Tee hee, of course I did. I was so excited that I couldn’t sleep last night.”


      “Gross.”


      “Wow, rude!”


      As we joked, I squeezed the petite woman in my arms and patted her gently. She had a nice, sweet fragrance.


      “Anyway, congratulations, Sato-san,” Yuri said.


      “Hm? For what?”


      “Wait, haven’t you heard the news?”


      “Hmm?”


      I thought about it, but nothing came to mind. All I’d done these past few days was assemble Smart Frames, post dumb stuff online, and eat Ca**rie Mate for my daily three meals. There shouldn’t have been anything worth celebrating.


      “In that case, let me indulge in you until the moment you find out,” she said.


      “Oh my, you’re so needy, Yuri-chan.”


      “Only because it’s you, Ai-onee-sama.”


      I spent some blissful time doting on her, really leaning into the feelings of escapism. Ten minutes later...


      “Sato-san, good to see you again,” came a man’s voice.


      “Hm? Wh-Whoa, it’s you, boss!” Ex-boss, technically.


      Seeing my old department head from RaWi after so long made me feel a bit giddy.


      “What are you doing here?” I asked.


      “I work at the same company as Honma-san. She’s the one who told me about today’s event.”


      “Is that true, Yuri-chan?!”


      “Huh? What are you talking about?” Yuri asked dreamily.


      I turned her around so she could see my ex-boss.


      “Oh, Matsuzaki-san!” she exclaimed. “You came so early!”


      “Aha ha, you didn’t notice me, huh?” my ex-boss replied.


      “Sorry, I was a little distracted.”


      They were talking normally, like friends. It sure is a small world.


      As the three of us chatted, another person showed up.


      “Matsuzaki-san, Sato-san, it’s been a while,” the newcomer greeted.


      Another familiar face—this was one of my ex-coworkers who’d developed the All-RaWi System with me.


      “W-Wait, what? How? Why?” I stammered.


      “Matsuzaki-san tweeted he was coming, so I signed up too.”


      “D’aww! Thanks!”


      “Aha ha, I see you’re still full of energy. Did you quit cosplaying?”


      “Nope, the costume’s under my dress! Should I take it off?!”


      “O-Of course not!” Yuri-chan interjected, seemingly taking my joke seriously. “Why would you even suggest that?!”


      The four of us all laughed and continued chatting.


      Once again, another person appeared. This time, it was a fashionable older man I didn’t recognize.


      “Um, might you be Ai Sato-san?” he asked. “M-My name is Kanzaki. I’m your fan.”


      Uh, is he a stalker?


      “Huh?!” Yuri-chan exclaimed. “In the flesh?!”


      “What a surprise,” Matsuzaki-san remarked. “I didn’t expect someone as influential as you to be here.”


      My former coworker fell silent, his eyes sparkling like a shojo manga character.


      Okay, what’s going on here?


      “Hey!” came a loud voice from afar. “Isn’t that Kanzaki-san?!”


      The moment I saw the crowd, I was at a loss for words.


      “Yikes, they really showed up,” Kanzaki muttered.


      “I-It’s okay, Ai-onee-sama!” Yuri-chan clung to me. “I’ll protect you!”


      I stood there, stunned. I couldn’t believe my eyes.


      “Sato-san, I’ll come find you later,” Kanzaki said pretentiously. “I’m looking forward to talking with you.” Donning a mask and a pair of glasses, he excused himself from the line.


      “The back of the line is over here!” a familiar voice called out.


      Snapping to attention, I turned around to see Tsubasa-sama, Ryo, and a large group of staff directing countless people before me. A bunch of them left the procession—seemingly to chase Kanzaki-san—but even so, the end of the line quickly disappeared into the distance.


      “Do your best,” Tsubasa-sama said, passing by me on the right.


      I felt like I was dreaming.


      “Hey, stop spacing out,” Ryo said, passing by me on the left.


      This just can’t be real.


      “Yuri-chan, can you pinch my cheek?” I asked.


      “Huh? Did you say to kiss your cheek?” she replied.


      “That works too.”


      “I-I was just kidding!”


      Yuri-chan timidly tugged on my cheek.


      “Ow...” I said.


      “Um, why did you want me to do this?”


      It hurts. This isn’t a dream. I have no idea what’s going on, but it’s not a dream. This is all real!


      My expression relaxed as a surge of emotion took over me. I grabbed the hem of my stiff suit, yanked it all off at once, and handed it to Yuri-chan.


      Decked out in cosplay, I yelled, “Please squish forward, everyone! Don’t worry—we’re all engineers here! Show me how efficient you can be!”


      The crowd was abuzz.


      “Is that a high school uniform?” one person asked.


      “Since when were we at Comiket?” another quipped.


      I gave up on understanding the situation and accepted it for what it was.


      “This way, everyone!” I shouted, guiding the huge line toward the entrance.




      Suzuki was watching from a distance.


      Satisfied with what he was seeing, he murmured, “Good, she’s smiling again.”


      He looked at his phone, which was open to the article the staff leader had shown him. It detailed everything that had happened over the past three days.


      An influencer’s post about attending the event had led to the explosive spread of information, and that in turn had led to the exposure of misdeeds that otherwise would have remained concealed. Basically, the incident was drama-fueled outrage. Though a common enough occurrence, this time, a certain tagline had stoked the flames: “Engineers aren’t just numbers.” Many outstanding engineers had joined the frenzy in support of that statement, and given their jobs, they were highly skilled in information processing.


      That’s all just an excuse, though. Suzuki’s eyes were focused on just one piece of intel: the All-RaWi System. This entire situation had come about because Sato’s work of art had captured the heart of a famous engineer.


      A smile crept across Suzuki’s face. He felt proud, as if it were his own achievement. Most of all, he was relieved to see Sato beaming again after the tears she’d shed the other day.


      “All right, things are about to get busy,” he said while stretching.


      Suddenly, his work phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a private caller.


      Who could this be? “Hello, Suzuki speaking.”


      “What did you do?!”


      He instantly guessed to whom the familiar voice belonged. “Have you not seen the article?”


      “Answer the question! I’m asking you what you did!”


      Ow, that was loud. Suzuki tapped the speaker button and distanced the phone from his ear. “I didn’t do anything.”


      “Don’t play dumb! If you’re as innocent as you claim, then why did over ninety percent of the engineers go to your event instead?!”


      Ninety percent? Suzuki, who hadn’t been aware of any specific numbers, was genuinely surprised.


      He thought for a bit. This guy upset Sato three times. At their diner reunion, she’d been crying out of frustration. Later on, she’d been gloomy because RaWi had demanded that she return to them. Last but not least, there’d been the incident from the other day—just remembering it made Suzuki’s blood boil.


      He took a deep breath. “Engineers aren’t just numbers.”


      “What are you talking about?!”


      “You really don’t get it?”


      Strained breaths could be heard from the speaker. The CEO was probably thinking of a response.


      “To be honest, I don’t know how things ended up this way either,” Suzuki said calmly.


      “Are you mocking me?!”


      “No, I’m serious. I truly have no idea. After all, I’m not responsible for this situation—it was all Ai Sato.”


      “Ai Satooo?!”


      As Suzuki watched the woman in question, who was still happily directing the line, he continued, “Your approach was to meet with companies and steal our participants. As it turns out, I did the exact same thing: I reached out to businesses to recruit them. But Sato-san is different. She only ever focused on the people right in front of her.”


      This was his honest opinion.


      “Argh, enough with the nonsense!” President Arata yelled. “What does this have to do with anything?!”


      “Basically, you were ignorant.”


      “Ignorant?!” The furious CEO’s voice was finally starting to crack.


      “How about signing up for a course at True Coding School?” Suzuki proposed.


      “A course...?”


      “If you don’t know the answer, just find out. To succeed next time, you need to learn why you failed.”


      “Who do you think you are?!”


      “My goal is to change the world. Not to get into childish fights.” Unlike you.


      President Arata fell silent. The sarcasm hadn’t gone over his head.


      “It’s not too late,” Suzuki continued. “Just once, try learning about engineers. They’re the ones propping up your company, after all. Don’t worry—our business doesn’t abandon valuable individuals.”


      At best, these words would be interpreted as a speech from a passionate teacher; at worst, they’d be little more than empty sweet talk. But President Arata wasn’t the kind of person who could be persuaded over the phone to turn over a new leaf, and Suzuki understood that.


      “Oh, sorry, I forgot something,” Suzuki said in a dramatic tone. Bringing his mouth closer to his phone, he slowly announced, “We don’t teach total newbies.” In other words, you’re worthless, the mocking tone in his voice implied.


      “Suzuki... Suzuki, Suzuki, Suzuki! How dare you insult me?!”


      “I’m doing no such thing,” he replied flatly. “In the business world, results are everything, no?”


      This was an adult’s revenge—a declaration of victory that said, You’re not even worth my attention, shattering President Arata’s pride as a successful executive into pieces.


      Suzuki heard a thud. He suspected the CEO had dropped his phone.


      Sometimes, being forced to realize your utter defeat was more humiliating than pressing your forehead to the ground. President Arata was surely blaming himself for this outcome, and that hurt more than anyone’s words could.


      There was no point in continuing this conversation.


      “If you’ll excuse me now,” Suzuki said. “I have a lot to attend to.”


      He ended the call and stuck out his tongue. Then, he stretched, let out a sigh, and headed into the venue with a smile on his face.
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      * * *


      What a hectic day.


      After saying goodbye to the staff and sending Tsubasa and Ryo home, Suzuki looked around for Sato, who’d been constantly surrounded by a crowd of engineers throughout the event. Fortunately, she’d been smiling every time he saw her.


      “I spotted her seeing people off when the event ended. She didn’t go to an after-party with them, did she? Surely even Sato-san wouldn’t ditch work for that...unless...?”


      As he was seriously pondering the possibility, he heard footsteps running toward him from behind. He whirled around just as the person tackled him to the ground with all their might.


      With an aching back, he didn’t even confirm who the culprit was before grumbling, “That hurt, Sato-san.”


      “You’re supposed to withstand the hit, silly.”


      “Aha ha, you always have the most unreasonable expectations.”


      Normally, this would probably be a romantic situation, but Sato’s reckless behavior had prevented that kind of mood from developing.


      “What’s wrong?” Suzuki asked.


      No response.


      “Are you tired?”


      Still no response. Suzuki sighed and looked up at the reddening sky. It would probably get dark in a few minutes. I hope she says something by then.


      One minute passed, then two. Sato had yet to speak.


      “Sato-san, thank you so much for today,” Suzuki murmured. “This wouldn’t have been possible without you.”


      “That’s not true.”


      Suzuki laughed. “You finally say something, and it’s that?”


      Sato lightly smacked his shoulder a few times to hide her embarrassment. “I was so scared,” she whispered. “I thought I ruined everything.”


      “You’re surprisingly sensitive.”


      “Don’t say ‘surprisingly’!” This time, Sato smacked his other shoulder.


      Suzuki chuckled. “So like I was saying, what’s wrong?”


      “Promise me you won’t laugh.”


      “I won’t.”


      “I’m serious. Don’t you dare laugh.” Sato took a deep breath and looked up at Suzuki. “You guys were amazing. I wonder if I can be like that too?”


      Suzuki was too mesmerized to remember to breathe, let alone respond. Sato’s words had been those of a child talking about a dream, yet the expression on her face was unmistakably that of an adult. Suzuki couldn’t help but think she was beautiful.


      “Hey, say something,” Sato sulked, pinching her boss’s cheek.


      That captivating expression was suddenly nowhere to be seen. Seeing her revert to her usual self, Suzuki couldn’t help but chuckle.


      “Wow! I told you not to laugh!” Sato punched him repeatedly.


      “Sorry. It hurts. Please don’t hit me.” After he’d put up with a few punches, Suzuki caught her soft wrist, looked her straight in the eye, and said, “You can do it. Today was all your doing in the first place, Sato-san.”


      “Like I said, I didn’t do anything.”


      “Really? All right, then.”


      “What the heck?!” Sato pouted.


      Suzuki laughed. “Let’s head back. We’ve got an early start tomorrow.”


      “Fine,” Sato grumbled.


      She stood up and offered Suzuki her hand. Just as he was about to grab it, she immediately pulled it back, resulting in him falling back down and landing on his butt.


      “Uh, Sato-san?” he asked.


      “Take that, stupid Suzuki!” Sato cackled as she ran down the path.


      Suzuki got up. “You’re going the wrong way!” he shouted in exasperation.


      “What?!” Sato squeaked, turning around.


      Feeling mischievous, Suzuki broke out into a jog.


      “W-W-Wait! I won’t be able to get back without you!” Sato pleaded.


      “It’s okay. I’ll pick you up tomorrow.”


      “I’ll catch a cold out here!”


      Sato chased after the chuckling Suzuki as they continued their childish exchange.


      “Suzukiii!”


      “Yes?”


      I’ll catch up with you guys before you know it. Swallowing those words, she instead said, “Never mind!”


      That’s a cryptic “Never mind,” Suzuki thought. He tried to read between the lines, but he soon gave up.


      The two of them ran all the way to the station, playing tag like little kids. Once they got on the train, they calmed down and thought, Man, my legs are gonna be sore tomorrow.


      Their eyes met. Somehow, they could each tell what the other was thinking. They averted their gazes and bit their tongues, trying to hold back their laughter.


      They couldn’t help but enjoy these childish exchanges—probably because they both had their eyes on the same destination. Even after growing up and realizing the harshness of reality and the impossibility of their childhood dreams, they’d set their sights on a faraway place and begun walking on the journey beyond their pipe dreams.


      “Oh, I forgot to mention,” Sato said.


      “Is it something silly again?” Suzuki asked.


      “Yeah, it’s totally pointless.”


      Sato grinned, stood next to Suzuki, and whispered in his ear, “I’m glad I met you too, Kenta.” There! Have a taste of your own medicine!


      Unable to maintain eye contact, Suzuki averted his gaze. “Seriously, what am I going to do with you?”


      Sato laughed with genuine delight.


    


  



  

    

      Extra: Why She Began Cosplaying


      Death march: the slang term for crunch culture in the Japanese IT industry.


      Originally only used among a secretive few, it grew in popularity as exploitative companies became a social issue. The term was especially well-known among anime and manga fans—and, of course, students majoring in computer-related programs.


      Since Ai Sato belonged to both groups, one would’ve expected her to learn this term early on...and yet, she hadn’t. Rather, she had, but not to its full extent—only people who didn’t truly understand what a crunch meant would casually utter that phrase.


      A death march was an emotionally draining, lifespan-shortening workplace that resembled a one-way trip to hell. After joining a company as a new grad and completing a month of training, Sato had been assigned to one such department. Only then had she understood the true meaning of “death march” for the first time.




      “Hey, who wrote this shitty code?!”


      “It was probably you! Shut up!”


      Angry shouts and stress-venting keyboard pounding could be heard within the systems management office. Entry to this room required a chip embedded in one’s employee ID, and after arriving in the early morning, it was rare to be able to leave before midnight. Even lunch breaks were taken at one’s computer.


      Sato’s desk was the closest to the entrance. To her right was her supervisor, and to his right was someone who’d joined the company at the same time as her. She and the other new hire had been tasked with managing multiple systems right off the bat.


      “Sorry, there’s no documentation for this one,” her supervisor explained, his eyes fixated on his computer screen. “All it does is display database entries, though. You can check the source code in the directory I showed you earlier for details. If you have any questions, feel free to ask.”


      Sato vaguely sensed that her supervisor’s voice was growing weaker by the day. Sure enough, three months after her assignment, her supervisor collapsed. The department head, Matsuzaki, was going to take over his duties. In order to speak with her new supervisor, Sato found herself leaving the systems management office during her lunch break for the first time.


      “Will I end up like that too?” her coworker muttered as they walked.


      Sato stared vacantly at him.


      “What the hell?” he continued. “I applied to this company ’cause I heard it had good work-life balance. So much for that. But if I quit this soon, it’ll look bad on my résumé. Heck, I don’t even have time to write a resignation letter. Seriously, what the hell is this? I’m gonna be sick—”


      Her coworker threw up. Sato watched him, feeling as if she were dreaming. Eventually, the department head rushed over, and her coworker was taken to the hospital. After that was settled, it was finally time to speak with the department head.


      “I’m sorry, Sato-san.” Those were the first words out of his mouth. “If only I had more power, I could assign more staff and put an end to these working conditions.” He clenched his fists, looking genuinely frustrated. “Sato-san, are you interested in automation?”


      “Um, could you be more specific?”


      “We were always understaffed to begin with, and as the company grows, so does the workload. At this rate, things are bound to fall apart. I want to protect what my team members have risked their lives to maintain.”


      Fists trembling and eyes teary, the department head looked up as if he were picturing a scene that didn’t exist. The sight was seared into Sato’s eyes, memory, and soul.


      “That’s why I want to automate some of our workload,” he continued. “Even a little bit would go a long way in making everyone’s lives easier. If I take over all of your work, Sato-san, will you focus on automation for me?”


      His request was phrased as a question, but since he was her superior, it was actually an order she wasn’t allowed to refuse. Still, she somehow didn’t feel like she was being forced into it.


      “I’ll try,” she said.


      “Thank you. Don’t push yourself too hard, though.”


      After their meeting, Sato worked until late at night. She walked home, and—though she’d normally been passing out as soon as she got there—she found herself unable to fall asleep.


      The next day, she went to work, greeted the department head, and began looking into ways of automating their work. Naturally, she didn’t come up with any ideas right away. Ten minutes passed, then an hour, then two hours, all with no progress whatsoever. Her head hurt, and she felt nauseous. Still, she continued to rack her brain.


      Eventually, she bit her lip and reached for the keyboard—not because she’d thought of something, but because she couldn’t stand not doing anything. She pulled up the source code of a system she’d been managing, but no matter how long she stared at the colorful text displayed on a black background, it refused to cough up any answers.


      Her anxiety worsened. Scared, she closed her eyes in an attempt to escape—but losing her sense of sight heightened her sense of hearing. She became conscious of all the sounds around her, and she hated it. Sometimes the sounds frightened her; sometimes they made her feel sick. Either way, she was miserable.


      “Hey, what’s the status of the Sadran ticket?!”


      “Sorry! I’ll send the email right now!”


      Sadran was probably the name of a system. Sato couldn’t understand why these people felt the need to yell for such an ordinary conversation.


      Days went on like this, until suddenly, Sato realized the sounds she hated so much resembled those of a school sports club.


      “Hey, are you asleep?!”


      “My bad! I zoned out.”


      “If you’re gonna sleep, do it at home! You’ll recover faster that way!”


      “Stop nagging me, idiot!”


      Maybe they actually get along?


      The moment Sato had this epiphany, she understood the meaning behind the words her department head had uttered while in tears.


      “I want to protect what my team members have risked their lives to maintain.”


      As a new hire, Sato didn’t have any emotional attachment to her team. But strangely enough, after this tiny moment of empathy, her headache went away.


      “Sato-san, you can go home now,” the department head said.


      “It’s okay. I’m almost done.”


      She became immersed in her work to the point where she was only going home once every two days; people were actually expressing concern for her well-being. But she was a new grad, and it wasn’t uncommon for STEM students to stay at labs overnight. She had the physical and mental stamina to survive in that lifestyle.


      It was fatiguing, though. She spent her days staring at the computer screen at work and doing nothing at home. Once she was there, she’d pass out, turning off like a machine.


      One day, upon returning home, Sato stepped on the TV remote, which had fallen on the floor. The TV turned on, and there happened to be an anime episode airing. She realized it’d been a long time since she’d partaken in subculture.


      The show was an ordinary slice-of-life series about cute girls trying their best to cook. There weren’t any emotional scenes, yet Sato found herself crying, touched by the main character’s efforts.


      I want to be like her.


      She watched the show with the fervor of a person having their first meal after days of fasting. As the mundane everyday scenes played out before her, tears welled up from her exhausted heart and streamed down her cheeks.


      Several days later, she unconsciously crafted a cosplay outfit and wore it to work. The systems management office, which was normally filled with angry yelling, was completely silent that day.


      “I’m done,” Sato told her department head, Matsuzaki, that afternoon.


      The other employees stopped what they were doing and nervously turned to look.


      “Um, what’s done?” Matsuzaki asked, averting his gaze—both from Sato’s strange attire and the pressure coming from around him.


      Instead of replying, Sato reached for Matsuzaki’s keyboard and entered a few commands. Logs appeared one after the other.


      “What’s this?” Matsuzaki squinted. Realizing these were logs that were normally generated through manual labor, he widened his eyes. “Sato-san, could you explain this to me?”


      Sato tried to find the right words, but nothing came to mind. She was too fatigued to think straight.


      “You can do it, Ai-chan!”


      Her brain conjured an anime character’s voice in her head. Repeating the girl’s words verbatim, she said in an energetic anime voice, “What’s there to explain, boss? It’s automation!”


      A chill ran through the air. Sato snapped out of her hallucination and broke out into a cold sweat.


      “Sato-san...” one of her colleagues began.


      Tensing up like a fish on a chopping board, Sato turned her gaze toward the speaker.


      “Are you cosplaying Mokko-chan from Miracle Pâtissière?”


      “Y-You know her?”


      “Oh, it’s really her? I couldn’t tell since the quality was so bad.”


      “Rude!”


      Someone laughed at their exchange. Meanwhile, other coworkers joined in.


      “Wait, that’s supposed to be Mokko-chan?”


      “Now that you mention it, I guess I can see it.”


      “Whoa, are we all otaku here?”


      “Hey! Don’t dis MiraPati or I’ll curse you with full-width spaces in your source code!”


      Sato watched the conversation erupt with a dazed expression.


      “Sorry, Sato-san,” Matsuzaki said. “These guys haven’t grown up yet.”


      “That’s no way to introduce people, Matsuzaki-san!” someone retorted.


      Fifteen minutes later, Sato finally began explaining her system. It was still crude and completely unoptimized, but the novelty of the idea stunned every engineer in the room.


      Conversation broke out again.


      “Couldn’t we apply this to other systems too?”


      “Sato-san, if I show you my current tasks, could you try to integrate them into your system?”


      “No, start with mine, Sato-san. That guy has bad breath, so you can do his stuff later.”


      “What?!”


      “I’m telling you it stinks, dumbass!”


      Sato laughed at this exchange, prompting the two arguers to shut their mouths in shame.


      “I’ll look at both of yours,” she said cheerfully, sounding like a completely different person. “We can decide the order peacefully with rock-paper-scissors!”


      So began the development of what would later be known as the All-RaWi System. This was also the reason she began cosplaying.


      From that day on, Sato wore cosplay to work every day. After a while, someone objected to her wearing her costumes on the train, so she had to start changing clothes at the office. Still, not a single one of her colleagues complained about her doing work in her eccentric attire.


      The number of smiles in the office grew, and Ai Sato and her homemade cosplays were at the center of them.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Hello, I’m Yuki Kashirome, an elementary schooler (in concept only) who wants to bring more smiles to the world.


      I’m an otaku just like Ai-chan. I watch a double-digit number of anime series each season, and I also read lots of manga and light novels. When I’m reading a light novel, I love both the main story and the afterword, because I want to keep going—I don’t want the book to end. Reading the afterword makes me feel like I’m watching the epilogue after a movie’s ending credits. Basically, I really enjoy afterwords...so I never thought I’d get to write one myself. You never know what will happen in life.


      What did you think of this book? It has a modern setting, which is uncommon enough for stories originating from Shosetsuka ni Naro. Not only that, but it has no fantasy elements whatsoever, making it truly rare. Even with my wide exposure to subculture, I don’t see this genre often, so I hope it was a fresh experience for you.


      Now then, as mentioned in the story, for an otaku like me, subculture is a necessary nutrient for survival. Whenever I’ve gone through hard times and felt like giving up, stories have always given me the courage to go on. It’s also true that it once cured me of the flu.


      If this story could save someone the way other stories have saved me, it would be the greatest joy of my life. For me, what lies beyond my pipe dream is bringing even one more smile to the world.


      That’s a pretty noble comment, if I do say so myself. So now I’m going to balance it out with something crass. What would an elementary schooler think is crass? Right, money!


      It’s advertising time!


      This story is receiving a manga adaptation! Please check out Ai-chan’s expressive faces on various platforms such as PASH UP! It features depictions you can only get from that medium, like shojo manga parodies! Please read it! Please!


      Also, whether or not this story continues is dependent on sales! So please recommend it to your friends and acquaintances, write reviews to promote it to strangers, quietly leave the book on the desk of an engineer at your workplace, or buy multiple copies! People often ask whether it’s better to buy the digital or print version, and obviously, the answer is: Buy both! Thank you!


      There, all evened out! What follows is the acknowledgments section.


      This book was made possible with the cooperation of many people, including Matsui-sama (my editor), who gave me their full support from first interaction until publication; Xiao-sama, an AI engineer who provided insight from a different perspective; and icchi-sama, who gave Ai-chan her super adorable design and the KTR members their super handsome ones. I’d like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to all of them.
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